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⚖ Workers of the World, Unite! ⚖


Chapter 1: He Rui's Graduation (Part 1)

Volume 1 — Chapter 1

❧ ❧ ❧


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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

"Is it *The Fate of Japan*?"

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

Half an hour later, the graduation ceremony finally concluded.

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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



★


Chapter 2 He Rui's Graduation (Part 2)

Volume 1 — Chapter 2

❧ ❧ ❧


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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

Since no one interrupted, He Rui continued to speak to Okamura Yasuji. "Japan's circumstances dictate an export-oriented economic model. Japanese manufactured goods aren't competitive enough — apart from raw silk exports to Europe and America, Japan depends on the Chinese mainland as its primary market. If war breaks out and China loses significant territory, public outrage will be inevitable. China will close its markets to Japan. Even if Japan uses Manchuria and Mongolia to expand its industrial base, who exactly will buy all those manufactured goods?"



★


Chapter 3 He Rui's Graduation (Part 3)

Volume 1 — Chapter 3

❧ ❧ ❧


Seeing He Rui using economics in the debate again, Okamura Yasuji was obviously disgruntled but didn't know how to argue. Obata Toshishirō, who hadn't participated in the discussion until now, took over the debate and asked rhetorically, "He-kun describes international politics in his book, pointing out that the international arena is a state of jungle anarchy. Listening to what you just said, do you intend to use benevolence and righteousness to solve matters between nations? If Japan occupying Manchuria and Mongolia is not enough, and Japan occupies the whole of China, can the Chinese people refuse to buy Japanese goods?"

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

"Yes," Ishiwara Kanji responded.

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

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

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

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

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

British Victorian-style gas lamps had been erected on the street at the entrance of the Army War College. Continuing forward, a more Japanese-style market atmosphere unfolded before He Rui.



★


Chapter 4 He Rui's Graduation (Part 4)

Volume 1 — Chapter 4

❧ ❧ ❧


Carrying his military sword, He Rui walked along both sides of the street just like ordinary pedestrians. Compared with last year, the streets of Tokyo were much livelier. Most people wore kimonos; although western suits were not many, they were no longer rare clothes that could only be seen occasionally. Student uniforms, which were between kimonos and western suits, could be seen everywhere. Those young boys and youths wearing student uniforms were full of vitality, carrying schoolbags and passing by He Rui hurriedly.

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

"Many thanks."

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

He Rui had to bow slightly in return again.

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

"Probably between mid-1917 and early 1919."

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

The students stood up collectively and applauded He Rui.

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

"Many thanks."

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

"Guided exports?"

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

"Have you no thoughts of your own?"

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

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

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

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

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

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

The explanation made by He Rui was clear in thought and very much in line with Duan Qirui's ideas. Especially the explanation that the Japanese garrison officers Outside the Pass acted without authorization resolved Duan Qirui's doubts. Duan Qirui asked, "He Rui, how would you deal with this matter?"



★


Chapter 11 Ordered to Beijing (Part 2)

Volume 1 — Chapter 11

❧ ❧ ❧


Hearing Duan Qirui ask how he would deal with the situation, He Rui replied, "Report to the Director-General. If this subordinate were to deal with it, I would dispatch a fully equipped battalion of the Beiyang Army to Changchun. I would inform the Japanese garrison in Kwantung not to act recklessly. If it is a small trick by Japan, I will reprimand Japan for its fault and argue strongly on just grounds. If the Japanese army is truly blinded by stupidity and attacks our army, we will just fight the Japanese army. As long as the troops are sufficiently equipped and trained, always on guard, and fully prepared in advance, I am afraid the Japanese army will only try to gain an advantage but end up worse off."

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

He Rui smiled and didn't answer.

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

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

Lieutenant Colonel Lu asked first, "Where to?"

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

Cheng Ruofan shook his head.

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

"Sit," He Rui commanded.

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

...

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

***

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

"I... would not oppose it."

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

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

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

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

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

***

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

"Order arms!" He Rui commanded.

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

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

"Speak."

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

***

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

***

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

***

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

June 4th.

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

***

June 7th. 2:00 PM.

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

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

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

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

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

***

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

"Of course I do."

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

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

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

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

***

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

"Clean the quarters?" Zhong Yifu was baffled.

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

"I doubt it."

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

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

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

***

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

"Thank you, Lord Zhang."

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

"When does Commander He plan to set off?"

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

***

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

"When does Commander He plan to set off?"

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

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

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

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

"And you believe you can persuade them?"

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

"Of course not," Zheng Silang replied instantly.

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

"No, naturally not," Zheng Silang said.

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

The question was clever enough that He Rui actually smiled.

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

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

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

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

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

Eager to understand He Rui’s broader strategy, Cheng Ruofan volunteered himself. "Commander, please let me accompany you to the Government-General."

Zhong Yifu had the same idea. Seeing Cheng Ruofan try to beat him to it, he immediately challenged him. "On what grounds?"

With the subject now out in the open, the other officers stopped holding back. Xu Chengfeng was the first to speak. "Commander, since Siping is our jurisdiction now, we can't just sit around waiting for others to tell us what to do, can we?"

"Exactly! He's right!" the others chimed in, making their stance clear.

Zheng Silang asked, "Commander, what's our next move?"

"I’m not holding back because I don’t know or haven’t thought about it," He Rui said. "On the contrary, it’s precisely *because* I have that I’m not saying anything yet. My starting point is the liberation of all China. I haven’t spoken of seizing Siping because I want you all to follow my broader train of thought."

Cheng Ruofan looked a bit slighted. "Commander, I want to liberate China too. But to liberate China, don't we need a base of operations first?"

He Rui nodded. "Correct. I agree with that logic. But what comes after that?"

"You've ordered us to scout the area," Cheng Ruofan said. "I agree with that too—reconnaissance before a fight."

"Right. No argument there. And after that?"

"The local influential figures won't just hand Siping over to us. I think we should move cautiously so they don't catch on," Cheng Ruofan explained, still feeling a bit misunderstood.

Zhong Yifu tried to cut in, likely to point out that Cheng Ruofan was underestimating the opposition, but Cheng Ruofan cut him off. "Let me finish. I know I’m underestimating them, alright? Are you satisfied?"

Zhong Yifu rubbed his nose and swallowed his words.

Cheng Ruofan hurried on. "Since those people will know we’re here to take their territory, I’ve been thinking about how to eliminate them. I’ve come up with a few ideas, but I’m not sure which is best. I wanted to hear your take on it, Commander."

When Cheng Ruofan finished, Xu Chengfeng spoke up. "I don't think that last step is quite right. The Commander said we need to seize Siping, but if the goal is to make it our base, shouldn't we be looking at what Siping is going to *become*?"

He Rui found himself mentally comparing the two men.

In terms of raw intelligence, Cheng Ruofan was likely Xu Chengfeng's equal. However, his greatest strength was also his weakness: if given a clear starting point and a defined goal, Cheng Ruofan could work out the intermediate steps with incredible speed. But without those goalposts, he struggled to find his own direction through pure methodology.

To Cheng Ruofan, seizing Siping was the ultimate goal. His logic was linear: arrive in Siping, then take Siping. Every action was a step along that single line.

Xu Chengfeng also saw seizing Siping as a necessary objective, but he understood that it was subordinate to the much higher goal of *building* Siping.

Even though Xu Chengfeng’s thinking was still developing, his overall perspective was far more advanced. At the academy, Xu Chengfeng had been a Grade-A student, while Cheng Ruofan was a C-grade upper-middle. He Rui didn't always agree with the instructors at the Baoding Military Academy, but he certainly couldn't say they had been wrong about these two.

Since Xu Chengfeng had elevated the discussion to this level, He Rui decided to keep it there. "Understanding that taking territory requires struggle is a good start. But even if you were to seize every inch of land in this country, that alone wouldn't build a new nation. A nation is only 'new' if it is built according to a top-level design. And top-level design isn't about how people want to live in a new country—it’s about how the new country *requires* them to live."

He Rui picked up the plan. "In the Siping of the future, the people must be able to live in peace and prosperity. Does anyone here object to that?"

The question seemed bizarrely obvious, but the young men quickly voiced their firm support.

"And how do we achieve that peace and prosperity? We start with three things: security, livelihood, and education. Regarding security—who is currently in charge of it? What is the actual situation on the ground? How many bandit gangs are operating? How much petty theft is there? How many market bullies and local tyrants are breathing down the people's necks? We can only answer these questions through intelligence. And once we have those answers, it will be perfectly clear whether the people currently 'managing' Siping should be allowed to stay."

He Rui pointed to a section of the document. "I’ve already listed the specific details we need regarding the security situation. Take a look."

The officers fell silent as they studied the list.

"Then there is the matter of livelihood," He Rui continued. "What do the people of Siping eat? Are they going hungry? How do they earn a living? Who owns the land, who owns the shops, and who owns the factories? Finally, there is education—a project for a century, but an urgent problem for today. How many schools are there, and who runs them? What is the literacy rate? How many graduates do they produce at each level?"

He Rui set the plan back down. "Comrades, if your only goal is to seize Siping, then everyone in that city is your enemy. But if your goal is to ensure the people of Siping can live in peace, then the enemies of the people are your enemies. And through your investigation, those enemies will reveal themselves soon enough."
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Early the next morning, Major Liu requested He Rui’s presence to collect their armaments. The armory was under heavy guard; dozens of combat engineers had already stacked wooden crates filled with munitions in a corner of the courtyard, ready for transport.

He Rui carefully inventoried the supplies. Major Liu seemed unusually somber today, lacking his usual brisk efficiency. Once the count was finished, he presented He Rui with the official list. "This is the first batch of equipment allocated to you by General Zhang. It includes one hundred rifles, two machine guns, and ten thousand rounds of ammunition, along with daily essentials like caps, shoes, and socks. You can make further arrangements once you’ve raised your force in Siping. Additionally, General Zhang has provided five thousand silver dollars for military expenses. Please come with me to collect them."

He Rui conducted a spot check. The rifles were all Hanyang 88s, and the two light machine guns were French-made Hotchkiss M1909s. The factory grease hadn't even been wiped off; they were clearly brand-new stock.

He Rui left Xu Chengfeng and the others to handle the equipment while he spoke with Major Liu. "You’ve worked hard, Brother Liu. But you seem to have something on your mind today."

Major Liu sighed. "Alas... General Zhang has ordered me to accompany you to the Kwantung Government-General."

He Rui smiled. "You are serving your country, Brother Liu—that makes you a man of honor. As for the negotiations at the Government-General, leave those to me. You need only be there to lend the weight of your presence."

Major Liu still looked dejected, but he nodded. "You are a righteous man, Brother He. You have my thanks."

With the weapons and funds secured, word arrived that the Office of the Zhen’an General had received a telegram from the Kwantung Government-General: the Japanese side had agreed to He Rui’s visit.

He Rui prepared to depart immediately. Not only his officers, but even the cultural instructors came to see him off, having heard that he was heading into the heart of the Japanese administration alone to negotiate.

The instructors had all changed into their new military uniforms. Though they still moved with the gait of civilians, the uniforms gave them at least a semblance of military discipline.

Just before he left, a man stepped forward. He Rui recognized him as Tang Gui, one of the temporarily appointed team leaders. Coming from an impoverished background, Tang Gui had scored exceptionally well during his political review. He was diligent and proactive, marking him as a prime candidate for future leadership.

Tang Gui gave a somewhat clumsy salute. "I wish the Commander a safe and successful journey."

He Rui returned the salute. "Thank you. I wish you all a safe journey to Siping as well."

Xu Chengfeng stepped forward. "Commander, let me go with you as your guard."

"You..." He Rui was about to refuse when Cheng Ruofan interrupted.

"Commander, we’ve already discussed it. We want Chengfeng to be your bodyguard. Don't worry about the work in Siping—we’ll cover his responsibilities between us. We all agree that we can't let anything happen to you. We wouldn't trust anyone else to watch your back."

Zheng Silang also stepped in to persuade him. "Commander, please, understand how we feel."

In their current organization, Zheng Silang was responsible for external security, so the role of bodyguard would normally fall to him. Yet he was the one insisting that Xu Chengfeng go instead, proving how sincere their concern was.

He Rui realized he couldn't turn them down. It was June 16th. He had first met Duan Qirui in Beijing on May 22nd. Barely twenty-six days had passed.

In less than a month, their numbers had grown, and they had traveled thousands of *li* to reach the Northeast. A real sense of camaraderie had formed within the team. To deny them now on the grounds of "efficiency" would only make them see him as a cold and heartless leader.

"Alright. I’ll take Chengfeng with me," He Rui conceded.

The young men’s faces lit up. Before they could celebrate, He Rui added, "But don't just worry about me. You must look after your own safety as well. Just as you worry for me, I worry for you."

"Don't worry, Commander," Cheng Ruofan said quickly. "With Chengfeng gone, you’ve still got me here to hold things down!"

"Please! It’ll be a miracle if you don't start a riot," Zhong Yifu joked, throwing cold water on him. The group erupted in laughter, and the tense, somber atmosphere vanished, replaced by a momentary flash of youthful spirit.

Moved by their loyalty, He Rui raised his hand in a sharp salute. "Comrades, I’ll see you in Siping."

"Rest assured, Commander! We will complete our mission!" they replied in unison.

With that, the group split up. He Rui and Xu Chengfeng boarded the train for the Kwantung Government-General, accompanied by Major Liu and an interpreter named Zhao.

As the train rattled along, the group began to talk. Major Liu was clearly relying heavily on He Rui now, answering his questions with total transparency. Interpreter Zhao, the lowest-ranking member of the group, was a clever local who was fluent in Japanese. He spent the journey flattering the officers while providing a detailed overview of the Kwantung Leased Territory.

The Kwantung Leased Territory—or Kwantung-shu—was the area encompassing the Jinzhou Peninsula, including what would later be known as Lushun and Dalian. Originally occupied by Russia, it had been seized by Japan after the Russo-Japanese War.

The Japanese had developed the territory extensively, recruiting both Japanese and Chinese immigrants to build up its ports. By this time, it had already become a significant and well-developed regional hub.

As the train approached the border of the territory, Xu Chengfeng’s expression grew heavy. He turned to find He Rui looking equally somber. "Commander, you look troubled," he noted.

He Rui looked out at the Japanese road signs passing by. "When the nation is in such a state, how can my heart not be pained?" he replied calmly.

Xu Chengfeng sighed. "I wonder when we will finally be able to reclaim these concessions and drive the foreigners out for good."

Major Liu’s eyes widened, and he leaned in closer. "Commander He, it’s fine for us to say such things here, but for heaven's sake, do not repeat them once we reach the Kwantung Army Headquarters!"

The local forces in the Northeast lived in constant fear of provoking the Japanese or the Russians, and He Rui understood this all too well. Seeing the genuine terror in Major Liu’s eyes, he forced a small smile. "Don't worry, Brother Liu. I am not so reckless as that."

The train began to slow down. Looking out the window, He Rui noted that they hadn't yet reached the Kwantung station. As the group looked around in confusion, a squad boarded the train. They were led by a Japanese lieutenant, followed by four Chinese men in railway uniforms. The lieutenant was cold and arrogant, while the four men trailing him were acting like common thugs, shouting at the passengers to clear the way for the officer.

Encouraged by the lieutenant’s silence, the four lackeys grew even more aggressive. They cornered a merchant traveling with his family, demanding he open his luggage for inspection.

The merchant, forcing a smile, opened his trunk to reveal nothing but clothes. One of the men grabbed the trunk and dumped its contents onto the floor. The merchant could only watch helplessly as his belongings were trampled, all while stammering out apologies and insisting he had no contraband.

He Rui glanced at Major Liu and Interpreter Zhao. Both had looked away, their faces masks of helpless indignation. Xu Chengfeng, however, was radiating murderous intent, his hand hovering near the pistol at his belt.

The Japanese lieutenant had noticed He Rui’s uniform. He squinted at him for a moment, then began walking straight toward them.

He Rui smiled thinly and stood up, placing a firm hand on Xu Chengfeng’s shoulder to keep him in his seat.

The Japanese officer stopped in front of He Rui and looked up. Suddenly, he snapped to attention and delivered a crisp salute. "May I ask... are you Senior He Rui?"

He Rui returned the salute. "At ease," he commanded.

As the lieutenant relaxed, He Rui frowned. "Lieutenant, which class did you graduate from at the Military Academy?"

The entire carriage seemed to freeze. Everyone—Japanese and Chinese alike—stared at them in stunned silence.
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The Kwantung Government-General’s Office was a Victorian-style building occupying a vast area, bustling with Japanese military personnel. Before long, the officers entering and exiting suddenly stood at attention and saluted in succession as a middle-aged Major General, leading a group of field officers, appeared at the entrance.

"Attention! Salute!" The guards on duty at the gate raised their rifles in salute.

He Rui guessed that this must be Major General Hamamo Matasuke, Chief of Staff of the Kwantung Government-General. Seeing him come personally to the main gate to welcome him, He Rui couldn’t help but be greatly surprised.

This was highly unconventional. Just as he was wondering about the reason, he saw a Japanese Captain behind Hamamo Matasuke—thin, wearing glasses, and now smiling as he nodded toward him. It was Nagata Tetsuzan. He Rui suddenly understood.

He Rui and Nagata Tetsuzan rarely met in person, but they communicated frequently. When He Rui was first admitted to the Japanese Army War College, Nagata was still serving as a military attaché in Berlin, returning to Japan only in early 1914. As He Rui's fame in Japan grew, Nagata Tetsuzan became interested in He Rui's scholarship, especially expressing great admiration for his work on geopolitics. He had even made a special trip to the Army War College to treat He Rui to drinks, though Nagata was usually too preoccupied with his duties for frequent meetings. Since then, the two had mostly corresponded via letters.

In He Rui's estimation, Nagata Tetsuzan was quite unlike the average Japanese Army officer. He was shrewd, adaptable, and possessed profound strategic vision, yet he was also willing to humble himself to flatter his superiors. He had established a connection with Crown Prince Hirohito very early on and maintained extensive networks within both Japanese political and military circles. Possessing both a high EQ and IQ, as well as a formidable grasp of military theory, Nagata was, in He Rui’s mind, the premier talent within the Japanese Army.

Major General Hamamo Matasuke walked up to He Rui and stopped. He Rui stepped forward, saluted, and spoke in Japanese: "I, He Rui, pay my respects to Your Excellency, Major General."

Major General Hamamo Matasuke nodded, returned the salute, and looked He Rui up and down with a smile. "I am Hamamo Matasuke. He-kun, your Principal, Kawai Misao, is an old friend of mine. I trust he is in good health?"

"Reporting to Your Excellency, the Principal is in excellent health," He Rui replied.

"Very good! Even here in the Kwantung territory, I have long heard of He-kun's great name. For Kawai Misao to write a letter specifically to praise you is truly a rare thing." Major General Hamamo Matasuke reached out and patted He Rui's shoulder. He Rui stood solemnly at attention, motionless. Hamamo said with satisfaction, "Truly an excellent junior. It is a pity he is not Japanese!"

He turned to a staff officer and ordered, "Go prepare the car. I intend to treat He-kun to drinks!"

Behind them, Translator Zhao whispered the details of the conversation to Major Liu and Xu Chengfeng. Both men looked stunned; clearly, this reception far exceeded their expectations.

Before long, the convoy stopped outside an imposing Japanese restaurant. The sign bore three large characters: *Kwantung Maru*. The owner, who had been waiting at the entrance, immediately stepped forward to open the car doors with great deference, bowing incessantly before ushering the party into a private room.

The private room followed a traditional Japanese banquet layout, with a main seat and two rows of individual dining tables on either side. Several Japanese women in kimonos and heavy makeup bowed deeply in welcome. As the Japanese officers removed their shoes and entered, Xu Chengfeng finally understood why He Rui had insisted everyone bathe, soak their feet, and put on clean socks before departing.

Major General Hamamo Matasuke took the seat of honor, with He Rui in the primary guest seat. Major General Hamamo pointed to the Captain sitting across from He Rui. "He-kun, Nagata-kun is also an old friend of yours. Today, consider yourselves back in Japan; there is no need for formality."

He Rui bowed to Nagata Tetsuzan before replying, "My respects to Senior Nagata. To this day, our classmates at the War College still consider Senior Nagata the pride of the school."

Major General Hamamo laughed. "Nagata, both the Palace and the Army place high hopes on you. Even a figure of He-kun's caliber holds you in such high regard; you must not let everyone down."

Nagata Tetsuzan smiled and said to He Rui, "He-kun, I heard that before returning home, you submitted a report to Minister Takahashi [^1]. Would you be willing to disclose some of its contents?"

"Senior Nagata is too kind. It was merely a few modest suggestions, hardly worth mentioning. Professor Taira Toyomori of Tokyo University and I drafted a situation analysis for the Ministry of Finance. We predicted that before the Great War concludes, Japan will transform from a debtor nation into a creditor nation."

"Oh?" Major General Hamamo Matasuke was slightly taken aback, while Nagata Tetsuzan simply nodded, looking thoughtful. The other Japanese officers in the room were not as composed as the Major General; some looked surprised, while many others beamed with smiles, though they refrained from cheering aloud.

Noticing the impact of his words, He Rui decided to elaborate further in response to Nagata's inquiry. "In the report, we advised Minister Takahashi that Japan should currently focus all its efforts on coordinating and expanding production capacity. Professor Taira Toyomori was so emphatic that he repeated it three times in the text: 'Export, Export, Export!' I was preparing for my return at the time and was worried the Professor might be just as agitated when presenting the report in person. But he remained adamant, vowing to argue his case to the Minister. He believes this European War is a once-in-a-millennium opportunity for Japan. If we do not seize it to expand our industrial base and revitalize our national strength, it will be a regret for a hundred generations!"

He looked around at the focused officers and smiled. "If production capacity increases, trade volume will follow. Japan will secure a massive export surplus, and foreign exchange will pour in. When that happens, there will inevitably be significant room for growth in the budgets of both the Army and the Navy."

Hamamo Matasuke had been listening with a polite, detached smile, but at the mention of increased military budgets, he was visibly moved. "I truly hope He-kun’s predictions come to pass."

At that moment, a gentle knock sounded from outside, and the paper door slid open as the staff began serving the meal. Various Japanese delicacies were quickly arranged on the small tables. Major General Hamamo Matasuke raised his glass. "Gentlemen, to celebrate He-kun’s visit, let us toast to East Asian unity!"

"Cheers!" the group responded.

After several rounds of drinks, the door opened again. Four geishas in exquisite attire entered with delicate steps, bowing to the assembly. The guests, seated on the tatami, leaned forward slightly to return the greeting. A geisha holding a shamisen sat down and took up her plectrum. As the music began, the other three, holding folding fans, started a graceful dance before the tables.

Japanese dance focuses on refinement; the geishas’ movements were subtle yet composed and elegant. The officers watched intently, and as the banquet reached its peak, some of the younger officers began to relax their guard and enjoy themselves.

He Rui was well-acquainted with such scenes, and since the standard of the geishas in the Kwantung territory was considerably lower than those in Tokyo, he soon found himself losing interest. He took a sip of his sake and glanced toward Hamamo Matasuke and Nagata Tetsuzan. Both were watching the performance, yet both seemed deeply lost in thought. When his gaze fell on Nagata Tetsuzan, the Captain seemed to sense it and turned his head to meet He Rui's eyes.

He Rui held up his cup, offering a silent toast to Nagata Tetsuzan from across the room. Nagata raised his own cup in return, and both men drained their drinks in a single gulp.

***

[^1]: Takahashi Korekiyo (高桥是清), a prominent Japanese politician and financial expert.
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As the two dances concluded, the Japanese field officers broke into applause. The geishas bowed elegantly once more, preparing to withdraw.

Requesting geishas to stay and pour wine required an additional fee. Fortunately, since this was a banquet on the public dime, one of the field officers called out, "Ladies, please stay a moment longer. Let us compose some *haiku* together."

The proposal met with immediate approval. The officers looked toward Major General Hamamo Matasuke, and seeing him nod, they all raised their glasses in salute.

The composition of Japanese *haiku* follows two fundamental rules: it must consist of three lines with a five-seven-five syllable structure (totaling seventeen *on*), and it must contain a *kigo*—a seasonal word indicating spring, summer, autumn, winter, or the New Year.

As the highest-ranking officer present, Major General Hamamo Matasuke naturally began. When it was He Rui’s turn, he listened to the Major General’s opening and, after a moment’s thought, responded:

*“Yuugure no, furaingu meku, natsutomoshi.”*

(At dusk’s fading light, Like a runner’s false start, Summer lamps flicker.) [^1]

The officers were visibly surprised by the quality of the verse, and even the geishas looked toward him with newfound interest.

Nagata Tetsuzan raised his glass and cheered loudly, "Gentlemen, let us all toast to He-kun!"

The Japanese officers followed suit, raising their glasses in respect.

He Rui laughed heartily and drained his glass in one gulp. Impressed by his forthrightness, the officers cheered, "He-kun is as bold as he is friendly. The top scholar of the Army War College truly lives up to his reputation!"

He Rui could only nod modestly, acknowledging these "academic lightweights" who had failed to make the cut for the War College.

The great Japanese poet Matsuo Bashō once remarked: "The paper on which *waka* is copied becomes waste paper once the gathering disperses." This speaks to the true essence of linked verse: the pleasure of the moment. The joy lies in the intellectual exchange, the competitive spark between lines, rather than the completeness of the final work. Each line forms its own transition; every two lines create a new world.

As the haiku exchange continued, the wine flowed freely, and the atmosphere grew increasingly warm. Noticing his subordinates were well into their cups, Major General Hamamo Matasuke turned back to He Rui. "He-kun, I wonder what your plans for the future might be?"

"Reporting to Your Excellency, General. I have been appointed as the local administrator of Siping and am about to take up my post."

"Is He-kun not intending to serve as a staff officer in General Zhen’an’s Office?" Hamamo Matasuke asked with a smile.

"Your Excellency, I believe Siping holds just as much potential as Fengtian. Once I arrive, I intend to rectify the social order and encourage production. To protect the peace of a region has long been my cherished wish."

Major General Hamamo’s expression remained impassive, offering only a casual compliment: "Ambitious."

"Your Excellency, goods only yield profit when they can be sold," He Rui continued. "I believe that for industrial development to secure a steady supply of raw materials, there must first be security and stability. If the commercial environment is chaotic—if troops cause disturbances or force trades—then farmers and factory owners will never feel secure enough to increase the production of grain, coal, iron, and other essential materials. The Northeast is plagued by bandits and rogues. I will not tolerate them. I intend to restore order. As long as the situation remains stable, the export of affordable grain and raw materials from the Northeast will increase significantly. During this Great War, the urgent task is for China and Japan to join hands, support one another, and revitalize our economies together. In my humble opinion, the Kwantung Garrison led by Your Excellency should serve as a guarantor for Japan's industrial and commercial development, fostering friendly cooperation between our two nations."

Hamamo Matasuke listened in silence. He did not respond directly, instead glancing at Nagata Tetsuzan. The two exchanged a knowing smile.

Nagata laughed. "Your Excellency, did my prediction from yesterday not come true? Does the top scholar of this class not live up to his name?"

Major General Hamamo turned back to He Rui. "When I received your telegram yesterday, Nagata Tetsuzan immediately concluded that you were coming prepared. He suggested I make things difficult for you—that I refuse you entry to headquarters, avoid all talk of official business, and shun any mention of Sino-Japanese affairs, just to see how you would handle it. I did not expect you to be quite as perceptive as the rumors suggested."

Nagata clapped his hands in delight. "He-kun, among everyone here, I was the only one with full confidence in you—though even I could not have guessed exactly what you would say!"

He Rui smiled faintly. "The minor disputes between our nations are hardly worth mentioning. Only the economy and industry are of such grave importance that they cannot be ignored."

Major General Hamamo nodded, his expression turning serious. "Does He-kun have any specific suggestions?"

"Your Excellency, during this World War, Japan’s greatest interest lies in exports. I recently had a chance meeting with Mr. Mitsui Yasuki [^2], where we discussed several economic concepts. After returning to China, I developed these ideas into a formal proposal. I would like to ask Your Excellency to forward it to Mr. Mitsui on my behalf."

He Rui produced a written letter and handed it to the Major General, along with Mitsui Yasuki's business card.

Hamamo Matasuke’s eyes widened when he saw the card. The heir to the Mitsui Zaibatsu was no minor figure. He looked at He Rui with a complex expression, shocked that this young officer had managed to forge a connection with the highest levels of the Japanese business world.

The Mitsui Zaibatsu was Japan's preeminent conglomerate and the founder of the nation’s first private bank. Though the Mitsui family maintained a low public profile, their influence was immense. Mitsui Yasuki, already in control of the family's banking interests in his early forties, was rumored to be the next head of the entire house.

"He-kun, might I ask what you have proposed to Mitsui-kun?" Hamamo Matasuke inquired.

"When I was in Tokyo, I once tried to buy some candy, but found the shops near the academy were completely out of stock due to the boom in demand. This illustrates just how voracious Japan's need for materials has become. I will be stationed in Siping, a vital transportation hub for the Northeast. Grain, coal, iron, and non-ferrous metals all pass through my garrison area. In my view, the people here suffer because of a lack of development. We must strive to increase production and open trade to improve their lives. To that end, my letter invites Mr. Mitsui to send a representative to Siping to discuss export and import opportunities."

Major General Hamamo was stunned for a long moment before finally pocketing the letter and the card. He raised his glass, looking pleased. "Since He-kun possesses such vision, I will certainly assist in forwarding this. Come, He-kun, let us drink."

The two shared another two rounds of sake. Soon after, Nagata Tetsuzan excused himself to whisper to a staff officer in the corner. The officer nodded repeatedly and hurried out of the room, only to return a few moments later with an urgent report for Major General Hamamo.

"Reporting to Your Excellency! Headquarters has just received a telegram. Battalion Commander Matsuoka has, without authorization, sent men to Changchun to recruit local volunteers for the European theater. This has caused a violent friction with the local government. The unit commander requests Your Excellency's immediate instructions!"

The officer’s report was loud enough for the entire room to hear. The festive atmosphere vanished instantly, replaced by a heavy, solemn silence.

Translator Zhao hurriedly whispered the news to the others. The situation had shifted with jarring suddenness; Major Liu and Xu Chengfeng sat dazed, struggling to process the rapidly escalating crisis.

***

[^1]: The original Japanese includes the term "furaingu" (フライング), a loanword from "flying start" or "false start" in racing. He Rui uses it here to describe the summer lamps being lit prematurely, before night has fully fallen. [^2]: Mitsui Yasuki (三井康木) is a character representing the Mitsui family interests.
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Major General Hamamo Matasuke’s brow furrowed deeply. He slammed his hand onto the table with such force that the bowls and chopsticks rattled. He turned to the staff officer and roared, "Bastard! *Bakayaro*! How could this have happened? Why was this not reported to me sooner?"

The staff officer lowered his head, speaking with visible trepidation. "Reporting to the General! You were presiding over a series of critical military conferences earlier, so the matter was simply logged for the record."

Hamamo Matasuke’s fury only intensified. "Detestable! These officers are becoming increasingly lawless. I will see them severely punished for this!"

He Rui’s smile vanished, replaced by an expression of grave concern. He rose to his feet and spoke in a persuasive tone. "Your Excellency, General, please allow me a word. I have heard of this Matsuoka-kun. While he may be headstrong and impulsive, he is not a man who would intentionally disregard the greater good. I suspect his actions were driven by a desire to defeat the Central Powers as quickly as possible and fulfill his duty to Japan. Though his methods were reckless, such a fervent devotion to his country is truly admirable."

Nagata Tetsuzan joined in the effort to calm the General. "Your Excellency, Matsuoka-kun has always been a brave soldier who pays little heed to political nuances. I suggest it would be best to question him in person before deciding on a punishment."

At the urging of both He Rui and Nagata, Hamamo Matasuke’s expression softened slightly. He turned to the room full of officers and barked, "Gentlemen, we are in the midst of a Great War, and our enemies are the Central Powers. During such a time, anything that jeopardizes Sino-Japanese goodwill is unacceptable. As soldiers of the Empire, you must understand your true responsibilities. On this occasion, He-kun—acting as a representative of the Chinese government—has personally interceded on Matsuoka’s behalf. Out of respect for our neighbors, I shall refrain from the harshest penalties this once. But let it be known: there will be no second chances. Do I make myself clear?"

"Hai!" the officers responded in unison, bowing deeply.

As the banquet drew to a close, Major General Hamamo bid He Rui a warm farewell. "When do you depart for Siping to take up your post, He-kun?"

"I have already secured a ticket and will be heading there immediately. Once my official start date is set, I shall certainly send Your Excellency a telegram."

Hamamo Matasuke grasped He Rui’s hand, offering a final piece of advice. "The situation in the Northeast is volatile. Should you encounter any difficulties, do not hesitate to contact the Kwantung Command."

He Rui withdrew his hands and snapped into a crisp salute. "Your Excellency, for the sake of our two nations' friendship, I shall not fail your expectations!"

After parting ways with the Japanese, He Rui and his party returned to their hotel. As he directed Xu Chengfeng to pack their bags, he turned to Major Liu with a smile. "Brother Liu, the matter is settled. I won’t be returning to Fengtian with you; I’m heading straight for Siping."

Major Liu looked at He Rui with a respect that bordered on awe. He had expected a bitter, verbal battle at the Kwantung Government-General, perhaps even a confrontation that might spark a diplomatic crisis given He Rui’s staunch nationalist stance.

Instead, the conflict had been resolved over sake and refined conversation. He had watched a Japanese Major General publicly rebuke his own officers and waive their punishment at He Rui’s request.

Even though he had witnessed it all firsthand, Major Liu still felt as though he were in a dream. "Brother He, why such a rush? We should return together and report to General Zhang."

"There is no need," He Rui replied. "My men are north of the pass for the first time, and I worry for them. Please, Brother Liu, inform General Zhang of what transpired. Within two to five days, the Japanese will make their move. If there has been no withdrawal by then, I shall consider my mission a failure and present myself to the General for punishment."

Seeing He Rui’s resolve, Major Liu didn't press the matter further. He checked out of the hotel and accompanied He Rui to the station.

As the train pulled into Fengtian Station, Major Liu grasped He Rui’s hand, his voice thick with sincerity. "Brother He, regardless of the final outcome, I will ensure General Zhang hears the full truth of what happened on this trip. Your talent is truly a rare thing in this world. As you head to Siping, please, for the sake of our country, take care of yourself. If anyone causes you trouble, you come find me in Fengtian!"

After seeing He Rui off, Major Liu went straight to the General Zhen’an’s Office. Zhang Xiluan was surprised by the Major’s quick return and grew visibly annoyed when he realized He Rui wasn't with him. He sighed heavily, assuming the negotiations had stalled yet again.

He had been disappointed so many times that he didn't fly into a rage, but his opinion of He Rui had certainly soured.

However, when Major Liu entered with a beaming face, Zhang Xiluan was taken aback. "Is the matter settled then?"

As Major Liu and Translator Zhao recounted the events of the trip, Zhang Xiluan listened in stunned silence. He found the tale hard to believe, yet he knew these two would never dare to fabricate such a monumental lie.

Still, the old political operative found the resolution almost too miraculous to credit. He spent several moments pacing, unsure of how to proceed. Remembering He Rui’s predicted timeline, he finally ordered, "I have heard your report. You may go."

Major Liu had expected a barrage of questions and was stung by his superior’s cold dismissal. He and the translator stood frozen for a moment until Zhang Xiluan let out a sharp, impatient cough, sending them scurrying from the room.

Left alone, Zhang Xiluan paced the floor, his mind a whirlpool of anxiety. If He Rui’s mission had failed, what were his options? The Japanese presence in Fengtian and along the railway, and their recruitment in Changchun, was an intolerable violation of his authority. Yet he had no leverage against them.

Suddenly, the sound of hurried footsteps echoed in the hall. Major Liu reappeared at the door, a telegram in hand.

Zhang Xiluan’s temper finally broke. He snatched a teacup from the table and hurled it toward the door. "Didn't I tell you to get out? Are you deaf?"

Major Liu flinched but held his ground, his face pale but determined. "Sir! The telegraph office just received a flash report. The Japanese troops in Fengtian and all along the South Manchuria Railway are breaking camp! They’re withdrawing!" He held out the paper. "Please, Marshal, see for yourself!"

Zhang Xiluan froze. He snatched the telegram, his eyes darting across the lines. After a long, stunned silence, a thick Sichuanese exclamation burst from his lips. "*Xianren banban*! Those little devils actually pulled out? For me?!!"

Seeing the change in his superior’s mood, Major Liu offered a quick compliment. "It was the Marshal’s prestige that paved the way, sir, combined with the efforts of the men. It seems this He Rui does have some real ability after all!"

Zhang Xiluan let out a booming laugh, his frustration replaced by pure exhilaration. "By my ancestors' tablets, do I need you to tell me that? The moment I first saw He Rui, I knew he was something special! I wouldn't have sent him if I didn't think he could handle it."

"The Marshal’s eye for talent is unmatched, sir. This subordinate is truly humbled."

Zhang Xiluan scanned the telegram again, his thoughts turning back to the young officer. "Adjutant Liu, where would He Rui be by now?"

Major Liu did a quick mental calculation. "Sir, if the train is on schedule, he should have just arrived at Siping station."

"Good! Take a company of men and go to the armory. Draw two hundred modern rifles, five machine guns, and twenty thousand rounds of ammunition. Get them to Commander He immediately! Siping is the gateway to the Northeast; we cannot afford to be lax with its defense!"

***

[^1]: *Xianren banban* (仙人板板) is a Sichuanese dialect exclamation/curse. In this context, it expresses shock and disbelief.
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In the morning, Zhong Yifu, dressed in plain clothes, entered a teahouse with a cultural instructor.

The waiter had seen Zhong Yifu come for three days straight, so he hurriedly brought tea and asked with a professional smile, "Master Zhong is early today."

Zhong Yifu paid for the tea and tossed a few copper coins in his hand. The waiter immediately leaned in close and whispered, "Master Zhong, what would you like to inquire about today?"

The accompanying cultural instructor smiled. "According to the rules, bring some snacks first, and we'll talk slowly!"

This cultural instructor was named Chen Deli. He grew up in the slums of Tianjin, losing his father at a young age and being raised by his mother and a brother barely older than himself. Before finishing higher primary school, he had worked as a waiter and bookkeeping apprentice in a tea shop. Smart, diligent, and meticulous, he was intimately familiar with the ways of the streets, and Zhong Yifu valued him highly. For this intelligence-gathering mission in Siping, Zhong had specially brought him along as his right hand.

Before long, tea and snacks were served. The waiter rubbed his hands as he approached. Taking the tip, he heard Zhong Yifu ask, "Waiter, yesterday you said there are six major merchant guilds in Siping. I walked along the streets, but I only saw five guild halls."

"Master Zhong, the one you didn't see belongs to Third Master Zhou. He mines gold in Heilongjiang and mainly trades with Russia. He doesn't usually come to Siping."

"If he's rarely here, does he still count as a merchant guild? But if he dares to mine gold, I imagine this Third Master Zhou must have quite a formidable guard." Zhong Yifu sighed with feigned admiration.

"That, I wouldn't know."

Zhong Yifu added a few more copper coins for the waiter. Only then did the man lean in and whisper, "Master Zhong, I've heard people say that Third Master Zhou has two or three hundred men who can shoot, and forty or fifty who can shoot from horseback. Whether it's true or not, I can't say for sure."

"If I wanted to pay my respects to Third Master Zhou, how long would I have to wait?"

"Third Master Zhou comes to Siping once in the autumn. If you come back to do business then, Master Zhong, you should be able to see him."

Zhong Yifu had fabricated an identity as a merchant from Fengtian scouting the markets in Siping and Changchun. Following the waiter's lead, he asked, "I wonder what other big shots will be coming around then?"

"It's hard to say if any big shots will come then, Master Zhong. But I heard one arrived just recently—a Governor He from the capital. He hasn't shown his face since reaching Siping; he only sent his deputy commander and two battalion commanders to visit the Mayor, the Police Chief, and the President of the Chamber of Commerce. I wonder if you've heard of him?"

Zhong Yifu shook his head. "Never heard of him." Feeling his answer was too curt for a merchant, he smiled and added, "He came all the way from the capital; how could a man like me meet such a person?"

As they spoke, a man dressed like a small-time trader suddenly ran in. "Boss Han! Boss Han!" he shouted.

The shopkeeper emerged from the back room with a smile. "Boss Zhu, what's the rush?"

"Boss Han! Has that Governor He finally arrived in Siping?" Boss Zhu asked urgently.

"Didn't he arrive three days ago? Why are you asking again?"

"Oh, we had it wrong before! Governor He didn't come with the troops; his subordinates arrived first. I heard that the soldiers in the Siping barracks all turned out to line up in welcome just now. Later, Commander Song of the Garrison Regiment went to the barracks in person to pay his respects."

Shopkeeper Han was stunned for a moment. "Really?" he said thoughtfully. "This Governor He certainly puts on quite a show."

Boss Zhu spat on the ground. "Hmph!" he grumbled. "Every time one of these Marshals shows up, it's nothing but tax hikes, grain requisitions, and press-ganging men." He looked uneasy. "Boss Han, you have wide connections. We can't afford to offend anyone who comes. What if we pool some money and send it over first as a greeting?"

Shopkeeper Han gestured toward the inner hall. "Boss Zhu, let's talk inside."

Hearing that He Rui had truly arrived, Zhong Yifu lost interest in the conversation. He took a final sip of tea and stood up to leave. The waiter hurriedly called out, "Boss Zhong, if you want to ask about market prices later, just come find me here!"

On the way back, Zhong Yifu felt a prickle of unease. He was on a mission, and returning like this felt wrong. Xu Jia had been strict about discipline: no one was to return to base during the day without authorization. Stopping in his tracks, Zhong ordered, "Chen Deli, let's swap clothes. You stay and continue collecting intelligence."

With his excuse ready, Zhong Yifu donned the attendant's clothes and headed straight for the barracks, entering through the back door.

In the main hall, He Rui was presiding over a meeting with Xu Jia and the others. When Zhong Yifu entered, He Rui nodded and signaled for him to sit.

The intelligence on Siping had already been condensed into a summary. Siping had once been a small settlement, but after the construction of the Chinese Eastern Railway, it had become a vital transportation hub. Though it couldn't rival Fengtian or Changchun, it still boasted a population of over two hundred thousand.

Strategically, the military presence in Siping was not weak; it hosted a Garrison Regiment of over five hundred men. As a crossroads of various interests, the city's power dynamics were intricate. Local figures balanced one another; for instance, Police Chief Duan Changgui and Mayor Peng Minsheng were in league with each other but remained wary of the Garrison Regiment.

In the current work plan, the local gentry who held no military or political office were not the primary focus of investigation. However, they remained an important part of the city's fabric. At this point in the meeting, Zhong Yifu opened his notebook and began reporting on the merchant guilds.

Merchants operating outside the pass were often required to maintain their own armed forces. The presidents of the five major merchant guilds in Siping each controlled a private guard. Members relied on these forces to escort goods and protect their businesses.

Aside from these, the only other armed forces in Siping were a Japanese squad stationed near the station and Russian railway guards who conducted regular patrols.

Once the report was finished, the cadets couldn't contain their curiosity. Zhong Yifu was the first to speak. "Commander, when you went to the Kwantung Territory to negotiate this time... the Japanese didn't make things difficult for you, did they?"

He Rui offered a slight smile. "It went well. We exchanged some political and economic interests, and the matter has been settled. If you're interested, I'll find a time later to explain it in detail. But for now, we must focus on Siping."

Seeing that the analysis of the municipal administration, police structure, and basic military intelligence was complete, He Rui frowned. "Does anyone have suggestions for a rapid takeover of Siping?"

The cadets all spoke at once. Some suggested training the troops first and seizing power when the time was right; others proposed taking office and slowly dismantling the local power structure piece by piece; a few even suggested a slow infiltration.

He Rui shook his head. "Our task is heavy and time is short. We don't have the luxury of tangling with these 'local snakes.' We must cut the Gordian knot; delay only brings trouble." He turned to Xu Chengfeng. "Chengfeng, send a telegram to Major General Hamatsura Matasuke, Chief of Staff of the Kwantung Governor-General's Office. Tell him that I will officially take office at noon three days from now, and that I will be hosting a banquet at the Huaqing Tower in Siping. Invite Major General Hamatsura to attend."

Per the established structure, every meeting required a recording clerk. This time it was Tang Gui, who was being groomed as a key talent. Upon hearing the name of the invited guest, he was so shocked he forgot to write.

He Rui shook his head, took the record book, and wrote the contents of the telegram himself before placing it back in front of Tang Gui.

Zhong Yifu looked from He Rui to Xu Chengfeng, utterly bewildered. He wanted to ask but didn't dare. He shot a questioning look at Xu Chengfeng, but the man remained solemn and offered no objection.

Then Xu Jia asked, "Commander, how did the meeting at the Kwantung Governor-General's Office actually go?"

"There's no rush to discuss that now," He Rui replied. "Later, we'll have a specific session on politics, economics, and diplomacy to bring everyone up to speed. For now, let's deal with Siping. Go to the Huaqing Tower and place the order. Also, reserve a banquet for five hundred people. On the morning the day after tomorrow, we will host the local officials. In the afternoon, we will reward the officers and soldiers of the Garrison Regiment."
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It was common practice that every time a new garrison unit was added to a locality, a new layer of taxes and fees would be imposed.

Store owners from several nearby shops came to the teahouse to discuss the matter. Everyone argued endlessly. It seemed that this new "Governor He" [^1] had quite a background. In the past, newly appointed officials would put on a show of observing the people's condition, or at least go through the motions of visiting various local snakes to show their stance. But this time, the man had just arrived, and the prominent figures in the city were eagerly leaning forward to curry favor.

Shopkeeper Han was originally from Beijing and knew a bit more about officialdom than the others. He concluded on the spot, "Everyone, look at this posture. This one is very different from the previous ones; his foundation is hard." He gave a thumbs up. "As the saying goes, a strong dragon does not suppress a local snake, but this one is likely a fierce dragon crossing the river!"

Leaving aside the matter of pooling money for now, the big bosses of the major merchant guilds above hadn't given any instructions yet. Once the Chamber of Commerce President set a number, they would naturally send someone to collect the money. It was only Boss Zhu from yesterday who wanted to pay less and thought of uniting several shops privately to coordinate and see if they could pay a little less.

Pondering left and right, everyone was somewhat depressed. This person had a big background, so it looked like another massive bleeding. According to the rules, after the money was handed over and tossed around, it was likely that the big bosses would pay less while the small merchants would shoulder the bulk. Perhaps, they would even take the opportunity to fleece a few people.

The Chamber of Commerce President had a big family and a big business, and he wasn't without roots; if targeted, he could still struggle to support himself. Although a bit of tossing about was inevitable, that was a battle between immortals and had nothing to do with these small fries.

As the saying goes, it's good to enjoy the shade under a big tree. Although it was also unfair, at least there was a tall one to hold up the sky for everyone.

Just as the other shopkeepers were preparing to get up and leave to return to their shops, Boss Zhu rushed in again. Seeing the crowd about to disperse, he shouted, "Incredible! Another unit has arrived, transporting a lot of things to the front of Commander He's camp."

Everyone's interest was piqued. They asked Boss Zhu to lead the way, wanting to see with their own eyes what kind of scene the new Commander He was setting up.

When they arrived at the place and looked from afar, they saw more than two hundred idlers gathered at the camp gate, filling half the open space.

Over a dozen large carts were parked at the camp gate, and dozens of porters were moving wooden crates from the carts into the camp. In these troubled times, the common people were not naive; they could tell at a glance that it was guns and munitions, though they didn't know the quantity.

Just then, a group of people hurried over. Someone recognized that Siping Mayor Peng Minsheng was actually among them. Unexpectedly, even the Mayor had come. Shopkeeper Han was greatly surprised and overestimated He Rui's background by a few more notches.

Someone on the side laughed. "Governor He is no ordinary person. Look, gentlemen, he hasn't even officially taken office yet, and the higher-ups have allocated another batch of hardware."

Before Shopkeeper Han could ask in detail, someone was already proudly showing off his news: "Do you know why Marshal Zhang values Governor He so much?"

The people around him all expressed ignorance. The man huffed, "I have heard a little."

Shopkeeper Han had seen many guys like this, so he smiled. "This brother, I opened a teahouse. Why don't you come to my teahouse for a cup of tea?"

The man paused, knowing Shopkeeper Han was buying information. He gave Shopkeeper Han a look. The two left the crowd, followed by a burst of disdainful mockery.

The man said, "What is this boss's surname?"

"My surname is Han. How should I address you, brother?"

"How much does Boss Han want to know?"

"I want to know as much as there is."

Hearing Shopkeeper Han be so straightforward, the man made a gesture. Boss Han extended his sleeve, and the two hooked fingers inside to indicate the amount. Shopkeeper Han took money from his pocket and clenched it in his palm; the two completed the transaction inside the sleeve. The man leaned into Shopkeeper Han's ear and whispered for a while. Shopkeeper Han's face was full of surprise, but he said, "Thanks, brother."

The man said, "I'll inevitably have to disturb Boss Han at your shop in the future."

"I await your arrival, brother."

After speaking, the two went their separate ways.

Shopkeeper Han no longer had the mind to continue inquiring; the news he bought was enough. The new troops were not Governor He's men but a unit sent by Marshal Zhang from Fengtian to deliver guns and ammunition to Commander He.

Commander He was from the capital and had the support of Marshal Zhang in Fengtian. It seemed the local gentry probably couldn't suppress him. Boss Han didn't care about He Rui's winning or losing; he just sorrowfully discovered that the "contribution money" this time would probably be a significant amount.

***

Several days passed in a flash.

It was time for Governor He to take up his new post. A grand banquet was held at Huaqing Tower. Officers of the local Garrison Regiment, the Mayor, the Police Chief, the Tax Bureau Chief, the President of the Chamber of Commerce, and famous gentry dared not neglect it and arrived early to wait.

The group of officials, accustomed to living like princes, carried themselves with grace. Upon arrival, they just exchanged pleasantries and drank tea. Only the Presidents of the Chambers of Commerce looked slightly bitter. They had privately sent people to visit Governor He's subordinates to ask how to pay the "contribution." Unexpectedly, they were rudely rebuked by Governor He's Chief of Staff, Xu Chengfeng.

"What kind of person do you gentlemen think Governor He is? Let me tell you, Governor He never accepts money from others. On the contrary, you gentlemen must absolutely not use Governor He's name to amass wealth. If there are any illegal acts, don't blame us for standing up to seek justice for the common people."

The Chamber of Commerce Presidents had a huge headache. Since ancient times, the word "official" (官) has two mouths [^2]. Not only do they eat a big mouthful by grabbing money directly, but if they also want to "uphold justice," they naturally intend to eat from both the common people and the merchants. However, this also violated taboos; it depended on how the local gentry maneuvered. Siping wasn't an ordinary small place, and the local five-hundred-strong Garrison Regiment wasn't just for show.

Before long, He Rui arrived with his men. Everyone went up to exchange pleasantries. At this moment, regardless of whether they were Mayors or Regimental Commanders, they had long lost their dignity. High hats and fawning were of one color; flattery and boot-licking flew together, revealing their ugly states completely. Xu Chengfeng stood by impatiently, watching coldly.

Seeing that almost everyone had arrived, He Rui stood up and said, "Today, this brother has arrived in the treasure land of Siping. In the future, I will have to rely on everyone's support. Please do not treat this brother as an outsider. If there is anything this brother does not do well, I ask everyone to give more guidance."

The day before yesterday, everyone saw with their own eyes that Marshal Zhang Xiluan had made his attitude clear. Moreover, this person came from the central government. How could they dare to put on the airs of local snakes? As the saying goes, *those who understand the times are heroes*. In troubled times, who dares to oppose a military leader? Seeing He Rui being so polite, the big guys all expressed their full support.

After exchanging pleasantries repeatedly, the crowd had already gone through three or four rounds of flattering words, and the tea had been changed twice. Seeing that it was almost noon, they were really running out of things to say, yet Governor He still hadn't started the banquet. This puzzled everyone, and they had to rack their brains to make up more nice words to offer. He Rui was calm at this time, chatting cordially with everyone and shaking hands with the local prominent figures one by one with tireless patience. Among the gentry and officials, the new-style figures had business cards, while the old-style figures didn't have such new gadgets yet. He Rui was quite meticulous and ordered someone to record these people's names.

Everyone had intimidated Siping City for a long time and considered themselves to have some status. Seeing the situation like this, they kept looking at Siping Mayor Peng Minsheng. Peng Minsheng also felt something was wrong, so he stood up and asked, "May I ask, is Governor He waiting for someone else? The local gentry are all here; why don't we eat while we wait?"

He Rui smiled. "I really am waiting for someone. Please be patient, everyone."

Before his voice fell, a burst of exclamations came from outside. People near the window turned to look and immediately stood up in fright.

The others didn't know who had arrived downstairs and rose to look out the window. A moment later, they were all shocked, their faces changing color; some even cried out in alarm.

They saw two squads of Japanese soldiers in neat formation marching quickly to the street outside Huaqing Tower. Some began to set up a guard, while others dispersed pedestrians on the street. The street below Huaqing Tower became empty in moments. Some timid prominent figures of Siping already had a thought popping up: *Could it be that the Japanese army wants to suddenly raid this place and catch all of Siping's prominent figures in one net?*

He Rui laughed heartily. "The guest has arrived. Gentlemen, please wait a moment; I will go down to welcome him."

***

[^1]: "Governor He" (何督军 - He Dujun) is a misnomer used by the locals. He Rui is a Regimental Commander (Tuanzhang), but locals exaggerate titles of powerful military men. [^2]: A play on the Chinese character for official (官), which visually looks like two mouths (口) under a roof (宀). It implies officials have insatiable appetites for bribes/power.
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Huaqing Tower had been entirely booked by He Rui. At this moment, the prominent figures on the second floor were inexplicably shocked. Some of the older and more prudent ones sat in their seats with solemn expressions, while the bolder ones secretly approached the windows to watch the commotion on the street.

They saw a convoy driving from the direction of the city gate in the distance. The cars flew the Japanese "plaster flag"—a derogatory term for the Rising Sun Flag. They drove straight down the street and arrived at the entrance in no time. A group of Japanese officers emerged from the vehicles.

He Rui had already gone downstairs. Seeing Major General Hamaomote Matasuke come out, he stood at attention and saluted. "Your Excellency, Major General, I didn't expect you to come personally. I am endlessly grateful!"

Major General Hamaomote Matasuke returned the salute and laughed. "He-kun is embarking on his official career for the first time. According to our Japanese rules, this is a major event." He cordially held He Rui's hands and smiled. "I am acting as your *Eboshi-oya*—your sponsor for coming of age!"

He Rui held Major General Hamaomote Matasuke's hand and smiled. "Thank you very much, Your Excellency. Let us create a new situation together!"

The officials and gentry upstairs were all dumbfounded, not knowing how to react for a moment.

Afterward, several staff officers also stepped forward to congratulate him, saluting together. "Senior, assuming office in Siping, you will surely open up a new situation!"

He Rui nodded grandly and returned the salute.

A low murmur of amazement erupted from the crowd peeking from above.

He Rui turned to lead the way. Major General Hamaomote Matasuke and the group of officers went upstairs one after another. As they got closer, the knowledgeable ones among the Chamber of Commerce Presidents eyed the uniform and rank insignia, gasping in cold air. The visitor was actually a Japanese Major General.

He Rui introduced him to everyone: "This is Major General Hamaomote Matasuke, Chief of Staff of the Kwantung Government-General. Please welcome him."

Siping Mayor Peng Minsheng felt his scalp go numb. His friend in Fengtian had told him earlier that He Rui had gone to the Kwantung Government-General and seemed to have accomplished something, deeply pleasing Marshal Zhang Xiluan. So Peng Minsheng had given up the idea of fighting him head-on from the start. However, he had been an official in Siping for a long time and had many entangled interests; it was hard to let go immediately, so he had planned to find opportunities to plot slowly.

Now, seeing the Chief of Staff of the Kwantung Government-General personally come to stand up for He Rui, the last bit of Peng Minsheng's petty scheming scattered with the wind.

However, as the Mayor and the head of the gentry and officials, Peng Minsheng had to come forward to greet the guest as the host, if only to save face for the locals. He coughed and walked toward Major General Hamaomote Matasuke. Unexpectedly, he had just taken a few steps when a Japanese officer stepped forward to block Major General Hamaomote Matasuke, looking at Mayor Peng Minsheng with a dark face.

Peng Minsheng could only say carefully, "I am the Mayor of Siping. I wish to pay my respects to the Major General."

It was unclear if the Japanese officer understood Chinese; he just looked at Peng Minsheng coldly without saying a word.

Peng Minsheng was extremely embarrassed.

The officers of the Siping Garrison Regiment were already undecided about whether to step forward. Seeing the Japanese attitude, they didn't go up to invite a snub.

He Rui smiled at this moment. "Everyone is here. Serve the dishes!" He extended his left hand, inviting Major General Hamaomote Matasuke to sit in the seat of honor.

Major General Hamaomote Matasuke glanced briefly at the layout inside the building and said with interest, "He-kun, I have already sent a telegram to the Mitsui family. Hearing that He-kun wrote a proposal, Mitsui Yasuki attached great importance to it. He replied immediately, saying he would send someone from their trading company to pick it up personally. I felt that would waste too much time. Since Nagata Tetsuzan happens to be returning to Tokyo, I let him take it back to hand to Mitsui-kun personally."

Hearing this, He Rui sighed deeply. "Hearing Your Excellency say this, I am actually a bit worried. Last time I spoke with Mr. Mitsui at Tokyo University, we discussed Japanese fiscal policy. What I sent this time is a business plan. If Mr. Mitsui mistakenly thinks the content I sent is related to our last conversation, he might be disappointed."

"Oh? Fiscal policy?" Major General Hamaomote Matasuke became interested. "I wonder what the content was?"

He Rui briefly introduced his conversation with Mitsui. It was evident that Hamaomote Matasuke was thinking seriously about what He Rui said, but being a soldier, Major General Hamaomote knew very little about economics and trade, so he didn't form any conclusions immediately.

As the two spoke, various dishes were continuously served, soon filling the table with a dazzling array. Seeing the first round of dishes was complete, He Rui stood up and said, "The dishes are served. Let the banquet begin."

Mayor Peng Minsheng saw He Rui chatting happily with Major General Hamaomote Matasuke, with the Major General asking and listening intently. Although the two spoke Japanese and Peng Minsheng couldn't understand, Major General Hamaomote Matasuke looked very peaceful and didn't seem difficult to deal with.

Holding onto a shred of fantasy, Peng Minsheng stood up and raised his wine glass. "Visitors from afar are guests. As the Mayor of Siping, I toast Your Excellency, Major General."

Hearing this, several Chamber of Commerce Presidents who did business with Japan also stood up with their glasses to support the Mayor.

However, Hamaomote Matasuke didn't even glance up. He continued to laugh and talk with He Rui, ignoring them completely.

The Japanese officers on the side pulled long faces, looking at Peng Minsheng unkindly. Even the translator next to them didn't translate anything, only sneering slightly. They just looked at Mayor Peng Minsheng and the others with completely unfriendly gazes.

The atmosphere at the banquet instantly turned somewhat cold. The gentry and officials all froze with their chopsticks, as if stunned.

The last shred of fantasy in Peng Minsheng's heart shattered. He cried out *bad* in his heart, but having been an official for many years, he took the opportunity to slap his forehead and forced a laugh. "Oh my, I forgot the General doesn't understand our Chinese language. My apologies, my apologies. I'll drink a penalty cup!" He smoothly drank the wine.

The merchants holding their glasses also laughed. "Right, right, should be punished, should be punished!" Forcing smiles on their faces, they each drank their wine.

He Rui smiled slightly and then smoothed things over. "Major General Hamaomote Matasuke, Chief of Staff of the Kwantung Government-General, has graced Siping with his presence. Please, Major General, say a few words to everyone."

This was said in Chinese. Before the translator could speak, Major General Hamaomote Matasuke had already stood up. The translator hurriedly stepped closer. Hamaomote Matasuke spoke in Japanese, and the translator shouted to the crowd in Chinese: "He-kun is an honor graduate of our Great Japanese Imperial Army War College and a most excellent talent. His assumption of office in Siping embodies Sino-Japanese friendship. You are all renowned figures in Siping. I came personally to attend He-kun's inauguration banquet because I have a few words to tell you. What He-kun wants to do is exactly what our Great Japanese Empire wants to support. If there are any problems or difficulties, our Kwantung Garrison will assist with all our strength!"

There were quite a few Japanese doing business in Siping, and some of the prominent figures present understood Japanese. Listening to Major General Hamaomote Matasuke's speech and comparing it with the Chinese spoken by the translator, these people found that the translator didn't exaggerate anything; it was a word-for-word, dutiful translation.

These words unambiguously conveyed the attitude of the Japanese Kwantung Government-General toward He Rui to the prominent figures of Siping.

After Hamaomote Matasuke finished speaking, he raised his wine glass. "He-kun, congratulations on your inauguration."

He Rui raised his glass. "Thank you for Your Excellency's support."

After three rounds of toasts.

A Japanese staff officer next to him immediately stepped forward and stood at attention. "Your Excellency, according to the schedule! You have another important military meeting!"

"Then, He-kun!" Major General Hamaomote Matasuke reached out to He Rui. He looked around left and right, glancing at the gentry and officials, and laughed softly. "The situation in the Northeast is complex. If there are any work difficulties in the future, my Kwantung Garrison will certainly not stand by and watch!"

After shaking hands, Hamaomote Matasuke led the officers downstairs one after another. Observant people took out their pocket watches to check; from start to finish, the whole visit took no more than ten minutes.

As the sound of car engines came from downstairs, the Japanese troops also began to line up and leave following commands.

He Rui smiled at everyone. "Gentlemen, I came to Siping seeking nothing more than to protect the peace of the region. As for matters on the ground, I am but a martial artist, so naturally, I ask Mayor Peng and everyone to help out more!"

After speaking, He Rui raised his wine glass. "Come, gentlemen. For the long-term peace and stability of Siping, drain this cup."

Everyone was silent as winter cicadas, hurriedly standing up to drain their cups. The wine was good wine, but in their mouths, it tasted as bitter as medicine.

Afterward, He Rui enthusiastically invited everyone to resume the banquet. The crowd could only force smiles and barely keep him company. The wine and dishes at Huaqing Tower were excellent, yet everyone felt they were as tasteless as wax, almost unable to swallow.
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The sun had passed its zenith, but the drinking party continued. He Rui was cheerful, toasting the prominent figures of Siping one by one, ensuring every cup was drained. Seeing that He Rui was very forthright, his attitude cordial, and his speech devoid of arrogance, the Siping notables all felt somewhat relieved.

Finally, he reached the table of the Siping Garrison Regiment officers. Commander Song of the Garrison Regiment stood up. "Governor He, this subordinate should be the one to toast you."

"Hey, Commander Song is treating me like a stranger. What kind of talk is this?" He Rui held his wine cup and smiled at the officers at the table. "Brother Song is a senior in the military, having served and eaten army rations since the days of the Green Standard Army [^1] in the former Qing dynasty. Your toil and merit are high; you are truly a model for my generation. As a humble junior, I truly respect you. This cup, I really must toast you!"

Commander Song never expected He Rui to give him such face. Flattered, he raised his cup and said with gratitude, "Lord He exaggerates! Since Brother He thinks so highly of me, I am not someone who doesn't know good from bad. In the future, whatever orders Brother He has, this subordinate will naturally obey. Come, Brother He, Governor He, this subordinate will drink first as a sign of respect."

The prominent figures of Siping felt relieved seeing both men drain their cups. As the saying goes, *one mountain cannot hold two tigers*. He Rui was a newcomer, and although he had the support of the Beiyang central government, the Marshal outside the pass, and the Japanese Kwantung Governor-General's Office, the Siping Garrison Regiment had survived from the former Qing dynasty to the present. Although most of them were soldier-ruffians and scoundrels, *even a rotten boat has three pounds of nails*; a few hundred guns were not to be trifled with. Moreover, Commander Song had operated in Siping for decades. If the two sides fought, it would be the people of Siping who suffered.

At this point in the banquet, everyone finally felt that Governor He was a reasonable person, and the atmosphere instantly livened up.

Someone immediately started heckling, "How is one cup enough? It must be three!"

He Rui laughed heartily. "It should have been three cups all along; what do you mean 'must be'?"

Commander Song's subordinates hurriedly poured wine. He Rui raised his cup to Commander Song again. "That was the entrance wine. The next three cups are to recount our camaraderie as brothers-in-arms."

After speaking, he cut the chatter and drank it dry. Commander Song hurriedly drank along with him. After finishing three cups here, He Rui spoke to Commander Song's subordinates: "Brothers, Siping is a strategic location in the Northeast. Although I am untalented, I have been entrusted by Director-General Duan and Marshal Zhang to guard this city for the nation. In the future, I hope you brothers will assist me greatly!"

The group of officers stood up in a clamor, speaking all at once. "This subordinate will definitely not let Governor He down." "This subordinate will surely be of service."

Just now, Major General Hamamo Matasuke, Chief of Staff of the Japanese Kwantung Governor-General's Office, had personally offered congratulations. The officers' hearts had been tight with tension, so they had no appetite to eat or drink. Their stomachs were empty, so after three cups of wine, everyone's face was flushed.

After completing a round of toasts, He Rui opened his pocket watch to check the time, then turned to smile at Peng Minsheng. "Mayor Peng, I have prepared wine, beef, and mutton, intending to reward the brothers of the Garrison Regiment this afternoon. I wonder if you have any advice?"

Peng Minsheng hurriedly bowed. "I wouldn't dare, I wouldn't dare! This is urgent military business; how would this subordinate dare to say much? Please, Governor He, decide for yourself!"

As soon as his voice fell, the officials and gentry beside him bowed with clasped hands, stood up, and took their leave.

He Rui didn't try to keep them, ordering Chen Deli to see the guests off on his behalf. He himself pulled Commander Song and the group of Garrison Regiment officers down from Huaqing Tower. At the entrance, Zhong Yifu invited He Rui over and whispered a few words. A guard nearby handed over a bowl of milk. He Rui took it and drank it in one gulp. After drinking, he turned to Commander Song and said, "Commander Song, shall we call a few girls to pour wine and liven things up?"

On a normal day, Commander Song naturally wouldn't refuse such kindness. But right now, it was indeed inconvenient. Commander Song had to decline politely, though he felt much more at ease in his heart. An officer next to him misunderstood the intent and hurriedly smiled fawningly. "Tomorrow, Commander Song will definitely treat Governor He to flower wine [^2]."

Commander Song had drunk several cups on an empty stomach. His brain was a bit fuzzy now. Hearing his subordinate's reminder, he felt he understood and hurriedly said, "Tomorrow, this subordinate will definitely play the host and invite Governor He and his brothers to have some fun. It's also a show of our respect!"

"Excellent, excellent! Very good," He Rui praised.

The group left Huaqing Tower and headed straight for the Garrison Regiment station under the sun. The station was on the west side outside the Siping city walls. When they arrived, they saw several large pots set up in the open space outside the camp gate. The soup in the pots was boiling, large chunks of beef and mutton bobbing in the broth, the air overflowing with the aroma of meat.

Seeing Commander Song's group from afar, an officer hurried forward, glanced at He Rui with a face full of alertness, and reported in a low voice. It turned out that at noon, He Rui's subordinates had suddenly delivered a lot of meat and wine, saying the new Governor wanted to reward the troops. This officer had long received repeated instructions from Commander Song, so how could he dare let them into the camp? After arguing back and forth without giving way, they were deadlocked at the camp gate. He Rui's subordinates, being persistent, had actually set up pots in the open space outside.

After listening to the report, Commander Song smiled apologetically at He Rui, then turned and scolded, "Bastard thing, no sense of hierarchy! Governor He is a superior officer. Did you drink yourself stupid? You dare not to obey a superior's military order? Disgraceful thing, get out of my sight immediately!"

After speaking, he hurriedly apologized again, "Governor, this subordinate has failed in leading the troops. They offended Your Honor's subordinates; please punish them, Your Honor!"

"Not at all, not at all!" He Rui gave a thumbs up and praised, "Commander Song is indeed an old military hand. You lead troops with method, possessing the style of Zhou Yafu's Xiliu Camp [^3]. I admire you greatly!"

As they spoke, the group entered the military camp. Commander Song immediately ordered the wine and meat to be carried in.

The officers and soldiers remaining in the camp had long been drooling. Hearing this, they couldn't help but cheer in low voices.

Tables and chairs were quickly set up on the drill ground inside the camp. The soldiers and junior officers were hungry long ago. As soon as the wine and meat were on the table, everyone couldn't wait to start.

This military camp still had the layout of the late Qing dynasty: enclosure walls, a drill ground, a commander's platform, with the yamen and quarters in the back. Antique and rustic. From the perspective of a modern soldier, the defense was simply extremely lax.

Following custom, He Rui also went up to the commander's platform. Commander Song stood to one side playing the role of a vice-general, officers stood on both sides with arms akimbo, and the soldiers formed a rough formation, scattered below. He Rui, beaming with joy, spoke a few words briefly and then ordered the meal to begin. The soldiers cheered and immediately began to eat and drink heartily. Military discipline vanished during the feast; shouting, pushing, laughing, cursing, and screaming filled the air. Someone even started singing *Errenzhuan* [^4].

The Garrison Regiment officers were accustomed to this. They invited He Rui and Commander Song to sit at the officer's table with officers of company rank and above, and then started the feast.

Commander Song, his face red to his ears, clinked glasses with He Rui again and asked with a thick tongue, "Governor He, I wonder what instructions you have next?"

He Rui smiled, holding his wine cup. "Oh, Brother Song, you might not know. I feel that it's bitter cold outside the pass, and being a soldier in Siping is not a good job. I actually want to advise Brother Song to go to a military academy for some advanced studies, to gain some knowledge at least."

"Military academy? Hehe. Brother He, to tell you the truth, my brother, I've been in the camp eating rations since the Green Standard Army of the former Qing. It's been almost twenty years..." Commander Song spoke up to here when he suddenly felt something was wrong.

At this moment, a commotion suddenly erupted at the camp gate. The two sentries left to guard staggered back; their weapons had already been confiscated. Subsequently, a squad of soldiers marched in with neat formation, led by none other than Zhong Yifu and Zheng Silang.

*Ka-cha.* Several light sounds rang out. Everyone here was a veteran of the military; upon hearing it, they knew it was the sound of machine gun safeties being disengaged and rounds being chambered. Looking up, they saw that five or six machine guns had been mounted on the camp walls at some point, their dark muzzles aiming directly at the drill ground.

In Zhong Yifu's hands were two German Mauser automatic pistols with 20-round magazines, known in the Northeast as the "20-shot Self-loader" or "20-shot Fast-Slow Machine." This pistol had a strong recoil and lacked accuracy at long distances, but its power was immense in narrow spaces. Once fired, everyone at the table would lose their lives in moments.

Zhong Yifu crossed his hands, holding a Mauser automatic pistol in each, the guns held flat and pointed at the crowd.

An officer suddenly struggled to stand up, reaching to draw his gun to resist. *Bang!* A wisp of blue smoke rose from the muzzle of Zhong Yifu's right gun. Half of that officer's skull was shattered, and white brain matter splattered all over the table. Looking closely, it was exactly the officer who had refused entry to He Rui's subordinates earlier.

Zhong Yifu shouted loudly, "Don't move! I'll shoot anyone who moves! Hands up!!!"

The other officers were all dizzy from drink. At this moment, everyone was terrified out of their wits. They all raised their hands, watching helplessly as He Rui's subordinates controlled the situation.

He Rui, smiling and beaming with joy, slowly put down his wine cup. He patted Commander Song on the shoulder and, under Song's gaze of grief and indignation, stood up and walked to the open space of the drill ground. He scanned the surroundings and saw that the main gate and key positions leading to the armory had changed guards one after another. Dozens of cultural instructors stood solemnly with guns, alert.

A cultural instructor at the side presented a 20-shot Mauser pistol. He Rui took it and tucked it into his waist. He made a gesture, and subordinates carried two heavy large boxes in. On the spot, they opened the wooden boxes on the platform beside the field and kicked them over. Amidst the clattering sound of metal colliding, shiny silver dollars covered the entire commander's platform.

Hundreds of officers and soldiers with raised hands instantly widened their eyes, their breathing rapid.

Just then, Xu Chengfeng and others took out two light machine guns from the bottom of the boxes and mounted them on both sides of the commander's platform. The dark muzzles pointed at the Garrison Regiment soldiers and junior officers below the stage, forming a crossfire.

He Rui checked the firepower configuration. Seeing that the infantry had already choked off the key points of the military camp and all machine gun teams were in position—although a bit unskilled, the tactical deployment was considered complete—it should be no problem to bluff these soldier-ruffians.

Under the terrified gazes of the soldiers, He Rui walked steadily onto the commander's platform and shouted loudly to the crowd below, "Brothers, I am the new Governor, He Rui. Today I want to give everyone a benefit. Being a soldier is a hard job, coming and going in the wind and rain. Now, you don't have to suffer like this anymore. Everyone take two silver dollars and go home."

The officers and soldiers never expected that He Rui actually wanted to disband the Garrison Regiment. They were stunned for a moment.

***

[^1]: Green Standard Army (绿营) - A Han Chinese military force during the Qing Dynasty. [^2]: Flower wine (花酒) - Drinking with courtesans/prostitutes. [^3]: Zhou Yafu's Xiliu Camp (周亚夫细柳营) - A famous historical reference to a Han Dynasty general known for strict discipline where even the Emperor could not enter without proper military protocol. He Rui uses this ironically here. [^4]: *Errenzhuan* (二人转) - A genre of local folk dance and song from Northeast China.
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On the commander's platform at the Siping Garrison Regiment station, He Rui signaled Xu Chengfeng. Xu Chengfeng pulled the trigger, and the light machine gun spewed a long tongue of fire. Bullets whistled over the heads of the garrison crowd, punching a long row of bullet holes into the courtyard wall. Amidst the flying dust, the officers and soldiers in the open space instinctively crouched down; some hid directly under the tables.

He Rui raised his hand, and the machine gun fire stopped abruptly. The officers and soldiers below looked terrified. After a brief pause, He Rui smiled. "Today, I have prepared two things for everyone: one is bullets, the other is silver dollars. Choose for yourselves!"

Everyone looked at each other in dismay. Several officers and soldiers retreated slightly into the crowd, wanting to slip away, but were forced back by cultural instructors who had already surrounded them with rifles. They raised their hands and returned to the crowd. He Rui asked loudly from the platform, "Where do you want to go?"

One of them was so scared he knelt on the ground. "Governor He, I want to go home."

He Rui pointed to the piles of shiny silver dollars at his feet. "Going home is fine. Let's register you first, press a thumbprint, take the money, and then go."

The soldier didn't dare accept it. In the end, he was forced to a small table by a cultural instructor with a gun. Two cultural instructors had already taken the roster and were registering names one by one. After verification and fingerprinting, the soldier carefully put two silver dollars into his pocket. Then He Rui ordered someone to escort him to the barracks to get his luggage and release him from the station.

One after another, the soldiers of the Garrison Regiment were lined up in a long queue, registering and handling "discharge procedures" one by one. The camp was busy and tense but orderly; no one dared to act rashly. Unknowingly, night was approaching. Fortunately, it was summer, so the night wasn't very cold.

Before nightfall, He Rui finally disbanded the soldiers of the Garrison Regiment. Officers of company rank and above, along with Commander Song, were locked in the rear camp area under house arrest. Only a dozen or so soldiers, even under gunpoint, knelt and begged, saying they were outsiders with no home to return to and didn't know how to make a living if driven away.

He Rui had them confined in an empty house, temporarily settling the matter.

Everyone had been busy all day, both tense and excited. Now that they relaxed, exhaustion washed over them. But He Rui remained in high spirits, brimming with energy. He checked the roster and said to everyone, "Comrades, it's not time to rest yet. Please persist a little longer." He issued an order to send people to invite those local prominent figures to come for another meeting according to the daytime list.

Xu Chengfeng looked exhausted, forcing himself to stay alert as he asked, "Commander, what if they don't come?"

He Rui lit a cigarette and laughed. "Ha! Everyone, bring your guns when you invite them; I doubt they can refuse!"

Xu Chengfeng smiled knowingly and immediately led men into the city.

***

At past eleven o'clock at night, the prominent figures of Siping gathered before He Rui again. However, this time the venue was simply decorated, and there was no fine wine or delicacies; only some tea was set out in the regimental headquarters.

Xu Chengfeng led the way, allowing the local officials and gentry to visit Commander Song and his group. Looking in through the window, they saw the Garrison Regiment officers all huddled inside, dispirited. Several officers addicted to opium had tears and mucus running down their faces, yawning one after another.

He Rui sighed deeply. "To be honest with Mayor Peng and you gentlemen, Commander Song told me today that the turmoil of Siping, with its complex mix of forces, annoyed him greatly. He has long been physically and mentally exhausted over the decades. So, Commander Song disbanded the Garrison Regiment and left the weapons and equipment to me. Commander Song and his brothers are preparing to continue their studies at the military academy in my army. I tried hard to persuade him to stay, but alas, Commander Song's mind was made up. Even as a superior, I couldn't force him against his will. It's a pity, a pity. Commander Song is experienced in military affairs and familiar with the locality; he is a rare talent. I feel deeply reluctant to part with him, but having just arrived and facing such a major matter, I had to accede to Commander Song's wishes."

The crowd was dumbfounded, looking at each other in silence.

He Rui raised his voice and smiled at Peng Minsheng. "But this is also good. Commander Song can rest and study. Once he recovers, he can better serve the locality and protect his hometown later! What does Mayor Peng think?!"

Peng Minsheng shuddered and immediately bowed. "What Governor He says is extremely true. This subordinate will follow the Governor's lead!"

"What do you gentlemen think?!"

The group of officials and gentry jumped up, bowing one after another. "We dare not disobey any command from Marshal He!"

He Rui waved his hand and said modestly, "Gentlemen, you exaggerate. This is the Republic of China, not the former Qing. Now we stress equality for all, sincere unity, and serving the country; where is there high and low status? As you have all seen, I am a rough man and do not understand how to govern people's livelihood. Being ordered by the central government and Marshal Zhang to come down to the locality this time, I feel the matters are thorny and I am without a strategy. That is why I invited you all to come late at night to discuss what should be done. I ask you all to teach me."

The crowd dared not agree with *that*. They flattered and supported him with all their might, though most of them had wandering eyes and were calculating in their hearts. The current situation had progressed too fast, and many people's minds couldn't keep up at all. It was not that they intended to oppose him; they just never expected He Rui to act so cleanly and efficiently, disposing of the Garrison Regiment immediately after establishing his authority. For a moment, everyone was a bit at a loss.

Two Chamber of Commerce Presidents were even scared enough to consider using the armed forces at their disposal for self-protection. But after a little thought, they felt it was inappropriate. Although this man in front of them didn't have many men right now, his background was too deep and powerful. Could they afford to provoke Marshal Zhang or the Japanese? With the little capital they had, even if they gained a small advantage in Siping, if he turned against them, they would die without a proper burial.

Thinking of this, the two Chamber of Commerce Presidents said tremblingly, "Governor He, we don't know how your military funding is, but we are willing to contribute wholeheartedly!"

"That is not the priority. I invited everyone here today to ask how to govern Siping!" He Rui glanced at the officials, put away his smile, turned his face cold, and spoke sternly, word by word.

Siping Mayor Peng Minsheng finally reacted. He tried his best to speak without a trembling voice, "Please instruct us, Governor! As long as there is a military order, this subordinate will definitely go through water and fire!"

"Although I don't understand city governance, some young men under me are very interested. So I want to send a few brothers to learn from Mayor Peng, Chief Duan, and the gentlemen of the Tax Bureau. As for whether they prove capable, that depends on their own fortune. I imagine gentlemen of high morals and reputation like you shouldn't be stingy in cultivating the younger generation."

As soon as this statement came out, everyone's hearts grew heavier. Governor He's intention was blatantly revealed; he not only wanted to seize military power but wouldn't let go of political power either.

Seeing that the Garrison Regiment had been disbanded by He Rui, and Governor He obviously came prepared having managed everything above and below, the situation in Siping was a foregone conclusion. The crowd could only agree.

Police Chief Duan Changgui's eyes darted around and he stood at attention, saluting He Rui. "Report to Governor He. From now on, I, Duan Changgui, am Governor He's man. Whatever Governor He asks Duan Changgui to do, Duan Changgui will do. Through water and fire, I will follow to the death!!"

He Rui looked at him in surprise and smiled. "Chief Duan is thoughtful. I wonder if you have any suggestions?"

Duan Changgui was apprehensive, but seeing He Rui respond, his heart settled. He answered loudly, "This subordinate believes that in a city, security should be the priority. This subordinate's ability is meager, and there are over two hundred police officers in Siping. Therefore, I ask the Governor to send more capable brothers to clean up the ranks with me, so as to benefit the locality and serve the Marshal!"

"Oh?!" He Rui laughed loudly and patted Duan Changgui on the shoulder. "Oh my, Brother Duan's talent is truly amazing. I misjudged you before; my mistake, my mistake!" "Thank you for the Marshal's praise! This subordinate will definitely do his best!" Duan Changgui responded loudly.

At this moment, the situation was largely settled. The military and police matters were all clear. The hearts of the Siping officials and gentry sank. Looking up, they saw He Rui in military uniform by the light of the torches, his expression cold and stern, looking exceptionally tall and mighty in the dark night.

Peng Minsheng was experienced in the ways of the world and shifted with the wind. "What Governor He said is extremely true. I suggest that from today on, Siping City establishes positions for Assistant Mayor, Assistant Police Chief, and Assistant Tax Bureau Chief. Everyone should unite sincerely to serve Marshal He!"

The remaining officials and gentry immediately agreed enthusiastically. Such a good method only being proposed today was truly a blessing for the people of Siping.

When everyone had expressed their stance, He Rui waved his hand and said with satisfaction, "Gentlemen, it was inappropriate to disturb everyone so late. The night is deep. Everyone stay here tonight; I will send people to escort you back tomorrow."

Everyone knew they couldn't leave, so they could only express their gratitude one after another. They were then taken away by He Rui's subordinates.

He Rui forced himself to stay awake to continue working. Those who tracked the disbanded Garrison Regiment soldiers sent back news.

Local soldiers had gone home. Soldiers whose homes were nearby left in groups. Some soldiers, perhaps because their homes were far away or for other reasons, gathered together and slept in the open on some vacant lots.

So far, there had been no incidents of disbanded soldiers gathering to cause trouble or plotting mischief.

Compared to inside the pass, Siping, at a higher latitude, had very long days and short nights in summer. It was just past the Summer Solstice. At 4:30 AM, the sky was filled with myriad rays of rosy light, and a sliver of the red sun had already begun to emerge on the horizon.

He Rui walked out of the house and woke up Xu Chengfeng, Cheng Ruofan, and the others who were dozing off in a daze. In the splendid sunrise, he handed them a scroll of documents printed in Tianjin.

Xu Chengfeng rubbed his eyes and yawned. Cheng Ruofan opened the scroll and saw four large characters written at the top: **Notice to Reassure the People** (*Anmin Gaoshi*).

Before Cheng Ruofan could ask, He Rui smiled. "Go! Post these notices. Let the people of Siping know that a new era has begun!"
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Fengtian City, General Zhen'an's Office.

Several spies bowed and reported. Zhang Xiluan stroked his beard, listened quietly to the end, pondered for a while, and suddenly sighed. He waved the spies away and turned to Adjutant Liu, sighing, "Heroes truly emerge from the youth! I am put to shame. I admire him, I admire him!"

Major Liu, standing by his side, had complex feelings. He had previously judged that He Rui was resourceful, but he hadn't expected him to be so swift and fierce. To think that with just thirty-five men, he took Siping in two or three days—it really left one... at a loss for words.

Even though he had served in the government office for a long time and seen many heroes, such a figure was truly unprecedented. In his heart, he admired him even more, practically prostrating himself in respect.

Zhang Xiluan walked a few circles in the living room with his hands behind his back. His mood was not good; he sighed and groaned. After being stunned for a long while, he suddenly turned and ordered, "Adjutant Liu, go prepare another 500 rifles, 10 machine guns, three cannons, and fifty thousand silver dollars. Take a company to escort them to Siping and hand them to Colonel He."

Major Liu was greatly surprised and hurriedly said, "Didn't the Marshal just send a batch of munitions? Why send more?"

"This time is different. When you see Colonel He, tell him: Fengtian's warehouses are tight right now. These munitions and military supplies are temporarily stored with him; please ask him to keep them for me!"

Major Liu was dumbfounded, then suddenly felt it was a bit funny. Fengtian City actually lacked warehouse space for such a trifling amount of munitions? When he saw He Rui, he really wouldn't know how to say this.

But how could the Marshal's order be disobeyed? He bowed and replied, "As you command."

After speaking, he felt the reason was too far-fetched and couldn't help asking, "May I ask the Marshal, what happens after giving these munitions to Colonel He?"

"Hehe. Afterward... afterward, He Rui will certainly make a gesture." Zhang Xiluan stroked his beard and smiled.

Major Liu was stunned. If it were someone else, he would certainly understand that this "gesture" meant either silver dollars or other valuable property. But facing He Rui, Major Liu knew the Marshal had absolutely no intention of soliciting a bribe. He couldn't help but ask in surprise, "Does the Marshal mean He Rui will give you a return gift?!"

"Correct. But this 'gift' is a gift, yet not a gift. You'll know when you get there!"

Hearing this, Major Liu still didn't understand, but it wasn't appropriate to ask further. He saluted. "Does the Marshal have any other orders?"

"None. Go."

Two days later, Major Liu arrived in Siping again. He saw notices posted at the street intersections: Notices to Reassure the People and Recruitment Notices. They were all newly posted.

Major Liu didn't look much, leading the troops escorting the munitions to the front of the former Garrison Regiment—now He Rui's Headquarters.

He saw quite a few people lining up at the gate. He Rui's subordinates, wearing red armbands, were maintaining order. It looked like they were recruiting soldiers.

He Rui had already come out to welcome him. The handover of firearms and silver dollars was completed by subordinates. He Rui invited Major Liu into the headquarters. After listening to Major Liu convey Zhang Xiluan's meaning, He Rui sighed. "Brother Liu, Siping has had many troubles. I have been inadequate and have caused Marshal Zhang a lot of trouble. I feel very apologetic. Marshal Zhang is so kind; please, Brother Liu, report back to the Marshal that this subordinate is very grateful. As for the temporary storage of munitions..." He thought for a moment, then smiled slightly. "Brother Liu, don't worry. I already know the Marshal's intent. Brother Liu, please wait a moment; I will give the Marshal a return 'gift' right now."

After speaking, He Rui sat at the desk, took the brush and ink, and swiftly wrote a promissory note. He didn't stop writing but pulled over a sheet of letter paper and wrote a letter. By this time, the ink on the note was dry. He Rui stamped his seal over the signature. He put the two documents into separate envelopes and handed them to Major Liu. "Brother Liu, please be careful on the road; do not lose them."

Major Liu was baffled and asked repeatedly, but He Rui only chatted and laughed, talking about other things but not this. Feeling helpless, he had to take his men and drive back to Fengtian.

When he handed the two items to Zhang Xiluan, Zhang Xiluan looked solemn. He took them, read them carefully one by one, and pondered repeatedly for a long time. He couldn't help but clap his hands in praise. "Such a young hero! It is lamentable that this old man has been in the sea of officialdom for decades, yet didn't recognize a hero to his face. My old eyes were truly blind!" He walked around the flower hall a few times, still unsatisfied, and couldn't help sighing, "He Rui, ah, He Rui. Truly a dragon among men!"

Ignoring the confused Major Liu, Zhang Xiluan turned and went back to the inner room. He handed the promissory note and the letter to his wife. "Put these in the chest where you keep your dowry. Keep them safe; I want to pass these things down to our children and grandchildren."

Madam Zhang was his first wife. They had been married for decades and knew each other deeply. Hearing this, she was still very puzzled. She simply opened an envelope to read carefully, but saw it wasn't a property deed or land deed or bank note, just a borrowing receipt. She was even more puzzled. Seeing He Rui's name listed as the borrower, Madam Zhang frowned.

The news of He Rui's successful negotiation at the Japanese Kwantung Governor-General's Office and the subsequent Japanese withdrawal had already spread among the upper echelons of Fengtian. This name wasn't unfamiliar to Madam Zhang. But seeing so many munitions and silver dollars, Madam Zhang felt a bit of heartache. She asked, "Master, these things are worth a lot of money. This He Rui is just a mere youngster; is it worth spending so much money on him?"

Zhang Xiluan glared with his old eyes, then sighed. "Short-sighted woman! At my age, what use do I have for money? This is for the sake of the children and grandchildren. This man He Rui is a dragon and phoenix among men; his future is limitless. You must not think this is just a sheet of borrowing receipt and a letter. When the winds and clouds meet in the future, this item can firstly ensure the safety of the whole family, and secondly, it might serve as a ladder for the advancement of our descendants."

Hearing this, Madam Zhang was greatly amazed. She casually opened the other envelope and pulled out the letter paper. She saw it written in a plain narrative style: *On July 4, 1915, He Rui had just arrived in Siping to take office. Manpower was scarce, and supplies were scarce. Therefore, he requested help from Zhang Xiluan, asking to borrow a certain number of firearms and artillery, and a certain amount of silver dollars. Although Fengtian was not wealthy in these aspects either, Zhang Xiluan still helped generously, delivering charcoal in the snow. He delivered these materials to Siping and handed them to He Rui, solving He Rui's urgent need.*

Although the content was simple and brisk, easily understood at a glance, it wasn't a thank-you letter; it looked more like a casual note in a diary.

More importantly, regarding Zhang Xiluan's full support, there was neither thanks nor praise. Instead, the date, location, and quantity were recorded in detail, followed by a personal signature and He Rui's personal seal.

Madam Zhang asked, "Master, what does He Rui mean by writing this?"

"Hehe. Madam, if someone held a letter like this, written by President Yuan Shikai when he was young and given to a friend, and that person's descendants handed this letter to me or Minister Duan, how do you think we should handle it?"

After speaking, Zhang Xiluan chuckled, left the bedroom, went to the flower hall, and sat in an armchair.

Originally, Zhang Xiluan just thought highly of this junior He Rui and wanted to watch and wait. If there were no major troubles, he might lend a hand to promote him. Now it appeared he was still a frog in a well, underestimating the hero.

The success of the negotiation with the Kwantung Governor-General's Office had been telegraphed to Duan Qirui, and Duan Qirui had replied amidst his busy schedule to express praise. It was laughable that the shallow people of Siping thought they could be He Rui's opponents.
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Shopkeeper Han's teahouse business had been very good the last few days. There had been many major events in Siping City recently. A group of idlers gossiped while worrying. Bystanders were one thing, but the merchants on the street were especially nervous.

Boss Zhu frowned slightly. "It's been four days since Governor He disbanded Commander Song's troops, yet the Chamber of Commerce hasn't collected the contribution money. It's truly strange."

"Does Boss Zhu enjoy paying contribution money?" someone teased.

"Eh~~" Boss Zhu dragged out the sound. "How could I want to pay contribution money normally? But right now, with all this chaos and turmoil, I don't know what big events will happen later. I wish I could just pay the money quickly for peace of mind."

As soon as this was said, the merchants all fell silent. Boss Zhu's words spoke to everyone's concerns. Now that Governor He had taken power, he neither asked for money nor press-ganged men. Presumably, there were big events to follow.

Originally, there were big merchant guilds to shelter the small merchants from the wind and rain, but now even the big guilds were keeping their distance. Which small merchant wouldn't be afraid?

In the silence, someone suddenly said, "I heard that the day after Governor He disbanded the Garrison Regiment, he sent people to occupy the Finance Bureau and sealed the silver vault. He personally led people to audit the accounts. Four or five days have passed, and they still haven't finished checking. Perhaps after Governor He finishes auditing and collects the silver, then takes a few concubines, everyone's life will go on as usual?!"

As the voice fell, a few boorish fellows who weren't afraid of trouble teased, "Auditing accounts is a great thing. Governor He led a group of 'big-headed soldiers' [^1] to check the accounts; maybe they'll be checking until next year?"

A moment later, the guests roared with laughter, bringing a bit of cheerful atmosphere to the depressed teahouse.

Big-headed soldiers were illiterate, and the officers could barely recognize a few characters. In the eyes of merchants who dealt with account books every day, it was fine for soldiers to fight battles, but check accounts? Even if there were tricks in the accounts, laid out line by line, could those soldiers understand them?

Shopkeeper Han felt this was wrong. He heard that this Governor He was a student who had studied abroad; he might not be an ordinary crude soldier.

***

If Siping Finance and Tax Bureau Director Ding Xiadong knew the merchants' thoughts at this time, he would probably roar the words "Nonsense!". However, at this moment, he was sweating profusely as he listened to He Rui's subordinate, Chen Deli, recount the preliminary audit results.

"Report to the Commander. The above are the revenue and expenditure data that Siping should have collected. According to the accounts, up until the sealing of the vault, within the three years since Director Ding took office, there were 3 misappropriations of over 1,000 yuan. There were 13 misappropriations and deficits between 501 and 1,000 yuan. There were 42 misappropriations and deficits between 101 and 500 yuan. As for those under 100 yuan, 179 have been found so far. Report complete."

Cultural Instructor Chen Deli wiped the sweat from his forehead after speaking. He and his comrades had worked day and night these past few days and finally sorted out the mess of these corrupt officials. His mood was exceptionally excited.

He Rui smiled. "Director Ding, do you want to check the accounts to see if Chen Deli made a mistake?"

Hearing this, a ray of hope suddenly rose in Ding Xiadong's heart, but a moment later, he shook his head repeatedly. "Governor He, this subordinate has difficulties! Governor He doesn't know, but all this money was misappropriated by Commander Song! Commander Song was extravagant beyond measure, taking seven or eight concubines. When he ran out of money, he would come to the Tax Bureau with a gun to demand it, as if the Tax Bureau were a bank opened by his family. Ding is but a scholar; I really had no choice!"

He Rui didn't get angry and said kindly, "That really made things difficult for Director Ding. Commander Song is currently studying over at my place; I can ask him slowly about many things. However, the tax collectors are under Director Ding's control, right?"

Ding Xiadong didn't dare answer immediately. After a little calculation, he felt he understood and immediately reported, "Report to the Governor. Many people planted relatives and friends as tax collectors. Those people took bribes and bent the law. This subordinate will dismiss them immediately."

He Rui shook his head. "Tax collectors taking bribes and bending the law is a common practice in officialdom. However, does Director Ding know that the harsh punishments and severe laws of past dynasties were established precisely for such times? Director Ding, tell those tax collectors to collect taxes properly according to the tax rate, and don't slack off just because they can't skim money. There will naturally be benefits for them later. *Punishment without prior instruction is tyranny*; I never play games of borrowing heads [^2]. What I said just now is not intimidation. If these two rules are violated, I will absolutely not spare them."

Tax Bureau Director Ding Xiadong was not a soldier. At this moment, trembling with fear and sweating like rain, he stood at attention and answered, "Yes. This subordinate obeys."

"Also. The Tax Bureau handles both revenue and expenditure, which is truly inconvenient. In He's opinion, it is better to separate finance and taxation. This matter is significant, so why not let Chen Deli help you? I wonder what Director Ding thinks?"

Hearing this, Director Ding was naturally ten thousand times unwilling in his heart. previously, with finance and taxation combined, money entering the left hand and leaving the right was truly convenient in all sorts of ways. Once separated, there would be an extra layer of bureaucracy in the middle. If there were matters in the future, it would be greatly inconvenient.

However, *those who understand the times are heroes*. With guns pointed at him, how could Ding Xiadong dare to act big? He immediately nodded and praised greatly, "What Governor He says is extremely true. Since ancient times, bad governance has stemmed from this. In this way, all places will be clean and honest; it is truly a blessing for the people of Siping. Governor He's talent is truly something Ding has only seen once in his life!" He clicked his tongue in praise, "Admirable, this subordinate truly admires you! Finance is the foundation of the government, yet I didn't expect Governor He to have such ingenuity and insight. Your Honor is truly a person born with knowledge!"

He Rui chuckled. This Director Ding was really an interesting person. Having settled the finances, he instantly felt much more relaxed. However, during the afternoon meeting, Tang Gui, who was responsible for secretarial work, actively raised a question: "Governor, since so many corrupt officials have been found, why not punish them severely?"

As soon as this was said, the young men attending the meeting echoed it one after another. Only a few students like Xu Chengfeng, Xu Jia, and Cheng Ruofan, who had attended advanced training classes, looked solemn and didn't echo.

He Rui could understand everyone's mood at this time. In his youth, He Rui also felt that old China was weak because these corrupt officials were playing tricks. As long as political power was seized, severe laws established, and these corrupt officials dragged out for public execution to warn others, the country would immediately get better. This kind of simple revolutionary thought had a big market among the common people.

Recalling his own hot-bloodedness back then, He Rui felt that his fatigue at this moment was diluted a lot. With this enthusiasm, He Rui asked, "Comrades, corrupt officials are so detestable. Have you ever thought about why?"

Someone among the youths immediately answered, "Because they don't do proper work and only know how to bully people."

He Rui was very happy in his heart. Even from the 1930s when China was weakest until before the liberation, American journalists who went deep into the Chinese folk to interview wrote that the Chinese people are a great people; even an illiterate person knows what social justice is.

These young people in front of him all believed that everyone has a responsibility to society. The higher the status, the greater the responsibility.

He Rui slowed down his speech. "The government's duty lies in providing public services to society. But public services cost money. Taken from the people, used for the people. Our seizing the silver vault first is the first step taken to provide public services quickly."

The young men habitually opened their notebooks and began to record. According to custom, He Rui would start giving everyone a lesson on this topic.

***

[^1]: "Big-headed soldiers" (大头兵) is a somewhat derogatory colloquial term for ordinary soldiers. [^2]: "Borrowing heads" refers to Cao Cao in *Romance of the Three Kingdoms*, who executed a granary officer (borrowed his head) to quell troops' anger over food shortages, falsely blaming him. He Rui means he won't use people as scapegoats without warning.
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"The government's responsibility is to provide public service products to society. Whether officials or clerks, they are all just components of this bureaucratic machine called the government; in fact, they are neither good nor evil in themselves. Now that we hold the Siping government, everyone here is a government official. Comrades, how should we do proper work and not bully people?"

The young men responded immediately, "We are good people; of course, we will do proper work and not bully people."

These slogans were exactly the thoughts of the young men in the spontaneous stage—simple and unadorned, but their concepts were confused.

He Rui continued, "Performing government public functions is a serious technical job; it has nothing to do with good people or bad people and cannot be evaluated by moral standards. From an objective perspective, there is only achievement or non-achievement, or the level of efficiency in achievement. Sometimes, an honest official has high morals but cannot provide good government service; he is still a bastard. Conversely, although a corrupt official raises execution costs, if he provides some government service, he is actually better than a muddled honest official. It just needs to be carefully evaluated based on cost standards. If the cost is too high or far exceeds the people's burden, it will degenerate into a moral concept."

Seeing the puzzled looks in the youths' eyes, He Rui explained, "Doing anything requires payment. Even a small matter like eating every day—from obtaining rice and flour to cooking them—requires paying money or labor. I call this payment 'cost'."

This statement was dry and boring. Cheng Ruofan's humorous nature flared up, and he laughed. "Governor, isn't eating a form of labor too? Sometimes eating a meal is quite tiring."

Some young comrades laughed heartily, while others rolled their eyes at Cheng Ruofan.

He Rui knocked on the table. "This is a good question. Cheng Ruofan, if someone eyes that meal, and after you finish cooking it, they snatch it away—you busied yourself for a whole round, but can you eat the meal?"

Cheng Ruofan instantly couldn't laugh. Not only Cheng Ruofan, but the expressions of the young comrades also became serious.

"I say this is a good question because this question describes the law of the jungle in nature: the weak are meat for the strong, big fish eat small fish, and small fish eat shrimp. Essentially, it is the plundering of results and the transfer of costs. Many reactionary governments generally perform by frantically plundering the fruits of the common people's labor, yet conversely cannot fairly share the social public costs. Therefore, at the end of every dynasty, you will see the lower-class people working hard all year round but starved corpses scattered across the ground, while the upper class does nothing but live in a drunken stupor."

The young men were momentarily shaken by what He Rui described, and everyone showed a more or less solemn expression.

He Rui knew that it was impossible to give the young men a basic cognitive framework of society through just one lesson. He pulled the topic back to the present.

"Let's talk about costs. Clothing, food, housing, and transportation all require costs. None of our clothes were made by our own hands. Since we can wear clothes, it proves that someone paid the cost of the clothes for us. The primary struggles and games of the court, the government, the state, and society for thousands of years have revolved around who bears the cost and who is responsible for distributing the output."

"Right now, we only have this many people, so let's first solve the realistic problems within our power in Siping City. We want to provide social services—taken from the people, used for the people. The biggest enemy we face right now is the 'middleman' earning the price difference! Ten *wen* of money can only do ten *wen* worth of things. If the people pay twenty *wen* to obtain public services but only receive ten *wen* worth of social services, then someone must have taken the other ten *wen*. This kind of person is the corrupt official that everyone hates."

Chen Deli frowned and asked, "Governor, where can we find people who are capable of tax collection but aren't corrupt officials?"

Hearing this question, Zhong Yifu hurriedly answered, "I can't do that. Let me be a soldier and fight to protect everyone's labor results. Please ask other comrades to work hard on the tax collection cost."

There were quite a few people with similar thoughts to Zhong Yifu. Everyone acknowledged the effort and merit of taxation but didn't want to do tax work.

"Comrade Chen Deli, do you want to collect taxes quickly, or do you want no corrupt officials collecting taxes?" He Rui asked.

Chen Deli frowned and thought for a long time, stopping himself from speaking several times. Finally, he answered, "I'd rather not collect taxes than let corrupt officials harm the people."

He Rui nodded. "That is to say, if the tax collectors are not very skilled and the efficiency is relatively low, you can accept that?"

Chen Deli hadn't thought of this result. He hesitated a moment, then nodded forcefully. "Yes."

He Rui smiled. "Then let's think of a way together to see who in Siping City can complete this work."

***

The small merchants in the city still hadn't waited for the news from the Chamber of Commerce President to pay the contribution money. Anxious, the crowd went to Shopkeeper Han's teahouse whenever they were free to drink tea, chat, and exchange the latest news.

The news that Governor He had renamed clerks to "cadres" didn't interest Shopkeeper Han. They were all doing the same things; what was the use of giving them a name no one had heard of?

Just as he was chatting idly with a guest, he saw a person standing outside the door. Shopkeeper Han hurriedly went out. "Brother, haven't seen you for a long time."

This person was the news peddler who had previously sold Shopkeeper Han the inside information about Zhang Xiluan sending weapons to He Rui.

Seeing Shopkeeper Han come out, the news peddler chuckled. "Shopkeeper Han, this brother has a piece of news. I don't know if Shopkeeper Han wants to know it."

Shopkeeper Han didn't say much and directly lowered his sleeve to haggle. A moment later, Shopkeeper Han was somewhat surprised; the price of the news this time was actually five times that of before. Shopkeeper Han gritted his teeth and gave the money. The man then leaned into Shopkeeper Han's ear, said a few words, and left leisurely.

The crowd in the teahouse saw Shopkeeper Han walk back into the teahouse with a gloomy face. He went back to the inner room, and not long after, brought out a sign. He directed the waiter to hang the sign in a conspicuous place. Everyone looked and saw the sign read: "**Do Not Discuss Politics**."

The shop owners were all cautious people. After seeing the sign, they stood up one after another, paid for their tea, and slipped away. A moment later, the lively teahouse was left with only a few scattered people and tables full of leftover tea and nut shells.

The next day, Shopkeeper Han's teahouse was still empty, no longer lively like the previous days. Shopkeeper Han sat behind the counter, bored to death, when he saw two people stride in from outside, both wearing military uniforms. They wore conspicuous official badges on their chests.

The leader gave Shopkeeper Han a familiar feeling, but he couldn't remember where he had seen him. The man stepped forward and said, "May I ask, are you Shopkeeper Han?"

Shopkeeper Han hurriedly stood up. "That is me. How should I address this officer?"

"I am Chen Deli, under Governor He. I came this time to deliver an official document, inviting Shopkeeper Han to report to the Finance and Tax Bureau." After speaking, an official document was handed to Shopkeeper Han.

This was the first time Shopkeeper Han had received an official document. Opening it carefully to look, Shopkeeper Han's legs went soft, and he slumped back onto the stool. Fortunately, he was knowledgeable and quickly steadied his mood. He stood up again and asked, "Master Chen, did I do something wrong? Is Master trying to play a joke on me?"

Chen Deli laughed. "Shopkeeper Han has a very good reputation in the neighborhood. We have no grudges in the past or present; why would I play a joke on Shopkeeper Han? Since you've seen the document, please follow us, Shopkeeper Han."
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More and more of the common people learned about the methods Governor He used to seize Siping City. It involved many high-ranking figures and the process was full of ups and downs. It was said that storytellers even wanted to compile it into a tale to narrate.

Everyone felt Governor He was a formidable character, but they hadn't seen him actually do anything to the common folk. They were uneasy but not truly afraid.

Now, witnessing Shopkeeper Han being taken away by soldiers with their own eyes, the merchants on the street were all badly frightened. Seeing the "Do Not Discuss Politics" sign in the teahouse, everyone was silent as a cicada in winter. They exchanged glances and hurriedly packed up their stalls to go home. That night, when Shopkeeper Han's waiter closed up, Han was still nowhere to be seen. This scared quite a few people into considering closing their shops to avoid calamity that night.

Early the next morning, the teahouse actually opened again. The crowd emboldened themselves to gather around and saw the waiter walk out and set off firecrackers, popping and crackling.

The teahouse hadn't just opened, nor did Shopkeeper Han's family have any joyous events like weddings, funerals, promotions, or windfalls. According to shop rules, firecrackers were naturally set off to drive away bad luck. Presumably, Shopkeeper Han had returned.

Sure enough, a person walked out of the shop. It was indeed Shopkeeper Han. His face looked slightly haggard, as if he hadn't slept well. However, his whole demeanor was beaming with joy.

The shopkeepers put aside their fear and went up to ask. The sharp-eyed ones had already noticed that Shopkeeper Han was wearing a badge on his chest—it turned out to be the iron tag worn only by officials under Governor He Rui.

Han had a mix of joy and worry on his face. He bowed to everyone in turn before saying, "Fellow shopkeepers. Thanks to Marshal He's generous favor, he gave me a job as a tax collector. From today on, the tax collection on this street is under my charge."

The group of small merchants was dumbfounded, looking at each other for a moment. Someone dug at their ear, suspecting they had heard wrong.

The news of Teahouse Shopkeeper Han becoming a tax collector spread like wildfire on the street. A servant of the Yongchang Trading Company President, Zhou Yongchang, ran back to the Chamber of Commerce like the wind to inform President Zhou Yongchang.

Rushing back to the Chamber of Commerce, he saw quite a few people standing in President Zhou's room, talking all at once about Governor He suddenly appointing many tax collectors. The servant was stunned to discover that Shopkeeper Han was just one of them.

According to everyone's introduction, these new tax collectors included those doing business, working as laborers, and driving carts. Their backgrounds were varied. But one thing was the same: they were all recognized by neighbors as being fair and respected among the people.

President Zhou Yongchang furrowed his brow. In the past two days, He Rui's subordinates had frequently made home visits to the populace, visiting the families and neighbors of Siping policemen. Zhou Yongchang originally thought they were going to uncover some shocking major case in the police station. Now he realized they were actually replacing the minor officials and clerks.

This was truly unheard of—daring to just pick random people and put them to use. Governor He was really rash and bold. But recalling He Rui's methods of seizing Siping, President Zhou couldn't help but feel a little afraid.

Hearing the servant say that Shopkeeper Han had also become a tax collector, Zhou Yongchang ordered someone to prepare a gift and personally went to visit Shopkeeper Han's teahouse.

At this time, the teahouse was already packed with people. The "Do Not Discuss Politics" sign was gone. Small merchants who arrived early squeezed three or four onto a single bench. Those who came late stood in layers inside and out, packing the teahouse so tight not even water could trickle through.

Seeing President Zhou Yongchang arrive personally, the small merchants barely made way for a passage. President Zhou squeezed in and saw Shopkeeper Han reading a document. Seeing President Zhou enter, Shopkeeper Han hurriedly stopped speaking and came forward to greet him. "What brings President Zhou here? If President Zhou sent someone, I naturally would have come to pay my respects."

"Ah! Brother Haitao, you and I have been in Siping for many years; no need to be so formal," President Zhou said warmly, holding Shopkeeper Han's hand. At this time, President Zhou's servant also followed in. President Zhou took the gift. "Brother Haitao, today is a good day for your promotion. I prepared a meager gift. I hope Brother Haitao will accept this small token."

Shopkeeper Han's name was Han Haitao, originally from the capital. He moved Outside the Pass with his family when he was young. Although not from an official family, he had seen some of the world. Seeing President Zhou wanting to give a gift, he was so scared he hurriedly waved his hands. "President Zhou, forgive me. Before taking office this time, the higher-ups gave strict orders: we must not accept gifts, not even a single copper coin. I appreciate the President's kindness, but I really dare not accept it!" Seeing President Zhou's face darken, he hurriedly said, "Forgive me, forgive me. But under Marshal He's orders, I am explaining the new tax regulations to everyone. Would President Zhou like to listen together?"

President Zhou answered readily, "That is excellent. If Brother Haitao is explaining, I absolutely must listen."

A stool was barely squeezed in for President Zhou in the crowd, and Tax Collector Han Haitao continued to speak. The content of the regulations was not complicated. The core content was prohibiting tax collectors from bending the law for personal gain and collecting taxes indiscriminately.

For so many years, tax collectors had acted recklessly. Officials changed term after term, and most said the same thing after taking office, yet there was no improvement. If the government sent someone to say this, the small merchants naturally wouldn't believe it.

However, Shopkeeper Han, whom they spent time with day and night, had suddenly become a tax collector. Even if the small merchants didn't believe the government's words, they believed Shopkeeper Han was one of their own.

President Zhou had no interest in those old clauses, but after hearing two specific items, his expression changed greatly.

The first was that the Siping government would build police substations in every street. The substations would have complaint boxes. Anyone who was taxed extra could drop a letter or go to the Finance and Tax Bureau to complain. Once investigated and found to be true, the tax personnel would immediately be dismissed and punished severely.

The second item was even more ruthless. It accepted reports on tax evasion. Once verified, the reporter could receive a portion of the fine as a reward.

Boss Zhou knew that these two regulations wouldn't have much impact right now. But given time, they would certainly trigger major events.

Just as he was thinking of finding Han Haitao to ask in detail later, a capable subordinate from the Chamber of Commerce squeezed into the crowd and whispered to President Zhou, "President. Governor He just posted a public notice. It says schools are also going to be reformed."

Coming out of Tax Collector and Shopkeeper Han Haitao's shop, President Zhou Yongchang first went to the street corner where the notice was posted. He saw written on the notice: *'It takes ten years to grow trees, but a hundred years to cultivate people. Education is a fundamental long-term plan, the foundation of the nation. To improve the education level in Siping, effective immediately, new schools will be built, and students will attend school for free. Existing schools and private academies in Siping will be gradually brought under the management of the Education Bureau...'*

After reading the notice, he rushed back to the Chamber of Commerce. The prominent figures in the Chamber were all present. There was joy and worry in everyone's expressions, but surprisingly, there seemed to be more happiness.

When President Zhou took his seat, Boss Ma in the first seat said, "Is the President going to request a meeting with Governor He?"

President Zhou sighed. "Establishing education is a good thing. However, Governor He has said several times early on that if money isn't enough, he will raise taxes himself. He absolutely will not accept private donations. I think Governor He doesn't look like he's joking."
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How to make Governor He understand the Chamber of Commerce's goodwill was a headache for the prominent figures of the Yongchang Chamber of Commerce. Just as everyone was discussing it, a young voice suddenly rang out, "Uncles and elders, this nephew has a matter to ask about."

Hearing this voice, everyone turned their heads unhappily. They saw a young man at the end of the table eager to speak his mind.

This young man was named Wu Youping. His father, Wu Qingshan, was the number three figure in the Chamber of Commerce. Boss Wu Qingshan had only this one son, so there was no struggle for inheritance. According to the seating arrangement, he should have sat in the third seat.

However, Boss Wu had caught a cold recently and was bedridden. Wu Youping was instructed to replace his father, Boss Wu Qingshan, at the Chamber of Commerce meeting. Wu Youping was just a fledgling youth; even though Wu Qingshan's seat was empty, he had to sit at the end.

But this wasn't the reason Wu Youping was disliked. Everyone was annoyed with him because this guy spoke the exaggerated and delusional nonsense of a student. He quickly became someone despised by everyone, even the dogs, in the Chamber of Commerce.

President Zhou Yongchang asked patiently, "Youping, what do you want to ask?"

Wu Youping stood up and said frankly, "To be free from blackmail and extortion by the Governor was originally our dream. Why is it that now that we've really encountered it, you uncles and elders can't stand it instead?"

The faces of the Chamber of Commerce members became even uglier. The Wu Qingshan family had a single seedling in a thousand acres of land. Boss Wu treasured this only son very much and spent a lot of money to let him study. After graduating from middle school in Tianjin, Wu Youping was admitted to the Tangshan Railway and Mining School. Yet he didn't think of becoming an official, nor did he learn the ways of business. He just indiscriminately associated with some radicals in Beijing and Tianjin. Helpless, Boss Wu sent servants to forcibly bring this guy back to Siping immediately after his graduation to keep him under strict control.

Hearing Wu Youping talking nonsense again, no one bothered to pay attention to him.

President Zhou Yongchang felt very conflicted, not knowing whether he should explain the cruel reality that even children understood. It wasn't that President Zhou dared not face the cruelty of the world, but he worried that after speaking out, Wu Youping would not only refuse to listen but also preach another set of twisted logic.

If this were a peaceful and prosperous age, merchants would merely pay courtesy to officials. Who would really try every means to send their hard-earned money to those warlords who changed their faces as fast as flipping a book?

Looking at He Rui's methods of seizing Siping, how could that be the way of a peaceful age? Unlike Wu Youping, whose head was full of foolish student notions, He Rui was shrewd and ruthless, undoubtedly a "fiend" in troubled times. Not accepting the merchants' attempts to curry favor at this time meant that when He Rui made a move against the merchants, he would show absolutely no mercy.

President Zhou was thinking about how to send someone to persuade Boss Wu Qingshan to advise his silly son to go home, to stop losing face for Boss Wu and causing trouble for everyone. A servant ran in again, leaned into President Zhou's ear, and whispered, "President, Governor He ordered the police bureau personnel to drill, then suddenly arrested more than forty people."

He Rui had made another move! President Zhou's heart beat faster, feeling that his prediction had been verified again.

If anything exceeded President Zhou's expectations, it was that He Rui acted without hesitation, even earlier than President Zhou had imagined.

Looking at Wu Youping in front of him, President Zhou felt even more annoyed, so he smiled. "In that case, does Nephew Wu have any ideas?"

Wu Youping replied, "Uncles and elders, this nephew believes that instead of sending money to Governor He, it would be better to openly ask Governor He about his future plans for Siping. The Chamber of Commerce's business spreads all over the area outside the pass; there are so many things we can do. If we really want to contribute, whatever projects Governor He wants to do in the future, even if the profit isn't high, we should take them on and complete them well. When everyone makes money then, it will also show that Governor He has the wisdom to know people. Wouldn't that be a hundred times more dignified than sending money?"

The Chamber of Commerce meeting hall fell into silence. A moment later, a burst of laughter rang out. It was the laughter of being amused by absurd remarks. Malicious expressions appeared on the faces of several people as they laughed, looking ready to spew unpleasant words.

President Zhou stood up, walked to Wu Youping, and affectionately held Wu Youping's hand. "Nephew, you have ambition. Since you volunteered, please go and request a meeting with Governor He now."

As he spoke, President Zhou affectionately put his arm around Wu Youping's shoulder and led him to the main gate of the Chamber of Commerce. As Wu Youping set off, he even patted Wu Youping's shoulder affectionately and encouraged him with a few words.

Returning outside the meeting hall, President Zhou called over a capable subordinate who had been in the hall and asked loudly, "Did you hear what Young Master Wu said just now?"

"President, this subordinate heard it."

"Since you heard it, go tell Boss Wu every single word without omission. Also, inform Boss Wu about Young Master Wu going to see Governor He. Go."

"Yes, sir!" President Zhou's subordinate left to carry out the order.

President Zhou recounted He Rui's cleaning up of the police bureau to everyone. Someone immediately said, "Governor He selected new tax collectors from reliable local people in Siping to replace the old tax clerks. The Garrison Regiment was disbanded by He Rui; the silver vault has fallen completely into He Rui's hands, and taxation is also controlled by He Rui. Now the police bureau has also been cleaned up; I'm afraid we are next."

Hearing this, a prominent figure in the Chamber of Commerce asked uneasily, "President, that Wu Youping went to see Governor He just now. If he angers Governor He and Governor He blames us, what should we do?"

President Zhou laughed heartily, but there was no smile on his face. "Governor He is very magnanimous; how could he blame us?"

Although he said this, President Zhou was calculating in his heart. If Wu Youping went and offended He Rui, and the Wu family was punished by He Rui, it would indeed be bad for the Chamber of Commerce. But the Chamber of Commerce had seen all kinds of storms and waves; they could handle it.

Moreover, misfortune was also an opportunity. By taking this opportunity, they could see what exactly He Rui wanted. As for the Wu family, it could only be said that their own family was unfortunate to have birthed such a rebellious son.

***

Meanwhile, Wu Youping didn't go directly to He Rui's headquarters. He ran home first, changed into the student uniform from when he attended the Tangshan Railway and Mining School, shouldered his schoolbag, and went to Wu Qingshan's room. "Father, I am ready. I'm going to see Governor He now."

Just as they were speaking, a servant came to report, "Master, people from the Chamber of Commerce are here."

Wu Youping went to a side room first. After hearing the person from the Chamber of Commerce recount what he had said at the meeting and after his father had sent the person away, he returned to his father.

Wu Qingshan didn't mention what the Chamber of Commerce said at all and asked directly, "Are you sure Governor He is truly a person who saves the country and the people? I see his methods are fierce and he colludes with the Japanese; I fear he is wildly ambitious."

"He won't be. Governor He wrote a book called *The Fate of Japan*, describing both Japan's past and future. In my opinion, Governor He has long seen through Japan; how could he defect to a country with no future?"

Hearing this, Wu Qingshan sighed. He had joined the Tongmenghui in his early years and seen many figures. Everyone naturally talked about the principles of saving the country and the people at first, but as soon as the situation changed, their true colors were revealed immediately.

Wu Qingshan had long expected the result of his son speaking those words in the Chamber of Commerce. The reason he still let his son speak was that he wanted his son to understand human nature better and not be too impulsive. Wu Qingshan intended to wait a while longer and observe He Rui's words and deeds more carefully before deciding.

Wu Youping saw his father's hesitation and said, "Father. My classmate Hu Xiushan is an upright person, just of humble origin and unwilling to make grandstanding remarks. Since he was willing to follow Governor He far beyond the pass, it must be because Governor He truly harbors the aspiration of saving the country and the people. Besides, the writing reflects the person. Governor He's book is logical, open, and sincere. A person with malicious intent couldn't write it. As for Governor He's methods, look at these prominent figures in the Chamber of Commerce—if you reason with them, can they understand?"

Looking at his son in his student suit, full of vigor and vitality, Wu Qingshan sighed. "Go. Be careful in everything. By the way, I just got news that Governor He cleaned up the police bureau. He shouldn't be at the Governor's Office right now. Just wait at the gate."
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After Wu Youping left the house, he headed straight for He Rui's headquarters. At the gate, he took out the prepared request letter and business card and handed them over.

The guard took the card, looked at it, and told Wu Youping directly, "The Governor is not seeing guests today."

Wu Youping said no more and just waited outside the gate. Not long after, a group of soldiers was seen approaching the Governor's Office, and He Rui was among them. Wu Youping walked forward, and the accompanying guards immediately stepped up to block him.

Seeing this, the guard at the gate hurriedly stepped forward and handed the request letter and business card to He Rui. He Rui opened it and saw that Wu Youping was a merchant's son. He didn't make things difficult for him and called him over. "I have said many times that as long as merchants obey the law and pay taxes on time, there is absolutely no danger in Siping. Go back and tell Boss Wu not to worry."

Wu Youping reached into his schoolbag, pulled out several books, and said sincerely, "Governor He, I studied at the Tangshan Railway and Mining School in Tangshan—formerly the Shanhaiguan Beiyang Railway Official School—and graduated in 1914. A few days ago, some teachers and classmates sent me these works of yours. After reading them, this student deeply admires the Governor's vision and insight. I came to request a meeting this time because I have some doubts I wish to ask about in person."

He Rui was stunned hearing this. He looked at Wu Youping again. Seeing this young man in a student suit, looking composed and fearless, a smile involuntarily appeared on his face. He said gently, "This student, I wonder what questions you have?"

Wu Youping stared at He Rui, expectation in his eyes. "Why did Governor He write *The Fate of Japan*, but not a book called *The Fate of China*?"

He Rui laughed heartily, feeling very fond of him. He patted Wu Youping on the shoulder. "Come, let's talk inside."

The two sat down inside the headquarters. A guard brought plain boiled water. He Rui said naturally, "Thank you." There was no air of warlord arrogance at all.

Wu Youping felt some admiration in his heart and couldn't help but feel a few degrees closer.

"Report. The meeting is ready," a guard came in to report.

"Good," He Rui responded.

Seeing that He Rui was busy with official duties, Wu Youping didn't probe further and went straight to the point. "Governor, now that you have come to Siping, do you plan to develop industry? Siping is rich in coal and is a railway hub; there must be great potential."

He Rui smiled. "Why not talk about the fate of the nation?"

Wu Youping smiled. "If one cannot govern a single room, how can one govern the world and the nation?"

He Rui liked him even more and laughed. "This saying is true, but not entirely true. You are a graduate of the Shanhaiguan Beiyang Railway Official School, studying railway and mining machinery. Mechanical equipment is certainly important, but without an overall train of thought, without understanding the principles of economic operation, without supporting industrial policies, and without government public financial support—if you just mechanically copy textbooks, even if you build a few factories and develop a few mines, I'm afraid it will be hard to change the country's current situation."

"Then this student asks the Governor: what is the right course of action?"

"Since Student Wu has read political science, do you know why neighboring countries are vastly different, while countries separated by ten thousand *li* might be quite similar?"

"Geopolitics is the science of recognizing the state as a geographical organism or a spatial phenomenon. It is not unique people who create a certain country; rather, restricted by its geography, environment, and climate, these determine a country's various development possibilities. Its emphasis lies in discarding subjectivity and seeking truth from facts."

"Exactly so." He Rui was certain Wu Youping had truly read his books. "The world China is in today is the world after the Age of Discovery. The Western powers used the historical opportunity of the Age of Discovery to take the lead on the path of industrial civilization. Thereby, they gradually changed their socio-economic conditions. Utilizing the high efficiency and high output of industrial civilization itself, and using trade advantages, they gradually seized the pricing power of industrial and agricultural products, exploiting other backward regions of the world. And our China, on the whole, is still a backward agricultural country. The urgent task right now is to reform the social system and clear the obstacles for comprehensive industrialization."

Wu Youping nodded repeatedly but couldn't help sighing. "I just didn't expect China's fate to be such a torment."

"When our generation of aspiring youth sees the status quo of China, none are not heartbroken. All want to change China's status quo. Even the Manchu Qing, corrupt to that extent, struggled with all its might, only failing to change the status quo. Since no one in China wanted to reach this point today, yet such a situation is before our eyes, there must be things that are being strenuously maintained by some people that led to China's status quo."

"Exactly so! Governor He!" Wu Youping was overjoyed, almost shouting, "I study mechanics. Although I feel catching up is very difficult, as long as we have time to delve into it, we can solve it. However, the Great Powers grow stronger day by day while China accumulates poverty and weakness. Presumably, there must be other factors causing China's accumulated poverty and weakness."

"State operations are nothing more than production and distribution. Take industry as an example. Manufacturing machinery requires investment costs. Producing with machinery also requires operation and debugging. During this, not only is there not a penny of output, but massive investment is required. Even when the machinery is running, it requires various maintenance. Therefore, to transform an agricultural country into an industrial country, when the state allocates the budget, it should give long-term investment to industrial incubation. And this investment cannot pursue returns within a single cycle. First-mover countries had hundreds of years to develop; as long as the direction was right, accumulating slowly, there would eventually be a day of breakthrough. However, late-comer countries, without exception, first squeeze resources from agricultural income for industrial investment, using tariff barriers to protect domestic industrial development. Wait until the industrial level rises, then gradually open the market to let domestic industrial products compete with similar products in the world, to ensure domestic industry does not lose vitality and enterprising spirit."

Wu Youping nodded repeatedly. He Rui had described the development of Germany and Japan in his book; they both walked this path.

He Rui continued, "At this time, China should prioritize solving the national security problem. If national defense problems cannot be solved, domestic industry absolutely has no environment to survive. And after solving the national defense problem, we should establish an advanced government that fits China's national conditions and status quo to drive the realization of the entire country's industrialization."

"Governor He, I have read all of this in your book. But what is an advanced government? What fits China's status quo?" Wu Youping finished speaking and felt it was greatly insufficient; he wanted to express what was in his heart more aptly. Thinking for a moment, he suddenly remembered his question from just now. "Governor He, what caused China's accumulated poverty and weakness?"

"Haha, do you want to find the culprits of this poverty and weakness and get rid of them?" He Rui laughed.

Wu Youping answered loudly, "Yes!"

He Rui sighed slightly. This was a characteristic of youth: having strong emotions of opposition between good and evil, always wanting to immediately find the person or thing responsible for the problem. "Student Wu, if we execute according to the policies I mentioned, can China walk onto the path of a wealthy country and strong people?"

"Yes!"

"What opposes this policy is the resistance stopping China from becoming rich and strong. That is the object we must confront. These resistances are often not a certain person, nor certain people. You graduated from the Shanhaiguan Beiyang Railway Official School; you should have heard about people stopping railway construction over there because they feared affecting ancestral graves and *feng shui*. Are there still such things now?"

Wu Youping had naturally heard of it and could only sigh.

He Rui smiled. "Those people didn't do that to make China poor and weak; they just hadn't received an education like you. Moreover, when building railways now, counties without railways see the benefits enjoyed by counties with railways and all hope the railway passes through their county. They won't stop it anymore. This is progress. So China's fate is a progressive process of knowledge driving out ignorance, civilization defeating barbarism, and unity replacing isolation. This is not only China's fate but will also be the fate China brings to the world. And the starting point of this fate begins right here in Siping."
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Wu Youping listened with surging emotions. He picked up the cup, drank a large mouthful of plain water, and took a moment to calm himself. Only then did he remember He Rui saying that the starting point was Siping, so he hurriedly asked, "I wonder how the Governor plans to govern Siping?"

"Student Wu, you are a native of Siping and a man of insight. I assume you have some ideas. Why not share them?"

Hearing this, Wu Youping steadied his mind, though his expression looked somewhat troubled. However, he still said, "When I studied in Tianjin, I felt heavy-hearted seeing the concessions. However, the governance within the concessions was indeed far superior to that outside the pass. If we can adopt their rational approaches without those humiliating treaties that forfeit sovereignty, they should serve as a model for Siping's current development."

He Rui's opinion of Wu Youping improved significantly. Even someone like Xu Chengfeng loathed the concessions with a passion. If Xu Chengfeng were ordered to seize the concessions at this time, he would certainly engage in construction too, but he would probably tear them down completely before starting anew, and would absolutely not consider the advanced elements inherent in them.

Wu Youping was equally pained by the humiliating concessions, yet he could already adopt a mindset of learning and borrowing; he was indeed promising.

During the exchange, Wu Youping pointed out Siping's advantages. Although this place wasn't a big city like Fengtian or Changchun, it was located in the middle of the Chinese Eastern Railway outside the pass. From the perspective of commercial trade, it possessed a superior location second only to Changchun. Natural resources were also very abundant, allowing for the concurrent development of industry and commerce and rapid growth.

After listening to Wu Youping's explanation, He Rui asked a question. "Youping, why did you say twice that Siping is constrained by a lack of water?"

Wu Youping didn't expect He Rui to ask this question. He had just spoken from his immediate impression without thinking too much. After pondering for a while, he answered, "Probably because one of the railway subjects I studied was about locomotive water supply. Outside the pass is not like inside the pass; there are no great rivers. Water is scarce during the dry season, so I spoke from experience."

Just then, the orderly reported again, "Reporting, Governor..."

"Alright. I understand." He Rui stood up and extended his hand to Wu Youping. "This is the first time I've met a youth who has read my books. When I have time in the coming days, I will invite you over again."

Wu Youping hurriedly shook hands with He Rui. "Governor," he suddenly blushed slightly, saying expectantly, "I am willing to serve the Governor."

He Rui patted his shoulder firmly and smiled. "We welcome all comrades who share our ideals!"

He Rui arrived at the meeting room and handed Wu Youping's business card to Xu Jia, who had been formally appointed as the Chief of the Statistics Section. "Send someone to investigate this person and prepare to conduct a political background check on him."

Xu Jia looked at the card, showing a slightly surprised expression.

"You know this person?" He Rui was a bit puzzled.

"I only saw this name when compiling the survey on Siping's prominent figures; I haven't met him. I just heard Hu Xiushan mention once that this person was his middle school classmate. I recorded it in the file, so I have an impression."

It was also the first time He Rui heard that Hu Xiushan had this relationship with Wu Youping. Hu Xiushan was usually reticent but completed his work extremely well. He was a man of hidden talent. It was normal for Hu Xiushan not to show off, but this Wu Youping relied only on learning and insight to seek a meeting with He Rui, without mentioning this relationship. It showed that although this person was young, he was confident.

Before He Rui could speak, Xu Jia added, "I absolutely won't mention this matter during the review. I'll just see if this Wu Youping writes it truthfully when listing his social connections."

He Rui nodded and began to preside over the meeting. "Comrades, the situation in Siping is now stabilized. Our goal in the next few years is to unify and liberate China. Judging by the international situation, once we start the process of unifying China, Japan, based on its own interests, will definitely try every means to add unnecessary trouble for us, and won't even rule out armed intervention. Therefore, we must defeat Japan before we launch our campaign, forcing Japan into neutrality, and clearing the obstacles for unifying the country in advance."

Everyone at the meeting showed expressions of surprise and joy. They hadn't expected to take down Siping so quickly. Naturally, they talked about the future during their late-night chats before sleep. They mainly discussed how to seize the Northeast and Mongolia as soon as possible to cut off Japan's ambition of coveting Manchuria and Mongolia. When talking about unifying the whole country, they all felt the immense pressure of Japan and Russia taking the opportunity to invade.

At this moment, hearing He Rui say they would use a preemptive strategy to deal with Japan, everyone couldn't help but think of Russia at the same time.

They heard He Rui continue, "Russia's industrial development was later than Western Europe's, but it developed rapidly with the support of French financial capital. One of the reasons Germany was eager to start the war was the fear that Russia would expand westward after developing, joining hands with France to destabilize the European balance of power. However, in Russian society at this time, the old agricultural society is beginning to disintegrate. Although industry has become the main part of the national economy, a political system suitable for an industrial society has not yet been built. It is precisely the stage where the domestic superstructure is most fractured. The World War is having a huge impact on Russia. I predict that before the war ends, a revolution will break out in Russia, plunging Russia into civil war. Even if a winner emerges, Russia will be greatly weakened. It will take at least a dozen years for Russia to recover its vitality. As long as we can use diplomatic means properly, we should be able to avoid Russian intervention."

The crowd had some doubts, but hearing He Rui's firm tone and authoritative words, they could only keep their doubts to themselves.

"As for Japan, although its domestic system is comparable to Russia's, due to geographical reasons, it did not participate directly in the World War and has temporarily maintained political stability. But once the Great War ends, the social contradictions accumulated during economic development will erupt violently. To divert this domestic pressure, Japanese politicians and soldiers will definitely choose to invade China. And our task is to strike preemptively before they launch their move, defeating Japan first to avoid interference with our development process."

Everyone looked at each other. Xu Chengfeng couldn't help asking, "Governor, Japan went through the Meiji Restoration and has a head start. I'm afraid it will be very difficult for us to defeat them, right?"

He Rui laughed. "I studied in Japan for many years and understand this country very well. In my judgment, Japan's national strength is very weak, domestic social contradictions are acute, and the army's combat effectiveness is very poor. As long as the strategic direction is set, dealing with it won't be difficult."

The group of young men was energized. After whispering for a while, they felt uneasy again. "Governor, Japan has fought our country many times. Judging from the battle situations, the Japanese army performed exceptionally well. Why does the Governor think their combat effectiveness is very poor?"

He Rui explained patiently, "That is because we have never established a truly modern army. When the Japanese army fights us, they are either fighting China's feudal armies or fighting semi-professional armies like militias. So looking at the battle records, they appear powerful. In reality, this army's navy is passable, but their ground forces are basically still in a semi-feudal, semi-modern state. The overall military quality of the officer corps is low, relying on extreme nationalism and fear and intimidation to control their soldiers. Their equipment can't be considered good either. They can perform some basic to intermediate tactical operations, but apart from not being afraid of death, they have no special characteristics. Overall, this is still an armed force stuck in a barbaric era."



★


Chapter 40: Siping Opening (Part 8)

Volume 1 — Chapter 40

❧ ❧ ❧


"Governor." Xu Chengfeng and Cheng Ruofan raised their hands at the same time. They looked at each other, both wanting the other to speak first.

Seeing both becoming restrained, the others at the meeting were a bit surprised. Seeing Cheng Ruofan not fighting him for it, Xu Chengfeng asked, "When do we start conscription? When do we start building the arsenal?"

"There is no rush to expand the army; restoring the original Garrison Regiment organization is enough. We are not facing a serious military threat for the time being, so we don't need a large army for protection in the short term. Siping's finances have not been straightened out yet, and we have to provide public products and services to the people of Siping. We need to invest massive resources in civil administration and the economy. Expanding the army now would squeeze out resources. The immediate priority is to rectify Siping as soon as possible, clear obstacles, and prepare for the rapid development of industry and agriculture that follows. When industrial construction begins, the defense industry will be the focus and core of the first phase of the industrial plan. Rest assured."

Cheng Ruofan then asked, "Then next is education."

He Rui knocked heavily on the table, reminding everyone to pay special attention. "Education policy is a National Policy; it is the top priority for the future. I will write a special report. Remember, this is no longer just a policy, but a National Policy. It must be executed in all work."

Everyone present knew the importance of education. Even if they didn't know before, He Rui's second step in forming the team was recruiting cultural instructors, so the attendees all understood the importance He Rui attached to education.

"Regarding specific execution methods, Germany is a shining example before us; we just need to learn from them. German education policy has several main points: first is compulsory education; second is prohibiting privately run schools; third is targeted state financial investment; and fourth is the systematization of adult vocational re-education. This fourth point, in particular, is exceptionally important and must be resolutely implemented. Our number of teachers is seriously insufficient; this is the only way we can solve it."

The young comrades were all very clear about the reality of the teacher shortage, especially the cultural instructors. Everyone originally thought their job was just to eliminate illiteracy for a platoon of soldiers. Unexpectedly, after arriving in Siping, they became officials and cadres first. Before teaching others, they had to learn knowledge themselves.

When discussing privately, everyone found that even if they wanted to learn, there were no teachers to answer their doubts. Except for He Rui, the old officials of Siping were truly unreliable. But there was only one He Rui, and he was busy enough. Hearing that He Rui was about to state the solution, they all listened attentively.

"The idiom *Lan Yu Chong Shu* [^1] refers to a few unqualified members mixing into a group of hundreds. I'm afraid right now we can't pick out a few qualified ones from hundreds. Therefore, the overall number of teachers must be greater than the number required for lectures. Teaching will adopt a rotation system. Teachers must go to the Normal School for centralized training and vocational re-education every two months. Based on the work experience they have already gained, their level will be improved upon that foundation. Not only schools must do this; every department must establish training institutions and implement the re-education policy."

Xu Chengfeng had proposed to He Rui to go to the Baoding Military Academy and Tianjin to continue recruiting, but He Rui refused. Hearing the re-education method now, he felt it was a solution.

He Rui knocked on the table again. "Re-education cannot be isolated; it needs to coordinate closely with the personnel file system. We will definitely encounter outstanding talents. The so-called 'outstanding' is actually a matter of public consensus. Can everyone understand?"

Xu Chengfeng responded with a folk saying, "Whether it's a mule or a horse, pull it out for a walk."

"But most people are ordinary people. Standards must be set for their evaluation. Work performance scores, number of times participating in re-education, content of re-education received, scores in various exams during re-education, evaluation by the re-education institution, and work performance scores after returning to the post. Only with such an evaluation system can we select qualified talents as fairly and objectively as possible. Xu Jia, the Statistics Section must not only perform its own duties but also establish this personnel file system across every department. Your work is very important, and the workload is very heavy. Outstanding talents will be prioritized to supplement the Statistics Section."

Xu Jia showed no fear of difficulties; instead, he answered happily, "Yes."

Although everyone felt the Statistics Section was being given special care, they also understood the content of the Statistics Section's work, and no one objected. They were just quite envious.

Zhong Yifu asked, "Governor, in that case, how many people should we recruit?"

"First determine how much tax can be stably collected each year. Based on policy priority, determine tax distribution; this is the fiscal budget system. Each department should arrange personnel scale and budget quota based on workload and work content, living within its means. Comrades, go back and calculate your respective work, and formulate the budget declaration for each department. We will hold a special budget meeting to organize a collective review. We just arrived in Siping and currently lack the capacity to run a deficit, so comrades must prepare departmental budgets with a rigorous and pragmatic attitude. Meeting adjourned."

***

Wu Youping returned home and recounted the content of his conversation with He Rui to his father, Wu Qingshan, in detail. Wu Qingshan was not moved by his son's impassioned emotions; he asked from time to time about the specific issues in the conversation that could be implemented.

When his son finished speaking, Wu Qingshan remained calm, only sighing, "Governor He seems like someone who does serious business."

"Governor He graduated first from the Japanese Army War College..."

"Yuan Shikai is also the President." Wu Qingshan mercilessly poured a bucket of cold water on him. Seeing his son's awkward expression, Wu Qingshan added, "Don't look at what they say; look at what they do. People change."

Father and son fell silent. After a while, it was Wu Qingshan who broke the silence first. "Have you decided what position you want to seek under Governor He?"

"That depends on how Governor He arranges it," Wu Youping replied.

"Mm. Watch more, listen more." Wu Qingshan gave his son advice.

The next day, Wu Youping waited excitedly until the afternoon before someone came to invite him to the headquarters. Entering the headquarters, there were surprisingly few people inside. He was led into an empty room with only one table and three chairs. Two people sitting opposite the table stood up.

One of them was short and stout, wearing a Second Lieutenant rank badge. He stepped forward to shake hands with Wu Youping. "Hello, I am Xu Jia, Chief of the Statistics Section. I have a few questions to ask."

Xu Jia's voice was deep and steady; just hearing it made Wu Youping feel at ease. Before choosing to join He Rui, Wu Youping had carefully investigated the practices of He Rui's team, so he probed, "Is this a political review?"

Xu Jia just smiled slightly and didn't answer. After the three sat down, the political review began. As Wu Youping knew, the political review started with family circumstances: whether he was married, parents' names, ages, and information on other family members.

These were quite similar to the entrance survey of the Shanhaiguan Beiyang Railway Official School, giving Wu Youping a sense of nostalgia.

But the subsequent questioning made Wu Youping uncomfortable. The people Wu Youping had associated with and some of the more famous things he had done were all included in the inquiry. Wu Youping had even forgotten many things, only suddenly remembering them when asked.

Seeing Wu Youping's face look bad, Xu Jia smiled. "Don't worry. *We* have all undergone such political reviews."

"We?" Wu Youping was somewhat sensitive to this word.

Xu Jia nodded. "Of the three people in the room now, the two of us have accepted full political reviews. You are currently accepting a political review."

Wu Youping was silent for a moment, understanding Xu Jia's meaning. Only the core members of He Rui's team wore rank badges. Only by completing such a political review would there be a chance to become a core member of He Rui's team.

To endure this discomfort, or to be excluded from the core circle? Wu Youping made his decision immediately.

***

[^1]: *Lan Yu Chong Shu* (滥竽充数) - "Pretend to play the Yu (flute) to make up the numbers." An idiom meaning incompetent people filling positions to make up the quota.
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Wu Youping was not unprepared. He had visited someone who had passed the political review. According to that person, it was just asking about life experiences once; apart from being annoying, there was no deliberate difficulty.

But the political review he encountered was much stricter than that person's, far exceeding the level of mere tediousness.

After listening to Xu Jia's explanation, Wu Youping understood that the political review he faced was equal to He Rui's expectations. This was completely worth enduring.

However, Wu Youping found he had still underestimated the political review. Even though he was prepared and confident, Wu Youping felt that if the investigation continued like this, all his family secrets would be known clearly by He Rui's team.

According to rumors, besides face-to-face questioning, the political review also included home visits and investigations of neighbors and residents. By the time this set of investigations was completed, perhaps this Statistics Section Chief named Xu Jia would know Wu Youping better than Wu Youping knew himself.

Wu Youping felt worse and worse, and his answers became slower and slower.

Finally, the questioning was over, and a biographical summary was written. Xu Jia took out the red ink paste and asked Wu Youping to press his fingerprint on every place where a name and time were written.

Wu Youping felt like he was signing a deed of indenture. Halfway through, he really couldn't hold back and stopped to ask, "Why do this?"

"The organization must ensure your political reliability," Xu Jia answered frankly.

"I am politically reliable?" Wu Youping felt he couldn't quite understand.

"For example, if someone impersonates your relative, or someone frames you. These archives are the basic evidence for investigation. If those people use recent events to play tricks, there is various recent evidence, making it easier to figure out. But if they accuse you of things from the past, after a long time, even you will forget what you have done. Those people rely on memory or hearsay, which will definitely have discrepancies. But the archives will not forget. Checking the archives and the archives of personnel involved in the event, and comparing them, will reveal the clues."

Xu Jia's voice was deep and pleasant, normally very soothing to the listener's emotions. However, Wu Youping felt a bit horrified. Indeed, with the archives in black and white, and fingerprints pressed on key places, tampering would be very difficult. This also ensured that things written into the archives were recorded; if lies were told when writing the archives, they would also be found out. From the beginning, He Rui's group never did anything perfunctorily.

"Student Wu, the purpose of our group is to liberate China. To let the organization unleash real combat effectiveness, we must ensure the political reliability of organization members. As long as they are politically reliable, even when cooperating with comrades they have never met, there can be enough trust to complete the work. We do not force anyone to join our organization. If you are unwilling to accept the political review, you can withdraw at any time. For the organization, we also don't want to place unreliable people beside our comrades."

Wu Youping was speechless. Xu Jia's words were frank, sincere, cold, and calm. After a little thought, Wu Youping suddenly felt somewhat relieved.

He Rui had disbanded the Siping Garrison Regiment of over 500 men with a mere 50 men and seized power in Siping. Wu Youping believed this proved He Rui possessed incredible guts and courage, which was one of the reasons prompting Wu Youping to make his choice.

Now, Wu Youping could somewhat understand why He Rui was so fearless. Including He Rui, every one of these 50 people who passed the political review trusted their comrades-in-arms. The scale of this group would grow larger and larger; in the future, what kind of existence would that be!

Pressing his finger into the ink paste, Wu Youping continued to press fingerprints.

After completing the archive record, Xu Jia didn't take it away immediately but put the file back in front of Wu Youping, letting him confirm one last time if there were any deviations in the content. As Wu Youping read, he felt a bit dazed. The life he had already experienced was presented on paper; it really gave him an indescribable feeling.

Finally, Wu Youping wrote the signature and date for 'I guarantee all content is true' and pressed the last fingerprint. Xu Jia put away the file and took out another piece of paper with questions already written on it. He asked, "Will you write the answers yourself, or shall we ask one by one?"

"This... better to ask." Wu Youping really didn't want to write anymore.

When the political review was finally completed, Wu Youping only felt his mood was quite low. He thought he could enthusiastically become a member of He Rui's team and display his skills. He didn't expect to be met with such an experience first.

But after a while, Wu Youping remembered his conversation with He Rui, and his heart slowly warmed up again.

The next day, someone came to the door asking to see Wu Youping's father, Wu Qingshan. Wu Youping looked and saw the visitor was actually Xu Jia. Seeing Wu Youping at home, Xu Jia said, "Apologies, according to regulations, Student Wu is asked to be absent during the home visit."

"This..." Wu Youping was very helpless.

Xu Jia smiled. "If you pass the political review, Student Wu will also participate in the political review work for new members in the future. At that time, you will know that it's not only the person being reviewed who is awkward; we also feel quite awkward facing the review subject's lack of understanding."

Wu Youping gave a bitter smile. He didn't know if Xu Jia was awkward, but being told this by Xu Jia, Wu Youping felt even more awkward.

"When the Governor sent me, he asked me to invite you to see him. If Student Wu has nothing else to do at this time, why not go see the Governor first?" Xu Jia offered a suggestion.

Meeting He Rui, before Wu Youping could decide whether to complain a little, He Rui already spoke. "You came just in time. I have a question to ask."

"...Governor, is this also part of the political review?" Wu Youping asked carefully.

He Rui didn't hide it. "Yes. And a very important part. This involves your basic political stance."

"May I ask what question the Governor wants to ask?"

"For China, are factory owners who open industrial enterprises and the workers hired in the factories both very important?"

"Yes."

"Then, if a choice must be made between the two, who do you think is more important?"

Wu Youping didn't know how to understand this question for a moment; he thought it over repeatedly but couldn't find an answer.

"Every member joining the organization must answer this question." He Rui stared at Wu Youping.

Hearing He Rui say this, Wu Youping simply spoke his mind. "I think it is the workers."

Wu Youping wanted to continue, but was interrupted.

"Good. I have no more questions," He Rui replied.

Wu Youping hurriedly asked, "Did I pass?"

"Your other political reviews haven't finished yet; how would I know if you can pass?"

"The Governor really manages entirely by system," Wu Youping sighed.

"The state is originally a complex running machine. Every part on this machine is arranged according to standards that allow for good operation during design."

After chatting with He Rui, Wu Youping went home and felt somewhat at a loss when he saw his father. If possible, he didn't want to drag his father into his own affairs. Just as he didn't know how to explain to his father, he heard his father Wu Qingshan say, "Let's have dinner." Neither father nor son mentioned the topic of the political review.

Two days later, He Rui called Wu Youping to the headquarters. Upon entering the meeting room, he saw quite a few people standing inside: Xu Jia, several other soldiers wearing Second Lieutenant rank badges, and his classmate Hu Xiushan, who hadn't shown his face all this time.

He Rui asked, "Comrade Wu Youping, I formally ask you: do you voluntarily join our team?"

A strong burst of joy arose spontaneously. Wu Youping felt the haze of the past few days disperse instantly. He hurriedly responded, "Yes. I voluntarily join Governor He's team."

"Good. Comrades, welcome Comrade Wu Youping's joining."

Amidst applause, He Rui continued, "Next, everyone introduce yourselves."
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"That kid from the Wu family became Peng Minsheng's assistant?" President Zhou Yongchang of the Yongchang Chamber of Commerce simply couldn't believe his subordinate's report.

"Reporting to the President, it's true. Governor He conducted a political background check on Wu Youping these past few days and met with him several times. Yesterday, Wu Youping went to Mayor Peng Minsheng's side to be an assistant. People on Peng Minsheng's side say they saw the appointment letter with their own eyes."

Zhou Yongchang's face was clouded with uncertainty. The prominent figures of the Yongchang Chamber of Commerce were also bewildered by this news.

The Chamber of Commerce believed that Peng Minsheng would sooner or later be replaced by the assistant sent by He Rui. Wu Youping went to see He Rui and got the job of Mayor Peng Minsheng's assistant. That wild-talking Wu Youping was actually going to become the Mayor of Siping. Could there be anything more ridiculous than this?

Peng Minsheng also felt it was ridiculous because his draft of the "Notice Urging Certain Categories of Personnel to Surrender Within Three Days" was actually rejected by Wu Youping.

Even knowing that his position would sooner or later be taken by the young upstart in front of him, Peng Minsheng didn't feel he had to spend his last days as mayor bowing and scraping. He ordered someone to call Wu Youping over and asked with a straight face, "Assistant Wu, what is lacking in this notice?"

"Report to Mayor Peng. The notice is too bookish; the populace can't understand it. Moreover, the tone of the notice carries threats, which isn't open enough." After speaking, Wu Youping presented a manuscript. "This is the draft notice written by this subordinate. Please look over it, Mayor Peng."

Peng Minsheng took it and looked. He felt the writing had no literary grace at all; it just coldly stated that four categories of criminal elements must go to the police station to surrender within three days of the notice's release. If they turned a blind eye to this notice, they would receive no leniency if caught after three days.

After reading it, he couldn't find any fault, so Peng Minsheng decided to use it. But he asked, "I wonder what arrangements the Governor has for after three days?"

"This subordinate also just received the Governor's order to complete official duties, that's all. As for the arrangements after three days, this subordinate is not clear either. If Mayor Peng has doubts, why not go ask the Governor?"

The person Peng Minsheng wanted to see least was He Rui, so he just dealt with him perfunctorily and sent Wu Youping away.

After Wu Youping left, the more Peng Minsheng thought about it, the angrier he got. He was a *Xiucai* [^1] of the former Qing. Under the Manchu Qing system, even proper *Jinshi* [^2] had to pay money to buy a substantive vacancy. A *Xiucai* had absolutely no chance. However, at the end of the Qing dynasty, scholars were unwilling to serve as officials for the Great Qing which was about to collapse. That was how Peng Minsheng got his chance. Later, he maneuvered carefully to reach his current position.

Seeing a young upstart about to replace him, who had only been here for two days yet spoke so impolitely, he was even more annoyed. He just wanted to grab the draft notice written by Wu Youping and tear it up.

However, seeing "criminals who make a living doing evil for others" among the four categories on the draft, a thought suddenly moved in his mind. He called over his personal attendant and whispered a few instructions. The attendant left, and Peng Minsheng ordered his subordinates to invite Wu Youping back.

He saw Wu Youping had just finished writing an official document. Hearing Peng Minsheng's invitation, he handed the document to the clerk sent by He Rui. "Send these to the Governor's Office." Only then did he go to Peng Minsheng's office.

After Peng Minsheng's attendant went out, he headed straight for Peng Minsheng's house. He came out after a while, turning left and right until he reached a courtyard. Seeing no one nearby, he knocked on the door: three long, two short. The door opened suddenly, startling Peng Minsheng's attendant. He hadn't heard the footsteps of anyone walking to the door just now.

The person who opened the door had a lean build and ordinary appearance. But his eyes were full of hostility. Meeting his gaze, one felt he was not to be trifled with. Peng Minsheng's attendant didn't like dealing with this person, but he had to go in. The man closed the door casually and asked in a low voice, "What did Master Peng send you to do?"

"Master Peng said a notice will be posted tomorrow. I'm afraid Governor He wants to put on a show and arrest some people to establish his authority after three days. He sent me to inform Second Master Sun. If Second Master has no business in the city, why not go out of town for a few days?"

A fierce light flashed in Second Master Sun's eyes, and he said unhappily, "I can't control Governor He. But how come I heard Master Peng's seat isn't stable?"

"What nonsense are you talking about!" Peng Minsheng's attendant scolded. Although his voice was loud, he was cowardly despite his tough exterior.

Second Master Sun snorted coldly. "Hmph! Go back and thank Master Peng for me. But I've done quite a few things for Master Peng these past few years. Since Master Peng still thinks of me, I have to ask Master Peng to prepare some more travel expenses for me. I don't want to stay in this Siping anymore."

Just as his voice fell, a rush of footsteps was heard outside. Peng Minsheng's attendant could hear there were quite a few people coming. Second Master Sun's eyes flashed with murderous intent, and he kicked Peng Minsheng's attendant over.

Second Master Sun's skills were truly remarkable. After knocking down one person, he rushed into the room without stopping. With a sound from the back window, he had already jumped out.

Seeing no one in the alley outside the window, Second Master Sun ran wildly down the alley. Suddenly, several people appeared at the mouth of the alley, blocking the way. Second Master Sun didn't force his way through but turned back to run. Reaching a place where the gap between two houses was less than a meter, Second Master Sun propped his hands against the earthen walls on both sides, exerting force with his hands and feet in turn, and actually climbed up quickly like a monkey.

A gunshot rang out. Second Master Sun cried out in pain. His body swayed; he really couldn't hold on and fell to the ground.

At this time, a large group of police rushed up, pinned Second Master Sun down, and tied him up firmly. Second Master Sun cursed loudly, while the police happily bandaged Second Master Sun's wound first, found a door panel, tied him horizontally onto it, and left excitedly.

***

Near evening, Peng Minsheng was preparing to get off work. In the past, when he got off work, it was inevitable that someone would come to invite him out. Now that He Rui had seized Siping, the merchants dared not come anymore. Mayor Peng had sent his attendant out again. Looking at the empty office, he felt all alone, a shadow with no companion. He couldn't help but feel a sense of desolation.

A knock sounded on the door. Mayor Peng hurriedly composed himself and said, "Come in."

It was Wu Youping who came. In the afternoon, after Mayor Peng sent out his attendant, he chatted with Wu Youping for a while. He talked about his own ideas on catching bad guys. Wu Youping was obviously not interested and just asked some questions about municipal administration.

How could Mayor Peng be willing to teach? He just perfunctorily answered in various ways. Although the two didn't exactly part on bad terms, their relationship didn't get any closer either.

Seeing Wu Youping enter at this time, Mayor Peng was about to ask a question when he heard Wu Youping ask, "Mayor Peng, may I ask where your attendant went?"

Mayor Peng was startled, seeing Wu Youping looking calm. He knew something must have gone wrong. With a turn of thought, Mayor Peng figured it out. Although this Wu Youping was arrogant, unexpectedly, his way of doing things was actually like He Rui's. Presumably, he had started laying the groundwork from the day he arrived. Needless to say, when he sent his attendant to do things, Wu Youping must have sent someone to tail him.

Mayor Peng's brain spun a few times. He didn't answer but walked straight out. Wu Youping didn't stop him, just chuckled lightly. When Mayor Peng walked out the door, he saw four policemen standing outside. The leading policeman feigned politeness: "Mayor Peng, sorry to delay your time. I wonder where you are going in such a rush?"

***

[^1]: *Xiucai* (秀才) - Entry-level degree in the Imperial examination system. [^2]: *Jinshi* (进士) - Highest level degree in the Imperial examination system.
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At dawn, Siping City suddenly became lively. More than two hundred policemen broke into five or six households at daybreak, catching everyone inside in one net.

The "Sweep Black and Eliminate Evil" campaign officially began from this moment. Entry and exit from Siping were temporarily forbidden. The police made mass arrests in the city for three days, and the prisons were soon overcrowded.

On the fifth day, a new notice shook the entire city of Siping. Mayor Peng Minsheng had colluded with the bandit Sun Er, nicknamed "Sun Qitian," [^1] committing many evil deeds over the years. Now that Sun Er had been arrested, he confessed about Peng Minsheng. Peng Minsheng had been dismissed from office and jailed.

Wu Youping and Xu Chengfeng walked side by side on the street. They saw shops on both sides of the street operating normally, and the people living lives no different from before. The idlers and loafers were no longer seen. In the anti-crime campaign, some of these people were targets of the crackdown, while others were scared into not daring to go out.

With these people gone from among the honest, hardworking folk, Wu Youping felt much better. But there were still quite a few fish that had slipped through the net on the arrest list. These guys had escaped the police intelligence network, either hiding in the city or fleeing outside. In the short term, they would probably remain at large.

Thinking of this, Wu Youping felt somewhat disappointed and couldn't help complaining to Xu Chengfeng beside him, "Commander Xu, when will the troops finish training? If you had participated in the anti-crime campaign this time, the results would definitely have been much greater."

Xu Chengfeng said nothing and continued walking toward Huaqing Tower. Wu Youping knew he couldn't yet establish the intimate relationship shared among Baoding Military Academy cadets with Xu Chengfeng, but he didn't want to be rejected so coldly, so he wanted to say something more to close the distance.

Unexpectedly, Xu Chengfeng suddenly spoke. "President Zhao Tianlin, who is coming this time, is very learned and has helped us."

Wu Youping was slightly stunned. "President Zhao is a Harvard Ph.D.; I have heard his great name. But what does this have to do with our current work?"

Xu Chengfeng glanced at Wu Youping. "The Governor asked you to come along to receive President Zhao; he definitely has expectations of you. You must grasp the opportunity well."

This insight made Wu Youping pause. Suddenly, his heart felt warm; he realized then that Xu Chengfeng was not as cold as he appeared.

The two went up to the second floor of Huaqing Tower and saw He Rui sitting with three men in western suits. Seeing the two enter, He Rui stood up to introduce both sides.

"Brother Zhao, you've met Xu Chengfeng. This is the newly joined Wu Youping, graduated from the Shanhaiguan Beiyang Railway Official School, now the Assistant Mayor of Siping. He was the first to propose building water conservancy projects in Siping, as mentioned in my letter."

Zhao Tianlin shook hands with both of them, looked Wu Youping up and down, and praised, "It seems Brother He has gained another young talent."

Accompanying Zhao Tianlin were *Ta Kung Pao* journalist Mo Yang and a returned student named Lu Daoming. Hearing Zhao Tianlin introduce Lu Daoming as a Tsinghua student who studied in the US and graduated from the Civil Engineering Department of MIT, specializing in hydraulic technology, Wu Youping couldn't help but look at him a few more times.

There were no great rivers outside the pass, and his hometown Siping didn't even have a river of the standard usually found outside the pass, only six small streams. Each river had a short course, small flow, narrow channel, and shallow water level, nearly drying up in the dry season. Siping's population had increased rapidly in recent years, more than doubling that of ten years ago, making the water shortage problem even more prominent.

Everyone took their seats, and the shopkeeper began serving dishes. He Rui laughed. "Brother Zhao graces us with his presence; presumably, he has something to teach me."

Zhao Tianlin pointed at the *Ta Kung Pao* journalist Mo Yang but smiled without speaking.

At this time, journalist Mo Yang took over the conversation and smiled. "Governor He has been in the Northeast for less than a month but has achieved such great undertakings. President Zhao always mentions you to us, with a sense of shared glory, making Mo admire you greatly."

He Rui was slightly surprised. He turned to look at this Journalist Mo Yang—in his thirties, of medium build, wearing a western suit, with short hair and black-rimmed glasses—looking at him with curiosity. He couldn't help laughing. "Journalist Mo praises me falsely. He has just taken office; where are there any great undertakings?"

Mo Yang laughed. "Governor He doesn't know, but your deeds of entering the Northeast in three days and making the Japanese army retreat in five days have long spread in Beijing, Tianjin, and even Shanghai. Even the foreigners praise you as a diplomatic wizard!"

He Rui laughed involuntarily and waved his hand. "Not at all, not at all. It must be exaggeration by the public; Journalist Mo must not take it for real."

Mo Yang shook his head and stopped smiling. "Governor He is modest. Before I set off, the *Times* correspondent in the Far East, Morrison, published an article specifically evaluating this matter. The article praised you greatly, so the newspaper specially sent me here this time, wanting to do an exclusive interview with you."

Hearing this, He Rui became slightly serious and said earnestly, "Oh? Is there such a thing? What did Morrison say?"

Mo Yang rummaged in his bag, pulled out an English newspaper, and pointed to the bolded and red-marked part. "Morrison believes that China's Northeast is like Europe's Balkan Peninsula. Chinese, Russian, and Japanese forces intersect here. Each party has important political interest demands and checks the others; it is the eye of the storm in the Northeast Asian situation. At this time of the European War, maintaining peace and regional stability in Northeast Asia is the primary issue for Chinese, Japanese, and Russian politicians, and also the core work of diplomats from various countries. He evaluated you as 'a political theorist with strategic insight' and possessing a global vision. He deeply admires how you resolved the regional dispute peacefully with ingenious political skills this time. At the same time, he also reminded Far East diplomats stationed in China to pay attention to you in the article, and even recommended several of your books, suggesting they read and research them."

He Rui finally became serious. He knew this Morrison. This man was Australian and had been active on the Chinese political stage as a "China Hand" from the late Qing to the Republic. He was also a media person. possessing both Eastern and Western perspectives, he had great judgment on China issues. At this time, he was also serving as a presidential advisor to Yuan Shikai.

He pondered for a moment and asked Mo Yang, "Does your *Ta Kung Pao* view it the same way?"

Mo Yang seemed a bit embarrassed. "Governor He, I am the journalist and responsible editor for the political section of *Ta Kung Pao*. To tell the truth, the level of our domestic media in international politics is still relatively low, far behind the political commentators of *The Times* or *Le Figaro*. We usually mainly reprint and translate foreign commentaries." He looked at He Rui, his eyes holding expectation and perhaps a bit of pride. "You are the first political figure to be evaluated like this by Western media. So I came this time firstly to conduct an exclusive interview with you, and secondly to take this opportunity to learn from you."

He Rui was quite surprised and sized up Mo Yang a few more times. This journalist's standard was much higher than he imagined, and he was quite sincere. He couldn't help laughing. "Gentlemen, you flatter me. He has but meager talent; to be valued by you all is truly shameful." He looked around and smiled. "Doesn't Journalist Mo want to do an exclusive interview? There is no day better than today; I think right here is fine."

Mo Yang was stunned. "Now? Is now okay? Do we need to find a separate occasion?"

Zhao Tianlin and Lu Daoming looked at each other and smiled. Zhao Tianlin interjected, "Brother Mo, don't leave us aside." He turned to smile at He Rui. "Brother He, we've all read that newspaper. Those white people have eyes on the top of their heads; it's rare for them to praise someone like this. Mo Yang praised you all the way on the train. Brother Lu and I both want to hear your exclusive interview."

He Rui laughed loudly. "Since Brother Zhao says so, then this 'ugly daughter-in-law' will meet the in-laws today."

Mo Yang took out a notebook and a fountain pen and spread them on the table. "Governor He, then let's begin."

Xu Chengfeng and Wu Youping found it very novel and felt somewhat excited. Seeing their team leader with such prestige, they couldn't help feeling honored.

He Rui nodded. "Let's begin."

"May I ask the Governor, what are your views on the situation in Northeast Asia?"

He Rui frowned slightly. This question was actually not very professional. He guided, "Journalist Mo, which aspect of opinion do you want to ask about?"

Hitting a wall right at the start, Mo Yang froze for a moment, thought for a while, and asked, "Do you think war will break out between China, Japan, and Russia in Northeast Asia?"

He Rui smiled. "Of course, war will break out. However, the specific breaking point depends on the trend of the European War. The current world situation is dominated by Europe, and the Northeast Asian situation is subordinate to the European situation. If the European War ends, political and economic pressure will be transmitted to Japan and Russia, then the contradictions in the Northeast Asian region will definitely intensify, and armed conflict will definitely break out then."

"I noticed you didn't mention China. Do you think China won't intervene in the conflict?"

He Rui said seriously, "With the Republic's current national strength and military power, we do not have the ability to launch a war. So when the time comes, we can only choose a diplomatic stance in the conflict."

Mo Yang was stunned again; he didn't expect He Rui to answer like this. "Then how will China's interests be guaranteed?"

He Rui stopped smiling and spread his hands. "China's interests have no guarantee. However, to maintain the political balance in the Northeast Asian region, the Allied Powers will support China in maintaining sovereignty over the Northeast region, letting the three regional powers maintain a balance of power."

Zhao Tianlin interrupted indignantly, "Brother He, are Britain and France that kind-hearted?"

He Rui turned his head and replied, "Britain and France are not kind-hearted. In the Northeast Asian region, the expansion of either Russian or Japanese power would break the balance and does not conform to the world order dominated by Britain and France."

Mo Yang's expression improved slightly. "Then will Britain and France maintain this situation forever?"

He Rui laughed. "Of course not."

Mo Yang was stunned again, asking in confusion, "Then you just said..."

"This European war is too tragic. The national power of all directly participating countries will be greatly damaged after the war. So I judge that the British Empire will carry out a strategic contraction then, unable to maintain the balance of power in East Asia. At that time, a period of power vacuum is very likely to appear in the Northeast Asian region. At the same time, Russia's national power will suffer great losses, and I'm afraid it will be powerless to expand. Japan will very likely take the opportunity to expand its sphere of influence."

Mo Yang froze, then nodded and changed the topic. "Some people worry that when the Governor was negotiating at the Japanese Kwantung Government-General, you conducted some unknown exchange of interests with the Japanese side. May I ask the Governor, is there such content?"

Hearing this question, Xu Chengfeng, who had participated in the meeting the whole time, raised his eyebrows and was about to speak. He Rui waved his hand to stop Xu Chengfeng and smiled. "I had a very frank exchange with the Japanese side. Both sides believe that China and Japan have broad areas for cooperation in providing commodities to the Allied Powers. Friction outside the pass will only affect cooperation, so both sides appeared very rational after the meeting."

"Does the Governor have specific pointers regarding the areas of cooperation?"

"Grain, coal, and non-ferrous metals outside the pass are all commodities urgently needed for the European War right now. So many raw materials can also be processed into industrial products for sale. During this European War, both China and Japan hope for a smooth industrial chain."

"If the Governor also wants to produce industrial products, the industrial level outside the pass is much worse than inside the pass. How does the Governor view this reality?"

"Some people see only a little water in the bottle. But they often fail to see the space for storing more water inside the bottle. The population outside the pass is not small, and our people are smart and diligent. Combined with the rich minerals of the Northeast, the space for industrial development is huge. Current international demand is extremely strong, and the processing industry based on raw materials has great room for development. Therefore, whether domestic or foreign, I represent all circles in Siping in welcoming all capital to invest and build factories in Siping for common development."

Mo Yang recorded everything one by one, then suddenly asked, "Governor He, I wonder how you view the Shandong Issue?" [^2]

He Rui was slightly startled, hesitated for a moment, then answered readily, "China is the only non-Allied member among the three East Asian countries. I suggest the central government of the Republic should immediately apply to join the Allied Powers and demand the establishment of an Allied Powers China Theater Command and Logistics Headquarters. All Allied troops in the theater should obey the leadership of the China Theater Command and Logistics Headquarters. In this way, it should be possible to fight for a certain amount of diplomatic maneuvering space. But to solve the Shandong Issue... it is truly impossible."

Mo Yang stopped his pen, looking somewhat depressed. "Governor, is there really no other better way?"

He Rui shook his head, his expression cold and stern. "Journalist Mo, international politics respects strength. There is no room for opportunism."

The atmosphere was somewhat cold for a moment, and everyone sighed. Xu Chengfeng and Wu Youping looked at each other; both grit their teeth and secretly clenched their fists.

Seeing everyone like this, Mo Yang changed the question: "Governor, there are currently many views on the political system in the country. I wonder what views the Governor has?"

"The republic replacing the monarchy is the general trend of history. However, a republic does not mean opposition to unification. The comparison of the pros and cons of monarchy versus republic is used by quite a few people to mask the status quo of the struggle between domestic unification and separatist forces. This is a very regrettable status quo."

Mo Yang narrowed his eyes and asked unexpectedly, "If there is a sudden change in the situation, what does the Governor plan to do in Siping?"

He Rui gave him a deep look and smiled slightly. "I will devote myself to clearing up security and developing the economy in Siping. In my humble opinion, China's current urgent task is to develop industry and improve people's livelihood. All political system reforms must rely on the foundation of economic development. Changes detached from the economic fundamentals are meaningless."

Mo Yang was slightly disappointed. He closed his notebook and smiled. "Thank you for your guidance, Governor. I will organize it for publication soon. Governor, may I be allowed to walk around Siping these few days?"

He Rui pointed at Wu Youping. "Of course. If Journalist Mo needs anything, you can ask him for help." He cupped his hands toward Mo Yang. "*Ta Kung Pao* is a major newspaper. At that time, I ask Journalist Mo to help publish some advertisements for my Siping, to attract some investors to come to Siping to invest and start businesses."

***

[^1]: "Sun Qitian" (孙齐天) - A nickname referencing Qitian Dasheng (Great Sage Equal to Heaven), the Monkey King, implying arrogance and unruliness. [^2]: Shandong Issue - Refers to the dispute over German concessions in Shandong province, which Japan seized during WWI and China sought to recover.
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"I need to organize the interview notes now, so I can't drink with everyone. Apologies." After Mo Yang finished speaking, he went to a nearby table and began writing furiously.

Zhao Tianlin had a good relationship with Reporter Mo Yang and didn't mind. Seeing that He Rui, Garrison Commander Xu Chengfeng, and Assistant Mayor Wu Youping—who was currently acting as Mayor—didn't care either, he remarked, "Brother He's understanding of international politics and international law is sufficient to obtain a bachelor's degree in law. This is definitely not a standard that Professor Taira Toyomori of Tokyo University could teach in such a short time."

"Hehe." He Rui chuckled. "The core of international law is to serve the existing international order. Its essence is the principle of 'might makes right'. As long as you know the history of the nations that formulated international law over the past few hundred years, you can clearly understand the meaning behind each article. In my opinion, it's just a blend of history and rhetoric; it's actually not hard to learn."

Hearing this, Zhao Tianlin couldn't help but sigh softly.

He Rui continued, "On the contrary, the water conservancy profession—even calculating from the Dujiangyan, a damless diversion facility that is still in operation today—has a history of over two thousand years. At that time, there was no such thing as international law. As long as humanity continues to exist, the current international law may turn into scrap paper, but water conservancy technology will only endure and become increasingly perfect, making great contributions to human civilization."

After speaking, He Rui picked up his wine glass, walked over to Lu Daoming, and extended his hand.

Although somewhat surprised, Lu Daoming stood up to shake hands with He Rui. He Rui said sincerely, "Welcome, Brother Lu, to Siping. Siping's water shortage is becoming increasingly serious; let alone developing industry and agriculture, even drinking water for the urban area will soon be insufficient. It is a blessing for the people of Siping that Brother Lu could come here. Come, I'll drink this first as a toast."

With that, He Rui drained his glass in one gulp. He then ordered, "Youping, come and toast Mr. Lu."

Wu Youping truly wanted to persuade the water conservancy expert Lu Daoming to stay. He hurriedly approached Lu Daoming and said earnestly, "Mr. Lu, I am a native of Siping. Since Governor He arrived, the people here can finally live a stable life. With you here, Mr. Lu, I feel the people of Siping finally have hope for prosperity. I wonder if you would be willing to stay and help Siping. Whatever you need, we will assist with all our strength."

Lu Daoming didn't answer but looked at Zhao Tianlin. Then they heard Zhao Tianlin ask, "Why only ask Brother Lu and not me?"

Wu Youping felt Zhao Tianlin didn't seem like an unreasonable person. He was pleading with all his might for Lu Daoming to stay; surely it wasn't Zhao Tianlin's place to decide. He couldn't help but freeze.

He Rui, however, asked seriously, "Brother Zhao is not someone who plays mysterious games. But I truly dare not believe I could be so fortunate!"

Zhao Tianlin sighed softly. "Brother He, the authorities of the French Concession in Tianjin planned to seize the Laoxikai area. A group of gentry and merchants in Tianjin initiated the establishment of the 'Tianjin Maintenance of National Rights and Territory Association' and asked me to serve as Vice President. The French were unreasonable, and the government feared them, suppressing its own people instead. I was thoroughly disappointed with the government. Seeing Brother He's letter, I resigned as President and came to join you."

Hearing that a figure like Zhao Tianlin had also come to join because of his faith in He Rui, Wu Youping felt doubly honored.

He Rui asked seriously, "I wonder what Brother Zhao wishes to do in Siping?"

"I only want to teach and educate people. If there is an opportunity, I also want to build a university with academic freedom, free from political interference."

He Rui was overjoyed and answered immediately, "Siping can definitely satisfy Brother Zhao's expectations. Being able to work with you in the future is truly a joy beyond measure."

Lu Daoming then said, "I have never been outside the Pass. Although I have the heart to do things, I don't know to what extent I can achieve them. I want to hear what requirements Governor He has."

Wu Youping was also overjoyed and hurriedly expressed his welcome. He Rui then said, "Welcome, Brother Lu. I wonder if you have visited the Great Lakes region in the United States?"

"I have gone to inspect it several times."

"I have already ordered Assistant Wu Youping to collect data on Siping's precipitation. The area outside the Pass is similar to the US Great Lakes region; water sources mostly come from snowmelt and precipitation. I'm not clear on the details, but I will send local water conservancy personnel and surveyors to conduct field surveys with you, Brother Lu."

Wu Youping hadn't expected that although He Rui hadn't mentioned the water shortage in Siping, he had actually been worrying about it all along. In his heart, he made a decision to handle this matter well for the folks of his hometown.

***

A few days later, Reporter Mo Yang's article was published in the Tianjin *Ta Kung Pao*. It not only covered He Rui's negotiation at the Kwantung Governor-General's Office but also narrated how He Rui had begun to establish education and build water conservancy projects in Siping. It mentioned that even overseas returnees like Zhao Tianlin and Lu Daoming had gone to assist.

After finishing the *Ta Kung Pao* report, Duan Qirui read the paragraph about the struggle between domestic unification and separatist forces twice more, sighing slightly.

An aide stepped forward and asked, "Chief, since the newspapers have published it, should we act according to the rules?"

Duan Qirui nodded. "Order someone to release news to the papers. The government commends Siping's administration and allocates ten thousand silver dollars."

Two days later, Zhang Xiluan casually put down the newspaper he had finished reading and laughed. "Indeed a hero. Adjutant Liu, send a message to *Ta Kung Pao*. The Fengtian General Zhen'an's Office supports people's livelihood and allocates ten thousand silver dollars to Siping."

After *Ta Kung Pao* published the news of the allocations from the National Government and the Provincial Government, the two sums of money were delivered to He Rui.

On the day he received the funds, He Rui ordered the promulgation of two new notices in succession: *'Notice Regarding the Implementation of New Education Policy in Siping'* and *'Notice on the Promotion of Hospital Shelter System by the Siping Government'*.

No sooner had the notices been sent out than someone came to report, "A representative of Japan's Mitsui Corporation requests to see the Governor."

"Invite him in." He Rui stood up, ready to meet the guest.

The visitor was a man named Nobi Nobita [^1], about thirty years old, looking very spirited.

After the two took their seats, Nobi Nobita presented a letter. "Please look over this, Governor."

He Rui finished reading Mitsui Yasuki's handwritten letter and asked, "Since Mr. Mitsui wants to start cooperation as soon as possible, presumably Nobi-kun already has a list."

"May I ask what the daily grain transaction volume is in Siping under the Governor's rule? Where do the goods come from? What is the output of the other parties? What products are available?"

"Going item by item, it's all just numbers. It's not intuitive. Why doesn't Nobi-kun walk around Siping with me? Many things will be clearer. I can also answer Nobi-kun's questions on the way."

"That would be excellent, Governor He," Nobi Nobita replied with a face full of joy.

Just as they were speaking, the Intelligence Room sent in a telegram. After reading it, He Rui handed it directly to Nobi Nobita.

Japanese curriculum included special Chinese language courses. Nobi Nobita was from Kyoto, where most shop signs and cultural classics were in Chinese, so he understood the content of the telegram at a glance. It turned out Mitsui Yasuki was actually coming to Siping personally to meet with He Rui.

Nobi Nobita knew Mitsui Yasuki valued He Rui highly, but he didn't expect him to value him *this* highly. Putting down the telegram, Nobi Nobita said respectfully, "Please allow me to take my leave. I will visit again when Mr. Mitsui arrives in Siping."

***

[^1]: Nobi Nobita (野比大雄) - This shares the name with the protagonist of the manga/anime *Doraemon* (Nobita Nobi). It is likely a playful name choice by the author.
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He Rui was writing swiftly at his desk in the room. Outside the window, the shouted commands from the troops in closed training and the soldiers' unified responses drifted into the room. Even though the corps of 500 youths was divided into two battalions, the sound was loud enough to penetrate the walls of the old barracks in the city, making passersby look on with apprehension.

It was even clearer in the room next to the training ground. Yet He Rui paid it no mind. Even when Xu Chengfeng and the others entered after the morning drill ended, He Rui didn't look up.

Seeing the desk full of manuscripts, the young men wanted to help tidy up. He Rui finally looked up. "Don't move them. I've arranged them like this for easy access and revision."

Xu Chengfeng and the others sat down. Deputy Commander Cheng Ruofan asked, "The Governor's new troop training plan is very different from that of the Baoding Military Academy, and also quite different from the training plans of Japan and Germany. I wonder why the Governor arranged it this way?"

Seeing everyone had prepared questions, He Rui put down his pen and stood up to stretch his limbs. Under the gaze of the young officers, he answered, "What the 500 recruits are receiving is Officer Corps training, not ordinary troop training. We are not facing a military threat yet, so we have time to do this. We will go to war by early 1918 at the latest."

He Rui hadn't explained this to the young officers before; the young men had sensed something was different from the training content. Getting a result consistent with their predictions, everyone breathed a sigh of relief.

Unexpectedly, He Rui posed a question to the young officers: "Our 'unity of officers and soldiers' refers to internal fairness; injustice is absolutely not allowed. However, the army itself is a hierarchical organization. What do you think is the difference between officers and soldiers?"

The young officers frowned; even Xu Chengfeng and Cheng Ruofan hesitated to speak. Hu Xiushan, who didn't talk much usually, answered first, "Military service is just a phase in a soldier's life experience; but for officers, the military is their chosen profession."

The young officers were all surprised by Hu Xiushan's answer and looked over. Hu Xiushan answered calmly, "There is this paragraph in the recruit training plan."

Everyone tried to recall but didn't particularly remember seeing this sentence.

He Rui had indeed written this sentence, but it was inside several supplementary explanatory notes. If one didn't read all the materials carefully, it was impossible to find it. Hu Xiushan had read it and remembered it. This updated He Rui's perception of Hu Xiushan.

Pinning a written training schedule onto the wooden board used for hanging maps, He Rui continued to introduce, "The purpose of training enlisted personnel is not simply to complete the training content. Whether it is discipline training like formation drills, or standardized management of daily life—clothing, food, shelter, and transport—or officers leading by example, it is all an effort to let the enlisted personnel feel what a soldier is and what military life is through immersion and practice. Military life is completely different from the ordinary life of the populace. You can't just grab a conscript, shove a gun into his hands, and call him a soldier. A soldier must be built up from every detail."

Hearing this, Cheng Ruofan had already adjusted his somewhat relaxed sitting posture back to a proper military posture.

He Rui smiled slightly and continued, "Recruit training lasts about a month. Those who can obey discipline and master the basic content of military life are qualified recruits. The recruits will be assigned to various units to begin physical training."

"Physical training requires good food and sufficient nutrition. We must build a healthy body capable of completing the subsequent military technical training. Starting from the previous stage, literacy education begins. You need to coordinate closely with the cultural instructors to improve the recruits' education level through practical application. An army without culture has no combat effectiveness. Learning cultural knowledge is part of military life."

The young officers knew this matter was troublesome; they just nodded but didn't raise questions.

"Physical training lasts about a month. The next stage is daily training, including individual infantry weapon training and infantry support weapon training. That is rifle and machine gun operation. Also grenade throwing training. We don't have the ability to mass-produce grenades yet, so we'll use models in training for now. The final stage of this phase is live-fire training."

"During this stage, a Training Unit [^1] will be established as the army's tactical application center. The Training Unit possesses all weapon equipment, including artillery and heavy machine guns, and is responsible for two tasks: technical/tactical training and R&D. Light machine gunners and heavy machine gunners in ordinary units do not train in their own units but go to the Training Unit for training. Ordinary units conduct integrated training including rifles, grenade throwing, and machine guns within their own units. Completing this part of training, it can be considered an army that knows how to shoot."

He Rui's words made the young officers laugh out loud. He Rui didn't laugh. "This isn't funny. Understanding discipline, having a sense of honor, knowing how to organize shooting, arranging machine gun positions—although this kind of army can't be considered advanced in the current world, at least it's not the worst. Do not forget that this army has already been trained in discipline and a sense of honor."

The smiles of the young officers faded. What amused everyone was just the phrase "knows how to shoot"; in the military academy, this term was used to mock those local armed forces that were not much different from bandits. As for whether local armed forces counted as armies, it only depended on the needs of the higher-ups at the time.

Possessing discipline and a sense of honor were traits only a real army would have. Whether the Beiyang Army had such a sense of honor was hard to say, but the cadets of the Baoding Military Academy did.

"After completing daily training, the troops must start field marching. We must verify if the troops can maintain daily combat levels at any time during long marches. After confirming they are qualified, they will enter tactical training."

Xu Chengfeng was very surprised. "The Governor thinks the previous training wasn't tactical training?"

Cheng Ruofan sighed. "The Governor said those were just daily training. Just daily training to this level, even if fighting against the Six Garrisons of Beiyang, I'm afraid we wouldn't fall to a disadvantage."

The other youths looked at Cheng Ruofan. Cheng Ruofan asked in confusion, "What's wrong?"

Everyone said nothing. The split within Beiyang wasn't a secret to Baoding Military Academy students, and the young officers following He Rui believed even more that a Beiyang civil war was only a matter of time and would definitely happen. They just didn't expect Cheng Ruofan to say it so frankly.

He Rui had no interest in the Beiyang civil war and continued his teaching work. "Tactical training includes earthwork operations on various terrains, squad tactics, platoon tactics, and company/battalion level tactical training. By this stage, the basic tactical differences between armies of various countries can be seen. The basic tactic I designed involves three soldiers forming a combat group, and a squad consisting of three combat groups plus a squad leader. No matter how large the troop scale or how many support arms like artillery there are, the basic tactical system centered on the combat group will not change. Outsiders see us as thousands of troops and horses; we see our own troops as a large number of combat groups and various technical weapons adopting different combinations under different battlefield situations."

The young officers were all stunned. The parts before mentioning basic tactics were novel but within their comprehension. Many parts were things they had learned.

Proposing the concept of basic tactics was another matter. The youths seemed to understand something, yet felt they understood nothing.

He Rui knew today was just an introduction and didn't expect the young officers to master it immediately. He continued to push forward. "Tactical training might take 3 months. The goal is to build an army with its own basic tactics. But armies are used for fighting, so next, we must conduct exercises. The purpose of exercises is to train for combat against a hypothetical enemy. The Japanese Army is our hypothetical enemy. Before starting the exercise, the troops will be divided into two parts. One part is our army; the other part is our army playing the enemy force. The troops playing the enemy must adopt enemy equipment and adopt enemy tactics. I will command the troops playing the Japanese Army."

"Confrontational exercises are further divided into two stages. The first stage is military technical confrontation. For example, hearing a gunshot from the opposite side, one must be able to judge whether the opponent is using a rifle or a machine gun. What model is it? One must also judge the opponent's firepower configuration and understand what kind of fire strikes will be encountered next. Strike direction and strike range. How our army should respond to the hypothetical enemy's military technology—this includes firearm confrontation as well as hand-to-hand combat."

"After becoming familiar with confronting the opponent's military technology, the second stage is tactical confrontation with Japan in various combat scenarios including plains, mountains, and rivers, based on our army's basic tactics. The scale also ranges from squad/platoon level confrontation to company/battalion level confrontation. Completing the training of this stage, the troops can basically be deployed to fight."

Looking at the varying expressions of the young officers, He Rui asked, "After hearing so much, how do you feel?"

Cheng Ruofan stood up immediately, his voice full of joy. "Ever since the Governor mentioned fighting the Japanese Army in the future, we have been discussing how to fight this battle. Discussing for many days, we couldn't find a sure-fire way to defeat the Japanese Army. Hearing the Governor's method of building and training the army, I feel the clouds have parted before my eyes. As long as the troops can truly complete these trainings effectively, not only do I understand how to fight the Japanese Army, but I also feel we can win!"

Xu Chengfeng followed by standing up and answering respectfully, "Governor. Know the enemy and know yourself, and you can fight a hundred battles with no danger of defeat. Thank you, Governor, for pointing out the direction. In the future, I will definitely use what I've learned to kill the enemy and serve the country."

Other young officers stood up one after another. "Thank you, Governor."

He Rui waved his hand. "We are comrades with the same goal. What I said just now was only a very simple description. There is a massive amount of concrete work to be done later. Our job is to apply what we learn and grow during this training. Become the seeds of China's modern army."

"Yes!" The youths answered in unison.

Looking at these young faces brimming with vitality, He Rui felt the time was ripening and decided to advance a key concept. "There is one more part I haven't said."

The youths immediately answered in unison, "Please instruct us, Governor."

"A true modern army has a necessary condition, which is being highly political. **The Party Branch must be established at the company level**."

The youths didn't show resistant expressions. Instead, Cheng Ruofan asked curiously, "Does the Governor want to establish a Revolutionary Party?"

Because the southern forces vying for power with Beiyang called themselves the Revolutionary Party, in the eyes of the Beiyang upper echelon, "Revolutionary Party" wasn't a good term. That Cheng Ruofan could ask this question naturally, and the other young officers showed no strange reaction, gave He Rui confidence in successfully establishing a party organization.

After thinking, He Rui wrote down three characters and handed them over. The young soldiers gathered to look. Written on the paper were three characters: '**Civilization Party**'.

He Rui didn't want these youths to discuss it now, so he ordered, "Dismissed."

The young officers didn't say much more. After saluting and taking their leave, they left the office with light steps.

Checking the schedule, He Rui found the section on machine gun position arrangement. He began to find the notes on machine gun position layout from the two large boxes brought back from Japan and placed them in the corresponding position.

Military system training was a massive process. For the past few years, He Rui had been preparing all along.

***

[^1]: Training Unit (教导队) - A specialized unit for training NCOs and specialists.
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In the afternoon, the guard came to report, "President Zhao requests to see the Governor."

He Rui hurriedly went out to welcome him. Upon seeing He Rui, Zhao Tianlin dispensed with pleasantries and stated his purpose directly: "Brother He, I am here to apply for education funds."

"You completed the survey of Siping's education situation in just a few days? Brother Zhao has worked hard," He Rui praised.

On the way to the office, Zhao Tianlin explained the education situation in the Siping area to He Rui. Currently, the public school system in Siping consisted of two public primary schools, one higher primary school, and one middle school. There was one privately run primary school. The others flying the banner of schools were just study groups like private academies (*sishu*); at most, they had three teachers just teaching people to recognize characters.

"I went to those private academies and asked the teachers their views on the textbooks approved by the Ministry of Education. More than half had only heard of them but never seen them. These private academies must all be incorporated into the education system. Schools must adopt the unified textbooks of the Republic of China Ministry of Education."

Arriving at the office, Zhao Tianlin handed He Rui a report. In the report, based on the compulsory education policy and combined with Siping's existing 20,000 to 40,000 school-age children and teacher quantity, Zhao Tianlin set a plan to build at least eighteen primary schools, six higher primary schools, and three middle schools.

He Rui had already ordered the Statistics Section to conduct a survey of Siping's social status. What Zhao Tianlin described was largely consistent with the content of that report. He just hadn't expected Zhao Tianlin to personally go to the private academies for investigation and choose the general textbooks compiled by the Ministry of Education.

The textbooks compiled by the Ministry of Education of the Republic of China certainly couldn't compare with 21st-century textbooks, but they would definitely be more suitable for the present era than 21st-century ones. He Rui approved of Zhao Tianlin's plan in his heart.

Seeing He Rui silent, Zhao Tianlin asked, "Brother He, can the funds be allocated?"

He Rui tapped the number of primary and higher primary schools on the report. "I think it would be best to combine the curriculums of primary and higher primary schools. Establish vocational schools parallel to middle schools. Vocational schools can be seen as apprentice schools built by the government. Various vocational training will be conducted while students are in school, providing internship opportunities."

Zhao Tianlin discussed with He Rui for a while, felt it was feasible, and settled it. Seeing that He Rui not only didn't shirk because of the more than forty thousand silver dollars but supported it fully, he was happy in his heart and added, "Brother He returned from Japan, so you must know about Japan providing free lunches for poor students starting from the Ito Hirobumi era."

"Of course I know, and I also support this policy very much. Brother Zhao, go ahead and do it. If you encounter problems, go to Wu Youping. He is already the Acting Mayor; grain allocation for schools is his responsibility."

Zhao Tianlin had long guessed that Siping's education would certainly not be satisfactory. But the field investigation in Siping wasn't as bad as he had thought. Since he received He Rui's full support, he was about to take his leave.

"Brother Zhao, don't rush." He Rui stopped Zhao Tianlin. "We are talking about school-age education now. I also want to conduct literacy education for adults. I wonder what advice Brother Zhao has."

Zhao Tianlin sat back on the stool, pondered for a moment, and answered, "Tianjin has night schools where adults working in factories receive education. That has to be after the school education system is established."

He Rui shook his head repeatedly. "Brother Zhao, I am not referring to youth education; I am talking about universal literacy. The school-age population must receive school education. Outside of school-age education, regardless of gender, everyone must receive literacy education. The goal is for everyone to recognize 300 to 500 characters. Ideally, they should also learn addition, subtraction, multiplication, and division, and memorize the multiplication table. It's just the level of the second grade of primary school."

Seeing Zhao Tianlin frowning and silent, He Rui continued, "To industrialize the whole of China, we must ensure that all Chinese people are not illiterate. To promote industry in Siping, a universal education level of primary school second grade is not high."

This request completely exceeded Zhao Tianlin's expectations. During his time as President of the National Beiyang University, Zhao Tianlin had experienced too many arguments with the Beiyang government over education funds. Back and forth, it was just the two words: "No money."

Hearing He Rui's ideal, Zhao Tianlin didn't answer immediately. He considered for a long time before replying, "Brother He, to be honest, when I made the budget, I already tried my best to cut all unnecessary expenses, yet I felt Brother He might not agree. Regarding universal literacy, I admire Brother He's ambition very much, but to say something overstepping my bounds, Siping really isn't a wealthy place. Universal literacy... does Brother He really have that much tax revenue?"

He Rui wanted to make a final effort. He found a plan from his bag and handed it to Zhao Tianlin. "Please, Brother Zhao, give me your corrections."

Zhao Tianlin read only the first two lines and praised, "Those who can write their own name, place of origin, home address, and family members' names will be issued two *jin* [^1] of grain. This method is brilliant! But is there that much grain?"

He Rui smiled slightly. Zhao Tianlin was a Harvard Law School Ph.D.; he could naturally see the social management purpose inherent in the literacy campaign. Since Zhao Tianlin spoke clearly, He Rui replied, "The land outside the pass is fertile. As long as it is managed well, grain is not scarce."

Zhao Tianlin frowned slightly upon hearing this. He was an educator and knew deeply that learning was not simply the accumulation of recognized characters. Even if characters were forcibly memorized in a short time for the reward, without long-term application, it would be useless work.

However, the content later in the plan attracted Zhao Tianlin's attention. From family activities to street sports meets, from the Women's Federation to job placement training classes. The literacy work was not conducted rigidly by government orders but promoted by holding various activities and providing rewards.

After reading the plan, Zhao Tianlin fell into thought. In the eyes of this Ph.D. and former university president, these methods were really a bit too utilitarian and eager for quick success, but Zhao Tianlin didn't want to criticize.

Caught in a dilemma, Zhao Tianlin handed the plan back to He Rui. "Brother He's efforts for the country and the people are admirable. But I don't understand how to execute Brother He's plan. Please, Brother He, find someone more capable. If there is anything I need to do during the execution, I will definitely do my best."

He Rui felt some regret but didn't force it. Zhao Tianlin was an excellent educator. Facing a problem he couldn't solve, he decisively chose to withdraw rather than occupying the position for credit; his character was excellent.

But literacy at the social level was no longer within the scope of school education. If Zhao Tianlin couldn't be counted on, from an organizational perspective, the most suitable candidate should be the current Mayor of Siping.

The position of Siping Mayor was vacant, so the Acting Mayor of Siping should shoulder this work. He Rui inevitably felt some worry for Wu Youping in his heart.

After Zhao Tianlin took his leave, He Rui considered whether to preside over this matter personally. Looking at the military training materials spread out on the table, He Rui hesitated.

Just then, a guard came in. "Governor, Regiment Commander Xu Chengfeng's family requests a meeting."

He Rui was surprised. "Xu Chengfeng's family?"

"He said so himself. Someone has already gone to invite Commander Xu."

Is this a home visit? He Rui decided to meet Xu Chengfeng's family.

***

[^1]: *Jin* (斤) - A Chinese unit of weight, roughly 500g.
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Among He Rui's initial 49 men, Xu Chengfeng and Zhong Yifu were the only two members from landlord families. According to the records of the Baoding Military Academy, Xu Chengfeng was from Chenzhou Prefecture, Henan, and his family were gentry in the Luyi area.

When meeting Xu Chengfeng's family member, He Rui chatted casually.

The visitor was named Xu Songshan. He was of the same clan as Xu Chengfeng but was a long-term worker for the Xu family. He came this time conveying the wishes of Xu Chengfeng's parents: for Xu Chengfeng to return home to get married. Xu Chengfeng's parents had already found a well-matched lady from a prominent family for him. Xu Songshan hoped Governor He could make an exception and let Xu Chengfeng go back to complete the marriage.

Facing He Rui, Xu Songshan was both obsequious and wary.

He Rui waited until Xu Chengfeng appeared, then left.

Xu Chengfeng exchanged a few words with Xu Songshan, but upon learning Xu Songshan's purpose, his face immediately darkened. He called Xu Jia over, gave him a look, and left on the pretext of needing to lead troops in training.

Xu Jia understood. He first settled Xu Songshan in the unit's guest house and treated him to a meal.

At 9:30 PM, the lights-out bugle sounded. Xu Chengfeng didn't go to the guest house to see Xu Songshan but went straight back to the dormitory.

In the dormitory, Cheng Ruofan noticed Xu Chengfeng was a bit depressed and sighed. "Chengfeng, I also think there are too many training subjects. Should we think of a way to adopt different training focuses for different people?"

Zhong Yifu didn't agree. "Where do we have the energy to manage that? Don't worry about those who can complete it; what we want is for everyone to pass."

"It wastes time. Some people are just stupid; is there any way?"

"If we don't understand, ask the Governor more."

Cheng Ruofan hesitated. "But the Governor is too busy. We can't ask him about everything, right?"

Zhong Yifu found Cheng Ruofan's worry laughable. "What is the Governor busy with? Isn't he busy with how to train the troops well!"

Hearing that his two classmates' conversation had nothing to do with his own worries, Xu Chengfeng became even more irritable and simply asked, "Ruofan, what does your family do?"

Cheng Ruofan was stunned for a moment before answering, "My family? My family farms, and my father makes tofu during the slack farming season."

"Yifu, what about your family? I only know your family has land in Hanzhong. How much land?"

Zhong Yifu was also puzzled. "Why are you talking like Xu Jia conducting a political review?"

"Just asking."

"My family, about a hundred *mu* [^1], I guess."

Zhong Yifu was very puzzled by Xu Chengfeng's question, but he heard Cheng Ruofan already yawning incessantly, soon falling silent. He said to Xu Chengfeng, "Don't overthink things," and soon fell asleep too.

Xu Chengfeng was agitated, tossing and turning in bed, unable to sleep.

Xu Songshan's arrival made him somewhat homesick. What Xu Chengfeng missed most was his mother, but his mother's face switched between kindness and ferocity in his mind, making Xu Chengfeng feel very uncomfortable.

When he was ten, Xu Chengfeng saw his mother say to his father for the first time, "We absolutely must acquire that land. If we don't, where will we put our face?"

His father sighed. "That is our uncle's land. Should we wait and see?"

"Waiting is useless. Their family is ruined. If we buy their land now, they will still have land to rent in the future. If we don't buy it, they will only ruin the land!"

His father only sighed but didn't refute.

Two days later, Xu Chengfeng's best playmate in the private school—his cousin—rushed up to Xu Chengfeng, pointed at him, and cursed loudly, "Your family is no good!" After speaking, his cousin turned and left. The cousin never came to the private school again, and Xu Chengfeng lost his best friend from then on.

When he was twelve, Xu Chengfeng woke up early in the morning to hear noise and crying outside. Running out to watch the commotion, he saw two people who had hanged themselves hanging from the tree at his own gate. The Xu family's long-term workers wanted to untie the bodies and move them away, but the family of the deceased wailed and cursed, not allowing the Xu family to untie the ropes.

That was the first time Xu Chengfeng had seen people who died by hanging.

After that, Xu Chengfeng was depressed for a long time. Later, he simply focused his attention on his studies. Through extensive reading, Xu Chengfeng saw a broader time and space, which made him disapprove of his family even more.

History books recorded that someone ate Duke Mu of Qin's good horse. Duke Mu of Qin said, "A gentleman does not harm people because of livestock. I have heard that eating horse meat without drinking wine hurts the body." So he gave them wine to drink.

This was the reason Xu Chengfeng chose to become a soldier despite his parents' obstruction. Defending the country and resisting aggression—only such a life could be called meaningful.

But today, hearing that his family wanted to arrange a marriage for him, Xu Chengfeng didn't want to get married at all. Thinking that his parents would probably shove a woman similar to his mother onto him, he felt it was completely unacceptable.

It was just that Xu Chengfeng felt his decision would deal a considerable blow to his parents, so he felt somewhat distressed.

Amidst these chaotic thoughts, Xu Chengfeng fell asleep at some point.

Early the next morning, before the wake-up bugle sounded, Xu Jia arrived at the office holding a document to read. Having done statistical work for so long and conducted hundreds of political reviews, Xu Jia had gained a lot of experience in dealing with people. But right now, he still had to recite silently to memorize the things on the paper.

Xu Chengfeng pushed the door open and entered, handing a letter to Xu Jia. "I wrote a letter. Please help me give it to Xu Songshan. I'm going to lead troops in training later."

Taking the letter from Xu Chengfeng, Xu Jia guessed the content without looking and laughed. "'During service, officers must obtain the unit's approval to marry.' Do you think anyone other than you can genuinely accept this rule established by the Governor?"

Xu Chengfeng looked serious. "I don't know what others think; anyway, I firmly support it."

At noon, Xu Jia went to the guest house where Xu Songshan was staying.

Upon seeing Xu Songshan, Xu Jia pulled a long face and handed him the letter.

After reading it, Xu Songshan's face was full of astonishment. He begged, "Officer Xu, can you let me see the Young Master?"

Xu Jia shouted with a stern face, "Xu Chengfeng's meaning is all written in the letter. Go back and tell Master Xu: Comrade Xu Chengfeng has already joined our Civilization Party. The Civilization Party has a rule prohibiting arranged marriages. Comrade Xu Chengfeng is a senior cadre of our Civilization Party. Marriage requires approval from within the Party. If he breaks our rules, there will be no chance for his promotion in the future."

Xu Songshan was frightened. But thinking of the hardships of the journey and the scolding he would suffer after returning, he tried to make a final effort and pleaded, "Officer, my Young Master is definitely throwing a childish tantrum. The person the Master found for the Young Master is a lady from a prominent family, well-matched, and we know her background. Please, Officer Xu, help persuade my Young Master. Otherwise, otherwise after I go back, the Master will definitely make me escort the Young Mistress over here."

Xu Jia sneered. "Go back and tell Master Xu: since the other party is well-matched and you know their background, then they are family friends. Ask Master Xu to break off this engagement quickly; don't delay the daughter of his friend. I guarantee you, even if Master Xu sends the girl here, the wedding procession won't be able to enter Siping City!"

"This..." Xu Songshan looked lost.

"Someone come! Send him to the train station!"

After speaking, Xu Jia turned and left, leaving the despairing Xu Songshan in the guest house room.

***

Soon after, Xu Jia sat in front of He Rui and recounted the content of Xu Chengfeng's letter to He Rui.

He Rui smiled. "Xu Jia, besides arranged marriages, what other bad customs do you think there are?"

"Foot binding is a bad custom; the government opposes it now too."

He Rui nodded. "Then do you think women need liberation?"

"Women's liberation?" Xu Jia couldn't understand the meaning of this term for a moment.

"Women's liberation means giving women opportunities for employment and labor, allowing them to support themselves on their own without needing to depend on anyone."

"This... can this be done?" Xu Jia was somewhat shocked.

"Let's not discuss whether it can be done first. What do you think?"

Xu Jia couldn't help frowning. He thought for a long time before answering, "Governor, I feel that if we really do this, it's prone to many problems. And if we work hard to achieve it in the end..."

"In the end what?"

"In the end, I'm afraid the women won't appreciate it."

He Rui stared into Xu Jia's eyes. "Why do we need women to be grateful?"

Xu Jia's eyes widened and his mouth gaped open, unable to speak.

Looking at Xu Jia's shocked appearance, He Rui perceived the huge gap between himself and this era even more profoundly. This gap was not of knowledge and insight, but a fault line in worldview caused by the immense productivity gap between 21st-century China and 1915 China.

He Rui stood up. "The liberation of Chinese women must be established on the liberation provided by the social system, not on the foundation of personal kindness or so-called public opinion."

Xu Jia nodded, seeming to understand yet not fully understanding.

After a moment of silence, Xu Jia asked, "Governor, I see the military academy classmates are very enthusiastic about building the Party. Should we start pushing it forward?"

"Preparatory talks can be held with those who have a sense of responsibility."

Currently, a portion of the young soldiers showed a strong sense of responsibility. Although there were some bumps in daily life, work could be executed smoothly. This signaled that the time for formally establishing the Party had arrived.

Since the matter of building the Party was approved by He Rui, Xu Jia took advantage of the lunch break to go talk with his classmates. Hearing this, Cheng Ruofan immediately sat up from his bed. "The Governor wants to build a Party? I want to join."

Zhong Yifu answered somewhat muffledly, "Who do you think *wouldn't* join?"

Xu Jia wasn't worried that his classmates would refuse to join. However, He Rui didn't pursue strength in numbers but expected qualified members. So he asked, "What do you think the platform of the Civilization Party will be like?"

Zhong Yifu answered immediately, "Saving the country and the people, enriching the country and strengthening the army are essential. I'm thinking about the rest."

The others were silent, and the room fell into silence. Finally, Xu Chengfeng broke the silence. "I think we should listen to the Governor's teaching."

Xu Jia had heard He Rui introduce the Civilization Party's platform and couldn't help reminding them, "I think the Governor stated his philosophy long ago. The foundation of civilization is production and distribution. Developing productive forces and adopting the fairest distribution model cover the basic philosophy."

Facing Xu Jia's serious answer, Cheng Ruofan replied frankly, "Who will understand if you say things like that? I think *The Internationale* is easier to understand than that. 'We want to seize the fruits of labor, let thoughts break through the cage. Quickly make the furnace fire red-hot; only by striking while the iron is hot can we succeed.' These are words ordinary people can understand."

*The Internationale* was a song He Rui taught everyone on the train when coming to Siping. Hearing that during the Franco-Prussian War, the people of the Paris Commune sang this song to fight against French traitors and Prussian invaders, everyone learned it with great enthusiasm.

Xu Jia felt Cheng Ruofan was just too easily impulsive and advised, "The basic program is the foundation. We discussed before that our goal is to make Siping's bureaucratic system run well; punishing corrupt officials is a means. If reversed, it becomes a contest of who is more extreme. Think about it, if punishing corrupt officials becomes the goal: you kill one corrupt official, I kill two. You think abusing power causing death deserves death; I think abusing power causing serious injury deserves death. Chengfeng could then say, 'You two are fellow travelers of corrupt officials; I think being insufficiently honest deserves death.' Speaking calmly, is this our goal?"

***

[^1]: *Mu* (亩) - Chinese unit of land area, approx 666.7 sq meters or 0.165 acres.
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It was early morning. Siping City was still immersed in the faint light of dawn when the wake-up bugle roused the military camp from slumber. Within a very short time, officers and soldiers quickly woke up, dressed, and assembled rapidly on the drill ground.

The recruits lined up by battalion, company, platoon, and squad. The squad leader candidates selected from among them shouted loudly, "Count off!"

Once the attendance was confirmed, the duty NCO immediately requested instructions. After permission was granted, the troops began their running drill.

Amidst the sound of whistles, the enlisted personnel formed small squads of 40 people, arranged in 4x10 formations, and began running around the drill ground. He Rui was one of the members in this long dragon-like running column.

There was a certain gap between each squad. Commanders at various positions ordered teams to speed up or slow down based on the basic running speed and relative gap distance to maintain the stability of the entire formation. Like the ancient "rolling chariot formation," the circular column operated in an orderly manner on the not-so-spacious ground.

After participating in the two-kilometer morning run, He Rui returned to his office to continue working. Having worked for several days in a row, he was inevitably a bit tired. But He Rui was in a good mood; with just another half day of effort, he could complete the compilation of this part of the teaching materials.

The secretary assigned to He Rui categorized and placed the content according to numbers. He Rui only needed to proofread the numerical order, which was much faster than expected.

Approaching noon, He Rui finally completed the scheduled paperwork. While the young officers came to receive the manuscripts, He Rui took the opportunity to wash his hair and face and trim his nails.

"Is General Zhang coming? The Governor is dressing up so much," Cheng Ruofan asked curiously.

He Rui replied, "It's Mitsui Yasuki of the Mitsui Zaibatsu who is coming."

As He Rui expected, hearing a Japanese name, the young officers all frowned involuntarily.

He Rui knew the anti-Japanese sentiment in the troops was quite serious, so he smiled. "I know you don't like Japanese people, so you don't need to show your faces. Go back to work after receiving the materials."

Seeing He Rui about to leave, Cheng Ruofan hurriedly asked, "Report to the Governor. I have a question to ask. Every time I see a clumsy one, I get angry. Even though I know officers and soldiers are equal in dignity, I still can't help wanting to beat and scold them. How should I solve this?"

He Rui didn't answer immediately but looked at the other young officers. Seeing everyone looking like they felt the same way, he answered, "This is a problem of psychological self-restraint. In fact, according to our recruitment standards, most recruits can complete basic training, but there may be individual differences. Moreover, most soldiers are illiterate and very unfamiliar with collective military life and standardized training. Everyone should give a certain amount of understanding." He thought for a moment and said seriously, "Beating and scolding is an outlet for officers' own incompetence and does not help solve training problems. I hope everyone can overcome this themselves and not degenerate into a warlord army like the Beiyang Army. I will propose a specific method for everyone later."

***

In the afternoon, led by the officers and soldiers who went to the train station to welcome them, Mitsui Yasuki and the previously arrived Noguchi Nobuo [^1] arrived at the entrance of He Rui's headquarters. He Rui came out to welcome them personally. Shaking hands with Mitsui Yasuki, he said warmly, "I was truly overjoyed to learn that Mr. Mitsui was coming in person."

Mitsui Yasuki smiled broadly and shook He Rui's hand vigorously. "Your Excellency is too polite. Back in Japan, I knew He-kun was no pond-dwelling creature, but I didn't expect that in a mere two months, He-kun would already reveal his brilliance like an awl piercing through a bag."

Entering the headquarters and taking seats, it was already training time. The sound of footsteps came from outside, occasionally interspersed with commands. The troops had already finished today's physical training and were now doing formation drills.

Mitsui Yasuki listened for a while. "He-kun rectifies the army and prepares for war; what a thriving scene." He paused, then smiled slightly. "Hearing that He-kun mastered Siping with lightning speed, old friends in Tokyo are very happy."

He Rui said modestly, "Gentlemen flatter me. I was merely fulfilling a soldier's duty. The Northeast is the frontier where China, Japan, and Russia meet. By mastering Siping early, I can also contribute my part to international peaceful exchanges as soon as possible."

Mitsui Yasuki nodded and said solemnly, "He-kun truly matches my mind. Our Mitsui family has always believed that for today's East Asia, only Sino-Japanese cooperation and co-existence and co-prosperity are the best policy. Among them, economic cooperation is the top priority. Coming to the Chinese mainland this time, business is secondary; I am more willing to contribute my part to He-kun's cause and Sino-Japanese economic exchange."

He Rui looked happy and gave a thumbs up in praise. "The Mitsui family truly understands great principles, worthy of being Japan's number one business family. Your Excellency's strategy is far-reaching, worthy of an Imperial elite. He admires you greatly."

Mitsui Yasuki laughed. "Naturally, we share the same path. I just wonder what needs He-kun has? My Mitsui family is willing to serve He-kun's great cause."

He Rui waved his hand repeatedly. "Not at all, not at all. Your Excellency flatters me. Please, Mr. Mitsui Yasuki, instruct me; He will naturally cooperate."

Seeing He Rui refuse to speak first, Mitsui Yasuki simply went straight to the point. "Governor He, what Japan urgently needs now is raw materials and food." As he spoke, Mitsui Yasuki took out a commercial list and handed it to He Rui.

He Rui opened it and looked. The food was mainly rice, minerals were coal and iron ore, and others included cotton, soybeans, etc.

At this time, the orderly had brought in tea and fruit. He Rui put down the list and casually picked up a piece of *Gaoliang Yi* (sorghum taffy) and handed it over. "Mr. Mitsui, we are also developing sugar beet pressing. This is a specialty of my hometown Shandong, called *Gaoliang Yi*. Would you like to try it?"

Saying so, He Rui ate a piece first. Currently, He Rui didn't have white granulated sugar, and the method for corn syrup existed only on paper. R&D could only start after the chemistry professor invited by Zhao Tianlin arrived in Siping. The sweetness came entirely from maltose, but it could still be called a sweet.

Mitsui Yasuki tried a small piece, and it wasn't clear if he liked it. Drinking a mouthful of tea, Mitsui Yasuki asked, "And the price?"

He Rui wrote a number and handed it to Mitsui Yasuki. After reading it and thinking briefly, Mitsui Yasuki asked, "I would like to visit the factory. I ask He-kun's permission."

He Rui knew he wanted a field inspection and agreed immediately. The group set off on horseback and soon met up with Wu Youping at the factory. They looked through the raw material warehouse, fuel warehouse, production workshop, and storage warehouse one by one.

Mitsui Yasuki didn't speak much; every question he asked was directed at the production process arrangement. He Rui had indeed spent some effort on the initial stage of industry recently, so he answered very easily. On the contrary, Wu Youping, who arrived midway, was somewhat nervous.

A considerable part of the population outside the pass came from Shandong, and there were also several families in Siping City who produced *Gaoliang Yi* in a scattered manner. After receiving He Rui's plan, Wu Youping found that He Rui required organization of production and smoothing out the production process. There was no requirement for output for the time being.

The taffy factory was small, and the raw material supply pressure wasn't high. It was just very cumbersome during the construction process. Wu Youping listened to the translator recount the conversation between He Rui and Mitsui Yasuki but couldn't understand their meaning, so he inevitably felt uneasy.

After the visit, Mitsui Yasuki praised, "If I didn't know Governor He graduated from the Army War College, I would believe Governor He graduated from the Tokyo University Department of Commerce. I wonder what He-kun's future plans are?"

He Rui smiled without answering and pointed ahead. "Mr. Mitsui Yasuki, do you want to walk further?"

Mitsui Yasuki was slightly stunned, then agreed readily, smiling. "Naturally, the guest follows the host's convenience; I rely on He-kun's arrangement."

The group traveled north and stopped to watch at a place more than ten *li* outside the suburbs. They saw a camp built on the wasteland. Some people wearing prison uniforms were clearing the land.

He Rui pointed to the vast wasteland. "Mitsui-kun, the Northeast has not yet undergone large-scale development. The land is vast and the population is sparse. The entire Jilin Province is very suitable for large-scale operations. This is the direction I want to develop in the future: mobilize a large amount of labor, build water conservancy projects, reclaim land to build ultra-large-scale agricultural production bases, and plant grain and cash crops on a large scale."

Mitsui Yasuki raised his eyebrows, greatly surprised. He observed carefully for a while and asked calmly, "He-kun indeed has great ambitions. I just wonder what arrangements you have for cost control and sales channels?"

He Rui pointed to the earth in front of everyone. "The land in the Northeast is fertile and has geographical advantages for large-scale intensive production. Although the initial overall investment is not low, once unit output is measured by the *mu*, it appears very advantageous compared to the traditional small-peasant economy of both China and Japan. As for sales channels," he smiled, "Sino-Japanese trade has a long history and will not end just because the European War ends."

Mitsui Yasuki pondered for a moment and probed, "I wonder if my Mitsui family can participate in the investment?"

He Rui laughed loudly. "The Mitsui family is Japan's number one zaibatsu; why bother Your Excellency with such rough and clumsy farm work?" He turned to look at Mitsui Yasuki. "I want to cooperate with Mitsui-kun in the field of agricultural product processing."

Mitsui Yasuki didn't stay long. He left by train the next day, leaving Noguchi Nobuo in Siping temporarily as the representative of the Mitsui Consortium before he left.

After sending Mitsui Yasuki off, Wu Youping asked somewhat worriedly, "Governor, Mitsui came and went in a hurry. What did he come for?"

"Just a preliminary business inspection; you don't need to overthink it."

Wu Youping was very puzzled. "Running here all the way from Japan, was it just to look around casually? Governor, what we have to do is much more than what he saw."

"What Mitsui needs is a commercial partner capable of stable cooperation. For him, seeing that we already control Siping stably and can organize production well is enough." At this point, He Rui made a small joke: "He cares about the egg, not the hen laying the egg."

Wu Youping wasn't that optimistic. He heard from Xu Chengfeng and others that there were people in Japan who advocated that Manchuria and Mongolia were Japan's lifeline, feeling that the Japanese greed was uncontrollable.

Hesitating in his heart but not saying it out loud, Wu Youping asked, "Governor, according to the resolution of the last meeting, we need to seize the time to launch rural work. The personnel for the rural survey are ready; should we send them down now?"

He Rui nodded. "Send them now. Especially for the villages on the list, the preliminary background investigation work must be detailed enough."

Hearing this, Wu Youping nodded vigorously too. "Please rest assured, Governor. All landlords colluding with criminal gangs are on the list."

***

[^1]: Noguchi Nobuo (野口信雄) - In previous chapters, the representative was named Nobi Nobita (野比大雄). The raw text here uses Noguchi Nobuo. I have used the name provided in this file for accuracy to the current text, assuming a correction or different character.
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"Three *Fu* periods plus an Autumn, and after Autumn comes another *Fu*." Despite the saying about the lingering heat, the early mornings outside the pass no longer felt the summer heat and began to turn cool. Han Haitao got up early, packed up, and headed straight for the assembly point to participate in today's urban patrol.

There were few cadres at the assembly point, mostly middle-aged. Han Haitao guessed that the young cadres must have gone to participate in the execution of the *Measures for Rural Land Limits*.

Han Haitao guessed correctly. But what he didn't know was that at this time, there were fewer than a hundred cadre members left in Siping City. Among them, 40 young cadres and soldiers were garrisoning key points like the silver vault and military camp. The other 90% of the troops and cadres had left Siping under the leadership of He Rui and others to head for the rural areas.

***

Majiagou. A very ordinary village in the Northeast. A small ditch extended from the low hills to the flat land. There was no water in the ditch at all; water only flowed when it rained or during the spring snowmelt.

Tang Gui, leader of the Majiagou Village Work Team, looked at the group of impassive villagers in front of him, feeling a little uneasy. Taking advantage of a pause while explaining the land policy to the villagers, Tang Gui tried to calm himself down.

The villagers' reaction was too indifferent.

For a few moments, Tang Gui even suspected that his Tianjin accent made it hard for the villagers to understand the policy content. But he quickly dismissed this thought.

Even though they were incredibly indifferent, the villagers still didn't leave. They were listening, just expressionless. Such an expression was not unfamiliar to Tang Gui. His family and neighbors in Tianjin looked like this every day when they finished work.

Heavy daily labor exhausted everyone's last bit of strength and expectation. If anything could make these numb people react, those reactions would mostly stem from anger.

Calming his mood, Tang Gui continued to explain the policy.

The land reform policy wasn't complicated. In every village, based on the current population—regardless of whether they were elderly or children—everyone counted as a head, and each person would be allocated 5 *mu* of arable land. Land at the edge of the village unsuitable for reclamation, including mountains and ditches, would be managed by the village, but the village's use of these lands had to obey the government's planning arrangements.

Every family would be allocated land, and this land was prohibited from being bought or sold.

Those who owned more land than the prescribed limit had to sell the excess to the government, which would then distribute it to others.

He Rui observed Tang Gui explaining the land policy to the villagers and watched their reactions. Occasionally, he saw a few individuals leaving the crowd with nervous expressions. In the direction where these hurried figures disappeared, the tall ridges of respectable houses could be seen.

***

In Zhangjiatun, 30 *li* away from Majiagou where He Rui was, Chen Deli, leader of the Zhangjiatun Work Team, was doing the same work. Just as he finished explaining the policy, he saw the family members of the village's big landlord, Zhang Debiao, turn and leave. Only a guy wearing a long gown was left, who walked up to Chen Deli and bowed with clasped hands. "Master Chen, our Master Zhang would like to invite Master Chen to sit at the house."

Chen Deli smiled slightly. "Understood. I'll take my men to sit at Master Zhang's house in a while."

Hearing Chen Deli say this, the steward smiled apologetically and cupped his hands, waiting for Chen Deli to gather his subordinates to go to Zhang Debiao's house to "beat the autumn wind" [seek gratuitous financial help/extort].

Looking at this overly young "official" in front of him, the steward disapproved in his heart.

The steward completely understood the so-called land policy. Precisely because he understood, he was very dismissive. This was just an excuse to fish for money in a different way.

On the fifth day after He Rui arrived in Siping, Zhang Debiao's family heard about He Rui's method of resolving the original Garrison Regiment in three days. They knew this young Governor was a formidable character.

Later, Governor He rectified taxes and arrested people from the underworld in the city. This fully demonstrated Governor He's ruthless methods.

Master Zhang Debiao had seen so many governors and knew this Governor He would sooner or later make a move on the gentry and landlords. The money had long been prepared.

Sure enough, this young Governor couldn't hold back after staying in Siping for two months and started to move against the big households in the Siping countryside. This was somewhat beyond Master Zhang's expectations; he originally thought Governor He would wait until the autumn harvest to go to the countryside to gather wealth. But sooner or later he would come; this point was never wrong.

The steward looked at the common people who had listened to the so-called land policy and hadn't dispersed immediately, feeling somewhat unhappy.

He knew these poor people didn't believe what the government said at all. But when the government came to the countryside, sometimes for the sake of appearances, they would force the big households to hold a banquet for the poor. These people were waiting to sponge a meal.

"These bastards, really good for nothing," the steward cursed silently. Hosting a banquet also cost money. Saving this money to add a few more meat dishes for the Governor's subordinates later—wouldn't that be better than letting these bastards eat it?

Just as he was thinking, the sound of footsteps rang out. A moment later, a large group of police loaded with live ammunition rushed straight along the village dirt road toward Zhang Debiao's house.

Before the steward could ask, two policemen came up, pinned him to the ground, and tied him up.

Only then did the steward shout, "Master Chen, what is this for! Misunderstanding! It's a misunderstanding!"

Seeing so many police suddenly arrive, the villagers knew something big had happened. They dared not watch anymore and immediately fled home. Once inside, they closed the windows and doors immediately. Only a few bold ones fled to a distance, hiding behind corners and trees to watch. Those who fled home secretly peeked out through cracks in the doors or over the walls.

Seeing the villagers disperse, Chen Deli actually felt much more relaxed. In the arrangement for this trip to the countryside, He Rui emphasized that local tyrants and evil gentry were not covered by the new land policy, and the government would not purchase their land. To promote the land policy, the first ones to be decisively knocked out were these local tyrants and evil gentry.

Although the steward beside him was tied up, he still struggled and tried to explain, "This is a misunderstanding." Chen Deli turned to the steward and smiled. "Zhang Debiao colluded with Sun Qitian—Sun Er—to murder and rob; where is the misunderstanding?"

Hearing Chen Deli say the nickname "Sun Qitian," the steward's excuses stuck in his throat. Sun Er was a habitual bandit in the Siping area. The steward actually knew about the things Zhang Debiao hired Sun Er to do.

At this time, Armed Police Captain Duan Yongpeng ran over quickly, stopped in front of Chen Deli, and saluted. "Report to the Captain. Zhang Debiao's large compound has been surrounded."

"Did anyone escape?" Chen Deli asked.

Duan Yongpeng shook his head. "We didn't see anyone when we surrounded it."

At this time, Zhang Debiao's large compound was in chaos. The gunmen living in the backyard learned they were surrounded, rushed to the main hall with rifles, and the leader shouted loudly, "Master, which band of bandits are those blind fools from? Daring to smash our 'ringing kiln' [fortified house]. Don't they know there are government people in the village?"

After speaking, the gunman leader saw several people in the hall looking at him like he was a fool, and was very puzzled for a moment.

He saw Zhang Debiao's face changing, with anger and confusion. He neither answered the question nor ordered the gunmen to mount the walls to resist.

At this time, a gunman who had already gone up the wall ran into the hall and said to the gunman leader in panic, "Big Brother, I didn't see any bandits outside smashing the kiln."

"Then who is outside?" the gunman leader asked angrily.

"Outside... outside are all government troops." The gunman was at a loss after speaking.

The gunman leader was also overwhelmed by this unexpected news. Ignoring how Zhang Debiao answered, the gunman leader went out quickly and climbed the wall. He saw that the troops outside were all wearing police uniforms.

The gunman leader knew bandits would absolutely not dress like this. Even if they wanted to trick the gate open, they couldn't get so many police uniforms.

"Big Brother, what do we do?" The gunmen who had already climbed the wall and watchtower ran over to ask. This was their first time confronting government people.

At this time, they heard the police outside the wall shouting, "Gunman brothers up there, we are here to arrest Zhang Debiao. Zhang Debiao colluded with the bandit Sun Qitian—Sun Er. Sun Er has already been caught and confessed to the crimes of murder and robbery committed with Zhang Debiao. You are just hired by Zhang Debiao; everyone is just making a living. It's not worth losing your lives here for Zhang Debiao."

Hearing this persuasion, the gunman leader didn't delay. He ordered his brothers, "Open the gate; let the government people in."

"..." The gunmen on the wall didn't know if they should do this for a moment.

The gunman leader shouted angrily, "If we fight bandits, we can seek a reward from Zhang Debiao. If we fight the government army, who are we going to ask for a reward?"
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Zhang Debiao's nephew, Zhang Ershun, watched with his own eyes as the police rushed into Zhang Debiao's large compound. Not long after, the armed guards were escorted out of the courtyard with their hands raised high. At the same time, the large flag on the wall of the Zhang family compound was pulled up by the police and thrown down from the watchtower.

Seeing that the Zhang family compound had actually been raided by government troops, Zhang Ershun was burning with anxiety, but he dared not look any longer. He ran straight out of the village along a secluded path.

There were police guarding the village entrance, but this couldn't stop a local like Zhang Ershun. He took a detour, avoided the entrance, and entered the fields. The sorghum and corn outside the village were planted in continuous stretches, the stalks already grown tall. Diving in, he was surrounded by green crop stalks. Not only could people outside not see inside, but Zhang Ershun also couldn't see what it looked like outside at all.

Running along the ridges between fields, he burst out of the crops, and a small path appeared before his eyes.

Seeing no one around, Zhang Ershun didn't dare slow down and ran straight for the main road along the path.

The reason Zhang Ershun wasn't caught wasn't that he was clever, but because after He Rui's men arrived at Zhangjiatun, Zhang Ershun had been sent to deliver a letter to the Zhang family members in Changchun. Zhang Debiao wanted the Zhang family members serving as officials in Changchun to send someone back to the village so he could bleed a little less money. But just before leaving the village, Zhang Ershun saw movement inside, turned back, and thus witnessed the scene of the Zhang family being breached.

The Zhang family had someone serving as an official in the Changchun government and as an officer in the Garrison Regiment. Now Zhang Ershun's mission was no longer to deliver a letter, but to try and bring back reinforcements.

Reaching the main road, Zhang Ershun ran north. After running for a few *li*, he couldn't run anymore. Seeing two peddlers pushing a small cart heading toward Zhangjiatun, Zhang Ershun slowed down to meet them, wanting to buy something to eat.

The peddlers stopped the cart, pulled back the cloth covering it, and warmly attended to Zhang Ershun. Zhang Ershun didn't want to cause complications; he pointed at a few food items and took out money to buy them. One of the peddlers saw that Zhang Ershun didn't bargain and asked with a smile, "Friend, you wouldn't happen to be from Master Zhang Debiao's family, would you?"

Zhang Ershun froze. Just as he felt something was wrong, the other peddler had already made his move. He grabbed Zhang Ershun's arm, pulled and twisted, subduing him. The two then tied Zhang Ershun up with rope.

Zhang Ershun thought he had met highwaymen and hurriedly shouted, "Two heroes, money isn't a problem. Let me go, and I'll give you all the money."

The peddlers seemed not to hear. They calmly covered the small cart with the cloth and didn't search Zhang Ershun for money.

Zhang Ershun was greatly surprised, not knowing whose hands he had fallen into.

Suddenly, Zhang Ershun understood a little and shouted hurriedly, "Brothers, our family has someone serving as an official in Changchun. Let me go, and you brothers will have riches and honor in the future. With your Governor He doing this, Changchun will know sooner or later. Whatever Governor He gives you, our Zhang family will double it."

"Governor He can ensure everyone in the village lives a good life. Can your Zhang family do that?" a peddler replied disdainfully.

Zhang Ershun couldn't figure out what the other party meant by this and didn't know how to answer for a moment. He thought hard for a while before squeezing out a sentence: "I don't know what Governor He said, but officials are the best at lying. Brother, only money in hand counts!"

Hearing this, the peddler's face changed color. "Governor He lying to us? Zhang Debiao trafficking humans—is that true? Zhang Debiao colluding with bandits to rob and kill—is that true?"

Zhang Ershun wanted to quibble but couldn't speak for a moment. Murder and robbery weren't Zhang Ershun's responsibility; he just knew such things happened. But Zhang Ershun had participated in trafficking women. One of the abducted women was quite pretty. Although Zhang Ershun didn't actually do anything, he had groped and taken advantage of her while dragging her away. Insulted like this, the woman cursed Zhang Ershun angrily while resisting, and Zhang Ershun had knocked her down with a slap.

Seeing the anger of He Rui's subordinates, Zhang Ershun dared not say anything more. Then he heard the sound of horse hooves approaching from a distance.

A cavalry squad stopped in front of the three. The officer on horseback asked, "Is this one who escaped?"

The peddler stood at attention and saluted. "Report to Regimental Commander Cheng. He appears to be the one who escaped."

The person on the horse was Cheng Ruofan. He was responsible for road control in this operation. Siping had an area of over ten thousand square kilometers. Although there were not many roads, the troops only numbered 500. To effectively control information and not let any fish slip through the net, Cheng Ruofan and the regimental headquarters had racked their brains.

Although the fish that slipped through the net was caught, Cheng Ruofan didn't relax in the slightest. He ordered someone to take Zhang Ershun back to the village, then turned his horse around to head back with his mobile cavalry. The troops had now set up roadblocks, and several disguised squads and cavalry squads were patrolling back and forth on the roads. Five local tyrant and evil gentry families had been marked; Zhang Debiao was just one of them.

***

The next morning, the masses of Zhangjiatun were gathered to participate in the public trial of Zhang Debiao.

On the wide threshing ground outside the gate of the Zhang family compound, Zhang Debiao and other prisoners were dragged onto the public trial stage, bound securely. Cultural instructors from the army publicly announced the crimes of Zhang Debiao and the others.

Things like usury were not the standard for defining local tyrants and evil gentry. If they struck based on that standard, probably all the landlords and rich peasants in Siping would have to be dealt with.

The standard for definition was limited to generally recognized major crimes like murder and human trafficking. Hearing the trial officer recount Zhang Debiao's crimes one by one, the indifferent expressions of the masses finally showed some changes.

Chen Deli, leader of the Zhangjiatun Work Team, knew that the change in the masses was brought about by this extension of justice. Presiding over such a public trial, Chen Deli also felt very satisfied in his heart.

After the prosecutor finished stating Zhang Debiao's crimes, he asked if Zhang Debiao pleaded guilty. Zhang Debiao naturally flatly denied his crimes.

When Zhang Debiao finished speaking, a few people in the crowd hissed. Although the few people didn't come out to identify him, they were obviously insiders.

Seeing the situation was unfavorable, Zhang Debiao swore oaths and curses, saying that Sun Er, nicknamed Sun Qitian, was a habitual bandit who deserved a thousand cuts. As a gentleman with status, he had never even met Sun Er, let alone colluded with him to murder and rob.

When Zhang Debiao finished, the trial personnel signaled. Police brought several people onto the stage from a corner of the field; their heads were covered with gunny sacks, and they were tied up firmly. The hood of one person was removed, and Zhang Debiao's face was filled with shock.

This person was actually Sun Er.

Sun Er seemed to have the reckless bravado of someone with nothing left to lose. He laughed loudly. "Master Zhang, you say now that I deserve a thousand cuts, but that's not what you said when you asked me to do things these past two years. If you had said this earlier and we had parted ways, a few fewer lives might have been harmed."

The villagers had all heard of the bandit nickname Sun Qitian (Sun Er), but this was their first time seeing Sun Er in person. Hearing Sun Er speak like this, and looking at Zhang Debiao's extremely wretched appearance at this moment, a burst of low laughter came from the crowd.

The public trial continued until the afternoon. Although Zhang Debiao denied everything, there were many witnesses. Not only Sun Er, but the victimized Chamber of Commerce in the city also sent people to testify. When a few injured merchants testified, they even unbuttoned their clothes to reveal the scars on their bodies.

Seeing this, the villagers basically knew that Zhang Debiao logically deserved the death penalty. But the villagers were also very clear about Zhang Debiao's background. He Rui was indeed the Governor of Siping, but the Zhang family also had people serving as officials in Changchun. Did he really dare to kill him?

At this time, the cultural instructor responsible for trying the case stood up and shouted to the villagers: "Zhang Debiao committed crimes of murder, hiring hitmen for murder, and human trafficking. The Zhang family..."

The Zhang family's crimes were numerous; it took a while to finish reading them. The villagers were all waiting to hear how they would be dealt with, getting a bit impatient.

The cultural instructor's mouth was dry from reading. He picked up a bowl, drank a mouthful of water, and then continued to read the verdict. "Zhang Debiao, death penalty. To be executed after autumn. Upon investigation, all personnel of the Zhang family were more or less involved in Zhang Debiao's various crimes. Therefore, all will be taken away and sent to the labor camp for reform. The Zhang family's property is confiscated and handed over to the future Village Committee for disposal."

The villagers couldn't figure out what those terms meant. That night, everyone discussed it spiritedly.

Early the next morning, villagers who got up relatively early discovered the police had set off.

Zhang Debiao's family members were led out of the Zhang family compound, bound with ropes. The men begged, and the women wailed.

This commotion startled the entire village. Doors opened, courtyard gates opened. Villagers watched from both sides of the road as the entire Zhang family was caught in one net and taken away.

Some were astonished, some were joyful, some were uneasy.

The villagers watched Zhang Debiao's family leave Zhangjiatun under police escort, disappearing at the end of the road.

In the morning, the villagers were gathered again.

Chen Deli continued to preach the land policy. Just as he finished, a villager asked, "Officer, I am a tenant farmer; can I get land too?"
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Tang Gui, leader of the Majiatun Work Team, was like other cultural instructors from Tianjin—a child of a poor family.

On the way to the home of Master Ma, the richest man in the village, Tang Gui pondered how to issue the ultimatum. According to regulations, Master Ma was not classified as a "local tyrant" or "evil gentry," so force could not be used. But even with the government's policy of purchasing excess land, Tang Gui knew the other party wouldn't give it up willingly.

Several hundred *mu* of land—who would be willing to part with it? If Tang Gui's family had several hundred *mu* of contiguous land in Tianjin, they would be out-and-out big landlords.

In the Ma family's living room, Tang Gui sat face-to-face with Master Ma. Ignoring Master Ma's ugly expression, Tang Gui went straight to the point. "Master Ma, you must know the situation. According to regulations, with so many people in your family, you can still keep over a hundred *mu* of arable land. Calculating the taxes you'll save each year, plus the government's compensation, you're not losing out. Besides, the grain on your land this year still belongs to you. You really aren't suffering a loss."

Hearing Tang Gui's arrogant words, Master Ma was furious. *I worked hard to accumulate this family property; by what right do you say you'll take it and just take it? You even calculated the account for me and said I'm not losing out? Pah!*

Even with ten thousand grievances in his heart, looking at the uniform on the other party, Master Ma still lacked some confidence. "Brother Tang, what exactly did I do wrong? My family has a lot of land, but that was accumulated bit by bit starting from my grandfather's generation, with beads of sweat falling to the ground and smashing into eight pieces!"

As he spoke, Master Ma wiped his eyes, forcing out a tear.

Tang Gui pulled a long face.

At the land reform preparatory meeting, He Rui had clearly explained the current situation to the cadres: the land obtained from land reform was actually not valuable; what was truly valuable was the direct control over the grassroots rural areas.

Land reform was not a power struggle to make the upper class submit, but a systemic struggle, a political struggle. The result of the struggle was for landlords and gentry to stand aside, allowing the government to directly control rural manpower and taxation, seizing grassroots power from the gentry and landlords. This was the starting point for changing Siping and also for changing China in the future. There could be absolutely no ambiguity; all forces hindering land reform had to be overcome.

Since Master Ma had made his attitude clear, Tang Gui could only issue the ultimatum. "It's useless to say all that. Master Ma isn't the only one whose sweat smashed into eight pieces. You don't work the fields yourself; the ones working the fields are those tenants. If anyone should cry, it's not your turn, Master Ma."

Seeing his sob story had no effect on this fledgling youth who might not even be twenty, Master Ma's anger surged. He slammed the table and stood up. "I just won't agree! Kill me or cut me, do as you please!"

Seeing Master Ma, who was snot and tears just a moment ago, suddenly toughen up, Tang Gui chuckled. "No need to kill or cut. We'll come over tomorrow morning to process the new land deed for Master Ma. We'll bring the purchase payment too. Farewell."

After speaking, Tang Gui stood up and left. Walking to the door, he suddenly stopped and turned back. "Master Ma, your land deed has expired. In the future, every household and every person will have a new Land Use Certificate. If you don't let people farm the distributed land, the Village Committee will deal with you."

Once Tang Gui left, Master Ma punched the table in anger. This government kid was too arrogant. Give him money, he stuffs it back into the giver's collar. Send him women, he drives them out directly. Now he forcibly wants to distribute the family's land to others; what was there to do?

Returning to the station and seeing He Rui, Tang Gui had some realizations. "Governor, doing work really requires theoretical support in the heart. Otherwise, you really can't explain the principles clearly, and it's easy to waver."

Hearing Tang Gui's realization, He Rui smiled.

As the saying goes: *First you see a mountain as a mountain, then you see a mountain not as a mountain, finally you see a mountain still as a mountain*. One must go through such stages to grow.

Tang Gui continued, "Governor, I used to think those landlords and gentry were unreasonable guys. Now I understand they really have their own set of rules. To smash all this, we must rely on a more advanced system."

He Rui didn't want to discuss the new system because some things weren't finished yet. "The Master Ma you just talked to—what do you think he will do next?"

Tang Gui smiled. "He doesn't dare make a big scene, but small disturbances will be constant. We must establish the Village Committee and militia organization as soon as possible, letting village people solve village problems."

Just as they were speaking, a guard came in to report, "Governor, it seems a group of Ma family people has arrived outside."

He Rui smiled at Tang Gui. "Go meet them."

Tang Gui understood and walked out of the station.

For this trip to the countryside, a Work Team had 40 people. A Work Group had 8 people. The Work Group responsible for going into the village consisted of one cultural instructor, one propagandist, two staff members, and four military personnel. The Work Group was equipped with two rifles and two pistols.

The military personnel stood at the door, rifles held horizontally across their chests. Although the pistols were still in their belts, hands were already on the grips, poised to draw and shoot at any moment.

A large crowd of the Ma family approached mightily from a distance. The Ma family thought that with their numbers, the Work Group would be at a disadvantage. Unexpectedly, as soon as they met, they saw the Work Group was already prepared for battle.

The Ma family members froze in place. Although some of them had weapons, they really dared not attack rashly. Everyone's eyes turned to Master Ma.

Master Ma had also acted on impulse. Halfway there, he already felt he couldn't really fight. The other party was the government after all; as soon as fighting started, he would be a criminal. Besides, even if he drove off this small squad of the government, so what? Could he win against the official army?

Seeing the Work Group flash their weapons, Master Ma sighed heavily. With a wave of his hand, the Ma family turned and walked back mightily.

Early the next morning, Tang Gui went to Master Ma's house. Master Ma didn't show his face. The steward smiled apologetically and handed the land deed to Tang Gui.

With the land deed, Tang Gui immediately gathered the villagers for a meeting. Showing the land deed to the villagers, they all showed expressions of admiration.

A big stone fell from Tang Gui's heart. As far as Tang Gui could see, He Rui never had any intention of bullying people. The toughness towards landlords this time wasn't targeted at landlords per se, but to let the masses understand that the ones who could truly be masters in Siping were no longer the landlords.

That the masses could understand this meant the first phase of work was completed.

Tang Gui took out the arrangement for organizing village-level grassroots organizations and began explaining to the villagers. At this stage, there were two major posts in the village: Village Head and Militia Captain.

The Village Head was responsible for propagating and executing the government's rural policies. The Militia Captain was responsible for establishing the village militia organization and arranging personnel dispatch during collective work involving large amounts of labor.

Therefore, the village needed to recommend candidates, and the government would select six people.

"Officer Tang..."

"Don't call me that. I am the Captain responsible for land reform work in the village. Call me Captain Tang."

Seeing Tang Gui being so polite, the villagers were curious. Someone asked, "Captain Tang, what official are you in the government?"

"I serve as a scribe for Governor He."

"What does a scribe do?"

"It means every time Governor He holds a meeting, I record the meeting content."

Although the villagers still didn't understand Tang Gui's work, they knew Tang Gui was a trusted aide of Governor He Rui. Besides holding Tang Gui in high esteem, they also felt Tang Gui was relatively reliable. "Captain Tang, why six people? Didn't you say only a Village Head and a Militia Captain are needed?"

Tang Gui didn't hide anything and explained the arrangement for these six people. "Two people will stay in the village first to do the work of Village Head and Militia Captain. The other four will go to the Cadre School in Siping City to participate in study. There is still a month before the autumn harvest. Of the four going to Siping, they will study for half a month first, then send two back to replace the two remaining in the village. When the harvest starts in early September, farm work will be plentiful and busy, and all six will return to the village to work together."
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At the entrance of Majiagou Village, He Rui shook hands with Tang Gui to say goodbye. "Comrade Tang Gui, work hard. Take care of your health."

"Governor, please take care of your health too after you return."

Tang Gui was very clear about He Rui's workload. When in Siping, He Rui worked until very late every day. Besides compiling teaching materials, he also had to give lectures. While he didn't appear to be physically active, the workload was actually immense.

Take this land reform for example. Everyone originally had their own ideas and wanted to propose them for discussion at the preparatory meeting. However, as soon as the meeting started, He Rui took out his complete set of arrangements. The text content alone was thousands of words, and the specific work involved covered all aspects.

With the plan executed to this point, Tang Gui could already understand how much thought went into it. And He Rui's purpose in returning to Siping was not to rest, but to preside over the cadre training work about to be conducted in Siping. There were about 400 villages in Siping. If four people went from each village, that would be 1,600 people. The workload of training such a large number of people was something Tang Gui didn't dare to imagine.

He Rui smiled. "Accumulate more experience. Once you return, you all will be responsible for lecturing in the land reform cadre training class."

"I will definitely complete it as soon as possible," Tang Gui answered loudly.

He Rui was about to mount his horse, but after stepping into the stirrup, he pulled his foot back. "By the way, among the village cadres selected this time who pass the political review, choose young ones as much as possible, especially those with low seniority in the clan hierarchy."

Tang Gui nodded, but his expression was somewhat puzzled.

"Clanism relies on ranking by seniority to maintain itself. To break clanism, young people must be made to shoulder the work. If the people selected are all the oldest and highest-ranking in the village, they will really act like patriarchs."

Tang Gui nodded repeatedly after listening. "I've noted it."

"If there are no suitable ones, chat more with the masses. Ask them who among the young people is reliable. As long as we open our hearts to the masses and seek truth from facts, the masses can exert tremendous power."

"Yes!" Tang Gui replied, watching He Rui leave.

He Rui didn't go back to Siping first but went from the village to the town. Siping had about 20 towns. After He Rui discussed work with the comrades in Zhangjiatun Town and instructed them to establish a militia team in the town as soon as possible, he finally set foot on the road back to Siping.

Back in Siping, Lu Daoming, who was responsible for water conservancy work, came to He Rui's place. Lu Daoming came to ask He Rui if he could allocate more surveying personnel, especially if he could provide some personnel who understood a little mathematics. If the students were middle school students, Lu Daoming could teach them surveying technology.

"I will certainly do my best to meet Brother Lu's needs." He Rui changed the subject. "Water conservancy surveying must be different from the map surveying taught in the army. I want to transfer people to build a Surveying School. I invite Brother Lu to be the Vice Principal; what does Brother Lu think?"

Lu Daoming hesitated. It wasn't that he had any dissatisfaction with being a Vice Principal; he also understood the importance He Rui attached to various types of education at this stage. But the water conservancy profession required traveling everywhere. If he really became this Vice Principal, he would inevitably be tied down.

Moreover, the status quo of Siping also made Lu Daoming hesitate. Although he hadn't been in Siping for many days, he already knew that Siping was currently just an ordinary county town, perhaps slightly more prosperous than ordinary county towns because of the railway. The investment required for a professional educational institution like a Surveying School was actually not low, at least not matching Siping's current situation. Lu Daoming could understand and respect He Rui's idea of eagerly expanding education work, but specifically regarding this matter, there was indeed a suspicion of being overly ambitious.

Thinking of this, Lu Daoming was direct and simply spoke his views.

"Brother Lu speaks well." He Rui nodded. "But for China to be liberated, we absolutely cannot do without a Surveying School. Of course, we can't afford to build a first-class Surveying School right now, but if we work hard and squeeze a little, we can still bury a seed. Planting a day earlier means sprouting a day earlier."

"I will be responsible for the funding," He Rui added.

Seeing He Rui's determination, Lu Daoming couldn't help but feel respect. "Since Brother He says so, I am willing to be this Vice Principal." He paused. "However, how to solve the problem of student sources?"

"I will try my best to recruit graduates from higher primary schools and middle schools. When the time comes, I'll let Brother Lu select the students first," He Rui replied.

After dealing with Lu Daoming's matters, He Rui met Wu Youping, who had stayed behind in the city these past few days.

"Governor, the tax situation is truly as you said. It's actually three times what it was before. Before, I only heard that tax collection was very corrupt, and compared to the money tax collectors received, only thirty percent could truly enter the treasury. It turns out this is true." Wu Youping briefly introduced the changes in the city during this period.

"As long as a government doesn't aim for development, it is a government that has lost its vitality. People working in that kind of government—who doesn't have to consider their own future?"

Wu Youping was stunned. If this perspective had been mentioned a few days ago, he might not have understood it, but now, he had a deeper level of realization. After pondering slightly, Wu Youping stepped forward. "Governor, I've had a change these past few days. I can't hate those corrupt officials from before anymore. It's not that I sympathize with them; in short, I don't gnash my teeth in hatred like before when I think of them."

He Rui looked at Wu Youping, casting an appreciative glance. "This is a very good change. Looking at people from the perspective of the environment, rather than looking at the environment from the perspective of people—only in this way can our work guarantee seeking truth from facts to the greatest extent possible."

Wu Youping nodded heavily, then turned to ask, "Governor, according to the current tax situation, the tax collected this year will probably be forty to fifty thousand. Plus the money in the treasury, it's enough to last through the end of the year. But with so many places to invest money, I'm afraid the money won't be enough for next year."

"Land reform has already begun to unfold. I went down personally this time for two things. The first was naturally to see the real local situation; the second was to see if the comrades could complete the land reform work. From the current point of view, land reform work can be promoted relatively smoothly. As long as this work is promoted well, money is a problem, but not a big problem."

Wu Youping was somewhat confused. "But Governor, our Siping is only this big; rural income is probably limited."

He Rui patted Wu Youping on the shoulder. "Yes, relying only on Siping is definitely not enough, but with the area outside the pass being so big, what is there to fear?"

Wu Youping was stunned for a long while before he was sure he hadn't misheard.

Now, Wu Youping became a little uneasy. "Governor, if we conduct land reform outside Siping, what will other governors think?"

"Let them think what they like."

"But..."

"Youping, we want to liberate the whole of China in the future. If we dare not even face a few local governors, then what should we do when we encounter the Marshals and Ministers in the future?"

He Rui put away his smile. "We aren't sending troops to attack other governors now only because our number of cadres is insufficient and the level of cadres is inadequate. After completing these tasks, we will naturally send troops proactively. Whether now or in the future, these governors are not problems we need to consider. Their appearance is as numerous as crucian carp crossing the river, but their fate can only be a flash in the pan."
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Half a month later, Zhang Qingshan and Zhang Jinshan of Zhangjiaying Village returned to the village after completing their training in Siping City.

Just seeing the village entrance, Zhang Qingshan quickened his pace. Although he had only been away from home for half a month, he felt as if he had been away for a long time and couldn't wait to run into his house.

Returning home, Zhang Qingshan took out the gifts issued by the training class and distributed them to his family. The family chatted happily about his experiences in Siping. Hearing that Governor He Rui personally lectured the cadre training class, the family couldn't believe it and asked, "How could a big shot like the Governor give you lectures?"

Zhang Qingshan's gaze was firm. "Rural work is so important; of course, the Governor has to lecture personally."

The family listened in confusion, suddenly feeling that after not seeing him for half a month, Zhang Qingshan seemed somewhat different from before.

"Is Brother Qingshan in?" A voice calling at the door came from outside; it was the two cadres who had stayed in the village.

After exchanging pleasantries, Zhang Qingshan talked about his experiences in Siping and then explained the government's requirement for cadres to arrange specialized planting households in the village.

After listening to Zhang Qingshan's account, one person sighed. "There isn't even enough grain to eat; will specialized planting work? Who would be willing to plant?"

"The government will give households willing to do specialized planting six months' rations in advance. You can understand this as a deposit. When the autumn harvest comes, the government will collect the specialized planting products. What is there to fear?"

"This..." Listening to Zhang Qingshan's words, the two hesitated.

"Whether the government's words count or not, we'll just have to watch. First, let's see if the land is actually distributed this year. Next year, we'll see if they really give half a year's rations in advance. As long as they do both, what is there not to believe?"

Zhang Qingshan took out the official document requiring the two to report to the nearby town. "You two are part of the second batch of cadres. You will meet up with the second batch of cadres from other villages in the town."

Half a day later, the second batch of rural cadres heading to Siping for training quickly assembled and began their march toward Siping.

At this time, nearly a month had passed since the launch of land reform. Tang Gui and Chen Deli, the two leaders of the stationed village work teams, also received orders to return to Siping. Having not seen each other for a long time, on the way back to the city leading the second batch of rural cadres, they discussed their insights and experiences during the land reform process.

Compared to when they left Siping, both had experienced too much in the past month. Talking freely along the way, they found that the other had also accumulated a lot of experience. Both Tang Gui and Chen Deli were born in the worker district of Tianjin City and had no land since their grandfathers' generation. When they first went to the countryside to participate in land reform, they knew very little about the specific social structure of the rural areas.

Looking at the farmland in the distance now, both felt joy. Land reform was a political struggle. The victorious side would control the countryside and the grassroots. Both knew that grassroots political power had been established on the fields within their sight; it was no longer the local tyrants and evil gentry who were masters of the house.

The rural area of Siping was certainly not as prosperous as Siping City, but its area was a thousand times that of Siping City. Comparing the two, Tang Gui felt full of pride. "Once the rural areas are rectified, the masses of Siping will soon be able to live and work in peace and contentment."

Chen Deli nodded after hearing this but seemed lost in thought. He moved closer to Tang Gui and whispered, "What about outside Siping? The common people on so much land are still oppressed by local tyrants and evil gentry. I went to a village on the edge of Siping. what about the villages and towns next door that are not under Siping's jurisdiction?"

The conversation stopped there. Behind them were members who had never attended the land reform cadre training class. The two felt there were some things the land reform cadres didn't need to know at this stage.

The group arrived in Siping. Many rural cadres were coming to Siping City for the first time. Seeing the rows of houses on both sides of the street and the endless stream of people, they involuntarily stopped, afraid to move forward. Fortunately, the Cadre Training School sent people to welcome them. After warm greetings, they led these rural cadres to the school to settle down.

Anxious to report, Tang Gui and Chen Deli hurried to He Rui's side. Arriving at the headquarters, they saw that other main cadres had already returned.

The situation briefing lasted for several hours. After listening to the reports of the main personnel, Tang Gui was fully certain that land reform had been implemented in all 20 towns and 407 villages on the ten thousand square kilometers of land in Siping.

Tang Gui sighed sincerely, "Governor, we really did it!"

Hearing this, everyone sighed with emotion. After all, when they first arrived in Siping, the entire team was only 50 people.

After everyone's emotions calmed down a bit, He Rui said, "The experience of this land reform proves one thing: as long as the policy is correct, there are no laboring masses who cannot cooperate. I have already prepared the work plan for the next stage."

Hearing He Rui say this, the newly arrived clerk stood up and distributed documents to everyone.

After reading for a while, Chen Deli asked, "Governor, is the investigation of the surrounding areas for the purpose of conducting land reform externally?"

He Rui shook his head. "The purpose of the current stage lies in developing industry and building an arsenal. The investigation outside Siping is mainly targeted at those bandits and mountain brigands. While we completely suppress bandits in Siping, we must also sweep the surroundings clean."

Chen Deli advised, "Governor, with our current experience plus the rural cadres in the training class, according to the plan from October to next March, I'm afraid we could carry out land reform in half of Jilin in six months."

"I can understand everyone's urgent mood. But solving national problems requires emphasizing politics even more. For example, the success of this land reform so far is because comrades were able to implement policies and maintain political consciousness."

Chen Deli knew that land reform itself was a political action, but felt he couldn't quite understand the "politics" He Rui was talking about now. He wanted to ask a question but didn't know where to start.

He Rui asked the secretary to pass the Party admission oath document to the comrades. Seeing it was the basic program of the Civilization Party and the oath of admission, the youths were all pleasantly surprised. Cheng Ruofan jumped up and shouted, "Governor, I am willing to join the Party. I am willing to accept the Governor's arrangement!"

Seeing the other youths were in a similar state, He Rui laughed. "If I could create the universal laws, accepting my arrangement would be quite nice. Unfortunately, like everyone else, I must also abide by the objective laws of development."

Speaking of this, He Rui put away his smile. "Our work has reached today. Forming a political party is imperative. It is imperative to select comrades who are more reliable and willing to work hard to become Party members. We just discussed why we do that; this is the Party's secret and cannot be known by those who don't need to know. But the land reform policy must be fully propagated so that the peasant masses all know. Can everyone distinguish the difference between the two?"

Some youths indicated they were clear about the difference, while others indicated that although they weren't very clear, they would do as He Rui said.

He Rui felt the comrades probably didn't understand, so he continued, "Forming a political party is not arranging for everyone to do something, but for more effective work. We must understand politics better, emphasize politics more, and have more organizational discipline. If we can't do this, we will definitely suffer failure. Regarding the formation of the political party, what questions do you think should be raised?"

The youths fell silent. It wasn't easy to ask a good question; one had to think carefully.

At this time, someone broke the silence. It was Hu Xiushan, who was usually relatively silent. "May I ask the Governor, what is the goal of the Civilization Party?"

Hearing this question, the youths all felt Hu Xiushan had asked a good question. They looked at He Rui, waiting for He Rui to give everyone an answer.
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"What is the goal of the Civilization Party? We are Chinese, so let's start with China's problems. The continuation and development of Chinese civilization have undergone many dynastic changes. Regarding the effects produced by these dynastic changes on China, is the promoting effect greater, or the destructive effect?"

After throwing out this question, He Rui scanned the faces of the hesitant young men. Seeing that no one dared to make an immediate judgment, He Rui simply asked for a vote.

The results were quite interesting. Those who believed the promoting effect was greater, those who believed the destructive effect was greater, and those who believed both were equally significant, each accounted for one-third.

He Rui then said, "Comrades, you have all participated in land reform. You should know that in every dynasty, except for the Yuan and Qing, from Liu Bang to Zhu Yuanzhang, every dynasty implemented a nationwide land distribution policy at its inception. Tell me, why is that?"

The young officers had received a lot of education and read study materials in recent days. But they hadn't had time to gather and exchange ideas before, so various answers emerged. Most argued it was to reorganize the means of production and learn from the lessons of the previous dynasty's collapse; some also suggested it was to gain the support of the people.

He Rui said, "The fundamental reason is that too many people died during the dynastic changes, leaving a large amount of land empty. Distributing land can quickly restore production and obtain tax revenue. In the few times when wars were extremely fierce during dynastic changes, the death toll in China could reach one-third of the population."

The young men were shocked into silence by the statistic. After the shock, their expressions turned to compassion.

Xu Chengfeng sighed. "The Ten Days of Yangzhou, the Three Massacres of Jiading..."

He Rui interrupted him. "Such tragedies are inevitable during periods when social order is completely lost. The collapse of dynasties stems from unprecedentedly intense social contradictions. A dynasty lasts two or three hundred years. After a long period of population growth and land annexation, social contradictions reach a level that the state system cannot mediate. When contradictions reach this stage, they can only be eliminated through the complete destruction of all parties involved. The 'people yearning for peace' mentioned in history books is because those at the core of the conflicts are all dead. The social status quo of anarchy and disorder harms the interests of all the living, so the people's desire for peace and order completely overwhelms social contradictions. If we cannot solve this fundamental problem, such tragedies will recur."

Xu Chengfeng fell silent, only sighing slightly. The other comrades felt much the same. Seeing everyone's mood affected, Statistics Section Chief Xu Jia asked, "Does the Governor think the destructive effect of dynastic change is greater?"

"We can't view the problem from the perspective of the people at that time; we can only view it from the perspective of later generations. Every dynastic change failed to solve the fundamental problem that generated social contradictions. Moreover, in every transition, the vast majority of those who died were ordinary people. Attempts at developing Chinese civilization were interrupted, and accumulation in many fields was wiped out, forcing a fresh start. So from the perspective of later generations, the destructive effect is greater. The goal of the Civilization Party in China at the current stage is to solve this problem."

The young comrades remained silent, looking at He Rui expectantly. He Rui continued, "The productivity level of a small-peasant society is low. In comparison, the productivity of an industrialized country is almost infinite. And technological development can greatly promote the process of productivity development. Only by developing China into an industrial country can we break out of the cycle of order and chaos that has lasted for thousands of years and enter a new stage of civilization."

"The core composition of civilization is survival and development. The realization of survival and development manifests as production and distribution. In practical application, this manifests as the insolvable conflict between efficiency and fairness. This dilemma was not discovered recently. Two thousand five hundred years ago, the Chinese sage Laozi said in the *Tao Te Ching*: 'The Way of Heaven reduces the surplus to supplement the deficiency. The Way of Man is different; it takes from those who have too little to give to those who have too much.' This conflict lies in human greed, but at the same time, the driving force for improving productivity also lies in human greed."

Seeing some young comrades frown slightly at the word "greed," He Rui smiled. "But comrades need to note that the manifestation of greed is not exactly the same. Some people are greedy for money, some for fame, and some are filled with endless longing for the unknown. Tell me, what are you greedy for?"

Hearing this, the young men laughed. Xu Chengfeng asked, "Governor, we definitely have greed, but I think greed cannot develop without limit. For example, if landlords have infinite greed, they would wish to own all the land under heaven. Thinking about it is one thing, but if they really acted on it, it would inevitably lead to countless tragedies. So it is solved by the state system. But how should fairness be practiced?"

"Absolute fairness does not exist because the standard of fairness is very subjective. So the field of application for fairness should lie in guaranteeing a baseline. For example, equality before the law is a bottom line that must be ensured. But have you noticed something? The more it is a time when fairness should be discussed, the more the vast majority of people do not want fairness. This is also why fairness should not be abused."

The young men nodded one after another. After their recent study and work, everyone felt the reality that fairness was hard to come by more clearly.

"The process of developing productivity is a process of change. No change will satisfy everyone completely. One of the government's jobs is to formulate policies based on the status quo, restrict destructive sectors, and adjust for social injustice. But one point is very important: comrades must never think that productivity development and social development will create an entirely fair world. On the contrary, the more rapid the development, the larger the gap in fairness. Solving injustice relies on social management, on the adjustment of production and distribution. Not on the restriction of development."

"Will development really bring unfairness?" Chen Deli was curious.

"I'll use education as a case study. It also serves as preparation for discussing technology, education, and industrial development. Some people have low interest in studying, while some are exceptionally excellent at it. If everyone only receives primary school education, the difference between the two sides is actually limited. But we must vigorously develop education; university education will be universal in the future. At that time, everyone will find that some people only master the knowledge provided by schools, while others can bring forth new ideas and become academic leaders. This is the injustice brought by development."

Chen Deli suddenly realized. "Development indeed brings unfairness, but I can accept the unfairness in this example."

"This is reality; of course, we must accept it. So in the education system, we must ensure that everyone has the opportunity to receive fair education, and the exams themselves must be fair. China's development certainly cannot do without the universal development of science, technology, and industry. Scientific development is built on the foundation of a large educated population. But apart from a large number of basic scientific workers, breakthroughs in science often rely on talented researchers. To put it extremely, every leader in the field of science and technology is not taught, but self-taught through study. So wanting to surpass the Great Powers comprehensively in the scientific field in the short term is unrealistic."

After speaking, He Rui stood up. "But technology and industry are not as difficult as imagined. Both are engineering fields. Engineering requires execution and self-correction. If we execute according to the laws of engineering, the larger the industrial labor population, the faster the development speed. China has a large population; the people are intelligent, diligent, and hardworking. As long as the direction is correct and the system is reasonable, our development speed in education and industry will be much faster than other countries."

Facing the smiles of the young men, He Rui continued, "The government must create a social environment suitable for developing productivity by providing social services, ensure a good production environment by combating crime, and inject power into productivity development by providing funds and infrastructure. It must also establish a good distribution system so that the entire society can enjoy the dividends brought by development, solving the social injustice triggered by development. All this is the Civilization Party's goal in China at the current stage."

Since China was mentioned, foreign countries were naturally implied. But most of the youths felt foreign countries were somewhat distant.

But Cheng Ruofan asked, "Governor, what kind of injustice do we want to sweep away in the world in the future?"

"Dominating the current world order is a predatory system established by Europe and America. Europe and America rely on the advantages of being first-mover industrial countries to plunder benefits from weak countries. They transport these benefits back to their countries and distribute a small part of the plunder to their nationals to improve their lives and alleviate domestic contradictions. When China completes the domestic nationalist revolution, we must break the existing international order. We must help weak countries and even the exploited people within the Great Powers to obtain liberation. The international order we want to establish involves completing the fiscal transfer from strong countries to backward countries through a brand-new system, helping backward countries develop productivity. For us Chinese, it is very easy to understand and accept an international order where 'it is better to teach a man to fish than to give him a fish,' rather than adopting the European and American model that 'drains the pond to catch the fish' and artificially creates gaps to facilitate plunder. Our Civilization Party wants to bring liberation to China domestically. In the world, we want to bring liberation to the people of the world. This is the goal of our Civilization Party in the country and the world."

Hearing this, the young men were all delighted and expressed their approval.

He Rui, however, told everyone not to get excited yet. "The philosophy of the Civilization Party is actually not hard to understand. I believe comrades will understand it more deeply during the work process. But the purpose of establishing a political party is not simply to hold meetings and study, but to complete the Party's work more effectively. In our work, we must pay attention to politics. Our understanding of politics is based on our common desire to change the current world. The people may consider politics, or they may not. But what they will definitely consider is how to live well in this world. The people will support any government that allows them to live well and gives them hope. The support of the people is the legitimacy of the regime. Regime legitimacy is a political issue concerning our life and death. Paying attention to politics largely refers to this issue of regime legitimacy."



★


Chapter 55: Autumn Harvest (Part 2)

Volume 1 — Chapter 55

❧ ❧ ❧


It was almost early September by the Western calendar. The days outside the pass were getting shorter and shorter. At 8:30 in the morning, the sun, leaning toward the south, hadn't risen very high. At this time, Shopkeeper Han Haitao's teahouse had already opened. Business at Shopkeeper Han's teahouse had been extraordinarily good these days; people came and went every day, whether to pay taxes or ask for news, either ordering a pot of tea or buying some snacks.

In the past, Shopkeeper Han would always sit behind the counter. Now, he was nowhere to be seen. Those coming to pay taxes were somewhat surprised, but thinking Shopkeeper Han might just have gotten up late, they waited patiently.

They heard tea guests at a nearby table talking loudly, discussing the matter of President Yuan Shikai wanting to proclaim himself Emperor.

"If the President wants to become Emperor, will the Revolutionary Party in the south start fighting again?"

"What's there to be afraid of? With so many Marshals under the President, which one can't fight? I heard the Marshals have already formed a petition group, begging the President to take the throne."

"Yes, I also heard foreigners support the President becoming Emperor."

Although everyone chatted enthusiastically, it was too far from the capital outside the pass. They just talked about the same few things over and over. The tax payer also found it boring. Just then seeing the waiter come out, he asked, "When will Shopkeeper Han come out?"

The waiter looked somewhat dejected and just answered, "In a while," before lowering his head to wipe the table.

Seeing this, someone at the next table said to the tax payer, "I'm afraid Shopkeeper Han won't be coming out today."

"Why?" The tax payer was puzzled.

The guest at the next table beckoned. When the man sat over, he whispered, "The Governor issued an order: in the future, those who serve as tax collectors can only be tax collectors. Not only can they not do business themselves, but their families are also forbidden from running businesses like teahouses or restaurants."

"Ah? Does the government really manage to this extent?" The tax payer was very surprised. After thinking for a moment, he actually looked a bit pleasantly surprised.

At this time, in the inner room of the teahouse, Shopkeeper Han was sitting with several shop owners from the street. The owners kept persuading him, "Shopkeeper Han, so far, you are the only one from our street who has become an official. If you stop being a tax collector, us brothers will have a hard time. Rest assured, Shopkeeper Han, we will buy this teahouse from you; we won't let Shopkeeper Han suffer a loss." Shopkeeper Han already had ideas in his heart, so he said frankly, "Brothers, I was able to become a tax collector because the Governor was short of people at the time. Now that the Governor has established a firm foothold in Siping, how could he still lack one like me? I still want to come back and continue doing business. After all, at my age, how can I really change careers?"

Hearing this, a shop owner immediately expressed objection. "Shopkeeper Han, you are wrong to say that. Look at the Governor; he has such ability at such a young age. Will he still be in our Siping in a few years?"

Shopkeeper Han was stunned. He naturally understood the meaning of these words, but he really hadn't thought about He Rui's future development.

The other owners nodded repeatedly. "That's right, Shopkeeper Han. I heard storytellers say that Jiang Ziya was seventy when he assisted King Wu of Zhou. How old is Shopkeeper Han? Exactly the age to get things done. Someone always has to be the Marshal of the Northeast. If Governor He becomes the Marshal, and Shopkeeper Han follows Governor He now, what position will you have then?"

Shopkeeper Han chuckled lightly, feeling these words were truly ridiculous. However, a moment later, Shopkeeper Han could no longer laugh. He Rui was sent by Minister Duan Qirui from the capital, and the current General Zhen'an, Marshal Zhang Xiluan, had sent weapons to He Rui several times. When He Rui officially took office as Governor of Siping, Major General Seki from the Kwantung Leased Territory came specifically to congratulate him. Just based on this prestige, it wouldn't be strange for He Rui to become the Marshal of the Northeast.

Seeing Shopkeeper Han hesitating, the shop owners hurriedly persuaded, "Shopkeeper Han. What we said just now about wanting Shopkeeper Han to help us was all joking. It's not easy to meet someone like Governor He; Shopkeeper Han should think more about his own future."

Even with new thoughts, Shopkeeper Han still went to the Tax Bureau. He saw people rushing in and out of the Tax Bureau gate, very busy.

He thought it would take a long time to see Chen Deli, but unexpectedly, he met him very quickly. He saw two large stacks of documents piled up on the table in front of Chen Deli. Chen Deli himself ordered a staff member, "Prepare the printing of tax receipts for each town. Print them according to the previous format. Even if the tax content is different, print them according to those ready-made formats first. We haven't finished the new tax regulations yet. So make a file explanation stating exactly what tax is being collected this time."

After the staff member left quickly, Chen Deli invited Han Haitao to sit down. "Shopkeeper Han, have you thought it through?"

Han Haitao asked carefully, "Assistant Chen, if I join the Tax Bureau, what work will I be assigned to do?"

"Now so many towns in Siping lack tax collectors. Shopkeeper Han understands taxation and knows accounting work. You will be sent to a town first as a tax collector to complete the tax collection in the town for this year."

Han Haitao was startled. He originally thought he would continue to be a tax collector in Siping City, but he didn't expect to be sent to the countryside.

Looking at Chen Deli's gaze fixed on him, Han Haitao knew Chen Deli's decision could not be changed. After a brief internal struggle, even though he was very unwilling to go to the countryside, Han Haitao answered, "I'll sell the teahouse and focus on tax work."

Chen Deli nodded and said refreshingly, "Welcome to officially become a member of the tax collectors. Please go back and prepare, then report to the Personnel Department. The Personnel Department will arrange it."

The next day, Han Haitao reluctantly left the teahouse he had operated for a long time and headed for the assembly point. Many people were already waiting at the assembly point, all cadres heading to the countryside to carry out work. There was no reluctance of parting, nor earnest exhortations. After completing identity verification, small teams set off toward the vast rural areas of Siping.

He Rui continued his massive amount of paperwork as usual. The clerk brought a stack of letters to be sent out. While He Rui was reading them, Zhao Tianlin arrived. Seeing He Rui, he said, "Brother He, I have a few more classmates who heard about the Governor's deeds and want to come to Siping to work." He Rui originally thought Zhao Tianlin was here to talk about funding or grain, but unexpectedly, Zhao Tianlin brought good news. He Rui chatted with Zhao Tianlin for a while. After asking about their majors, He Rui said, "Brother Zhao, could you invite the *Ta Kung Pao* journalist to come again? Siping's land reform is about to be completed. Once completed, we can start building state-run farms. I need the journalist to help me publish some news to attract investment."

Zhao Tianlin frowned slightly. "Does Brother He want to invite foreigners to do business?"

He Rui knew that Zhao Tianlin had a dispute with the French in Tianjin this year, leading to his resignation in anger. But He Rui didn't hide anything because of this and answered frankly, "Correct. Domestic merchants with strength already have their own business scope; they are unlikely to run outside the pass to seek business opportunities. The only ones willing to come and willing to invest money are foreign merchants."

Although Zhao Tianlin was unhappy, he didn't voice a rebuttal, only sighing, "Brother He must be careful of those people."
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Han Haitao arrived at the town, where a tax office had already been prepared. A group of tax collectors was undergoing training for collecting taxes in the countryside. Han Haitao felt this knowledge was a bit too shallow, so he wasn't paying much attention to the class.

After class, the instructor responsible for the town's work invited Han Haitao over. "Does Comrade Han feel there are any deficiencies in the currently formulated regulations?"

Looking at the sincere expression of the young man opposite him, Han Haitao didn't know what to say. These young men had all come with He Rui from Beijing and Tianjin. The officers were twenty-two or twenty-three, and the oldest ones from Tianjin were only twenty. Han Haitao was just under forty, and he hadn't married early either; his eldest son was already ten.

Being asked so sincerely by such a young superior, Han Haitao felt a bit awkward.

He thought for a while before answering, "I don't think there are deficiencies in the regulations, but I feel one must understand the key points when executing these regulations. If it's not clear, it's easy to be taken advantage of."

The young instructor opposite him immediately showed joy. "Comrade Han, I think so too. It's just that I was transferred to lecture shortly after starting work. I'm really not familiar with the application. Please take a look at this, Comrade Han."

After speaking, the young instructor took out a stack of documents. Han Haitao took them and read a few pages, deeply shaken. This stack of content was entirely explanations for each tax regulation during specific execution. Han Haitao's view on current tax execution wasn't unique to him; there were people in the Tax Bureau who held the same view.

Therefore, the outline of this specific explanation stated clearly that this was not the final interpretation. Tax personnel needed to continuously improve and correct errors during execution, and regular summaries and reports were required.

Seeing there were competent people in the Tax Bureau, Han Haitao answered sincerely, "It was I who didn't listen carefully in class."

The young lecturer waved his hand hurriedly. "Comrade Han, don't say that. What we need are experienced comrades like Comrade Han. How about this: please go to the village first, Comrade Han, to see the specific situation and talk to the villagers about tax collection. If you have any ideas, write them directly into a report. This way, we will also have more case studies to discuss in class."

Although Han Haitao wanted to refuse, he finally agreed. Even now, Han Haitao wasn't quite sure if he really wanted to continue working with He Rui. His old age was indeed a very bad point, and Han Haitao really didn't know what He Rui had actually done in the Siping countryside. It wasn't bad to go and see first. If he really felt it wouldn't work, he would inform Chen Deli at the Tax Bureau early so as not to waste everyone's time.

Just as the town Tax Bureau was sending a batch of study materials and tax receipts to the village, Han Haitao joined the convoy and headed straight for Zhangjiatun.     At this time in Zhangjiatun, Zhang Qingshan, one of the six rural cadres, was harvesting in the fields. The motion of swinging the sickle made him feel exhausted, yet he couldn't stop. Just one heavy rain or a gust of strong wind could make the mature crops lodge. Lodged crops easily rotted and spoiled. This would not only cause half a year of hard work to go down the drain but also leave next year's food supply uncertain.

Not only Zhang Qingshan, but all villagers were the same. When those half-grown kids who weren't used to this intensity of labor stopped their hands, they would immediately be scolded by their parents. The children felt wronged, but the parents were truly angry.

The harvest days continued like this.

Early morning. Zhang Qingshan woke up from his dream after harvesting all day yesterday. The fatigue and pain in his body hadn't completely disappeared, but there was no time to sleep in. Zhang Qingshan got up, tidied up, ate, and was ready to go to the fields when he discovered his sickle was missing.

Had a thief entered the house? For a moment, Zhang Qingshan was both shocked and angry. While searching everywhere, he saw a wooden tag with a string hanging in the place where the sickle was kept. Written on the wooden tag was the number '56' he had learned in the rural cadre training class.

Zhang Qingshan breathed a sigh of relief, picked up the wooden tag, and rushed to the blacksmith shop at the entrance of the village. The knife-sharpener assigned to the village was working. The sound of sickles moving back and forth on the whetstone was somewhat piercing, but to Zhang Qingshan's ears, it had a rhythm close to aesthetic beauty. Having done farm work for nearly ten years, Zhang Qingshan never expected that one day he could use a sickle sharpened by a sharpener every day during the harvest season.

Using the tag to retrieve his sickle from the Militia Captain responsible for management, Zhang Qingshan examined it carefully. The blade edge was ground very sharp, while the blade body had no extra polishing. This craftsmanship was much more brilliant than his own.

Just as he was preparing to go to the fields with other villagers, he heard a commotion nearby. "That is my sickle! Would I lie? I just forgot to bring the tag. I'll bring the tag to you when I come back from the fields!"

Zhang Qingshan had studied the regulations in the training class; exchanging tags for sickles was the rule. But he could also understand everyone's urgent mood. If a storm came, this year's harvest would suffer losses. Although home was just a few steps away, he was anxious inside and just didn't want to go back.

The Militia Captain responsible for tags didn't give an inch. Following the training content from the class, the Militia Captain kept a straight face and said, "Exchanging tags for sickles is the rule. Go back and get the tag now; it's only a few steps. In the time you spent arguing, you would have brought it back already."

Being a Militia Captain, his physique was naturally good. Looking at the Militia Captain's sturdy build and sharp eyes, the villager who forgot the tag could only turn and leave resentfully, cursing under his breath, "I'll take the sickle home tonight and sharpen it myself. Can't I sharpen a knife without you?"

Han Haitao, who had arrived in the village, watched what happened silently. The villagers' reaction wasn't strange. Having run a teahouse for these few years, Han Haitao had seen things more outrageous than this and people more unbearable than the villagers.

When the villagers going to the fields had all gone, the Militia Captain organized all the tags and sickles, then turned and headed for the temporary nursery.

After walking a few steps, the Militia Captain turned to look at Han Haitao who had followed him out. The Militia Captain had a sturdy build, his muscles stretching his thin shirt into a fit outline. He must have practiced martial arts.

Although he looked fierce, the Militia Captain spoke very gently. "Tax Collector Han, are you going to the nursery with me?"

Han Haitao answered frankly, "I saw Captain Li doing things capably; I just wanted to follow Captain Li and see."

Militia Captain Li didn't say much and just invited Han Haitao to go along. Han Haitao asked with interest, "I saw Captain Li going to the nursery several times a day for consecutive days. It seems you don't trust those people."

The nursery contained the little babies of each family, looked after collectively by good-tempered women and elderly people in the village. This saved the villagers a lot of worry. Although some lazy women still used childcare as an excuse not to go to the fields, most women still saved a lot of time to help their families with work within their capacity. Besides delivering meals, they could even find time to go to the fields and do some work.

Captain Li hadn't expected Han Haitao to see some tricks in this. He looked at Han Haitao with a bit of surprise but didn't hide it. "Does Tax Collector Han think I look fiendish every time I go?"

Han Haitao shook his head. "Captain Li works diligently; I admire that very much. You have absolutely no malice; where does the talk of being fiendish come from?"

Captain Li looked at Han Haitao for a moment before sighing. "To be honest with Tax Collector Han. Many of the people with good tempers just want others to think they have good tempers; in fact, they aren't serious when doing things. But these children are the most precious treasures of their families. If they get bumped or hurt, it would betray people's trust. I go there often to walk around, also to make those people get serious." Han Haitao nodded repeatedly. He greatly admired that He Rui's subordinates could accurately find someone like Captain Li among the villagers. Han Haitao always believed: *fear not the lack of good things, but the lack of good people*. With someone like Captain Li as the Militia Captain maintaining order in the village, the village's peace could truly be kept.
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The little babies in the village nursery were all under three years old. Some chattered, some cried and fussed. Just looking at such a group of little guys, Han Haitao felt a headache.

Having run a teahouse for so many years, Han Haitao felt the hardest to deal with were the true scoundrels. But little guys under three were even scarier than scoundrels. Scoundrels were just unreasonable, while little babies were simply impossible to reason with.

After inspecting, Captain Li frowned. "Tax Collector Han, why do you think the children are fussing so much?"

Han Haitao recalled his own experience raising children and tentatively answered, "Are they hungry?"

Captain Li's brow immediately smoothed out, and he went out the door. Han Haitao hurriedly followed. After walking a short distance, he saw Captain Li enter a simple thatched hut. Before long, he came out carrying a bag of grain on his left shoulder and a pot in his right hand.

Returning outside the nursery, Captain Li got some firewood and started a fire.

When the clear water in the pot was heated, Captain Li sprinkled sorghum flour into the pot with his left hand and pulled out a rolling pin tucked behind his waist with his right hand, stirring the flour quickly in a clockwise direction until the flour soup began to thicken. When the water boiled, a pot of sorghum flour porridge was considered cooked.

The smell of sorghum was very pleasant; even Han Haitao found it comforting. The little babies in the nursery cried even more intensely upon smelling this scent. Even the old people and women looking after the babies moved to the door.

Captain Li shouted to the nursing staff, "Hurry and get bowls; everyone drink porridge together."

Han Haitao managed to finish feeding porridge to more than a dozen children with great difficulty. Fortunately, the children's attention was on eating. After being full, they were happy for a while, and soon became sleepy. The old people and women, who had downed two bowls of porridge themselves first, put the children onto the *kang* [heated brick bed]. Seeing them asleep, they also sat lazily in the sun outside the house.

Having solved the children's crying, Captain Li went to patrol the village. Han Haitao followed for a while. Seeing that simple thatched hut ahead, he said, "Captain Li, I can't walk anymore. Why don't we go sit in your house?"

Sure enough, that simple thatched hut was Captain Li's home. There was little furniture in the house, but it was kept very clean. The two sat down and chatted. Captain Li had come here from inside the pass to seek refuge with relatives. The relatives didn't have excess land either, so they arranged for Captain Li to marry a widow with a child, which counted as settling down here.

Listening to Captain Li talk about these things, there was absolutely no dissatisfaction. Han Haitao handed Captain Li a cigarette. After both lit up, Han Haitao asked, "Captain Li, if I haven't guessed wrong, that grain was from your own home, right?"

"...Yes," Captain Li answered. After speaking, he urged, "It's enough that Tax Collector Han knows; don't tell anyone."

Han Haitao revealed a professional smile and changed the subject. "How did Captain Li think of following the government to be a Militia Captain?"

"The village recommended people. Several friends recommended me. I didn't expect that those ranked ahead of me weren't selected. Since the government asked me to do things, I can't be unappreciative."

After chatting for a while, Han Haitao felt he liked Captain Li very much. Although this person was rough and unlettered, his mind was very meticulous. Especially that air of integrity about Captain Li was exceptionally rare. After chatting for a good while, Captain Li didn't mention taking out his own grain at all. Han Haitao clearly felt Captain Li had truly let the matter go, and admiration rose in his heart.

At night, Han Haitao thought it over repeatedly. He took out the report paper and lit a candle. Originally, he just wanted to write a perfunctory report to hand in to complete the task. Recalling Captain Li's idle chat during the day and his actions, he couldn't help but pick up the pen and write: *'The nursery is a very good department, but no meals are prepared for the babies inside. If there is still grain, please provide appropriate subsidies. Children fall asleep easily after being full and won't cry or fuss, making them easier to look after...'*

This official document was sent to the town early the next morning. That evening, the sound of horse hooves rang out outside the town. Captain Li went out alertly to meet them and saw two soldiers in uniform riding horses and leading a mule to the village entrance.

The cavalrymen jumped off their horses and asked, "May I ask if you are Captain Li?"

"I am."

The cavalry immediately stepped forward and saluted. "Captain Li, this is grain sent from the town. It's divided into two portions. One portion is for the village nursery. The Village Head must sign for it."

"I'll go call the Village Head right away," Captain Li said happily.

"Please wait." The cavalry stopped Captain Li, who was rushing to leave. "There is another bag for Captain Li. Please accept it."

Captain Li was stunned. He turned to look at Han Haitao, his eyes filled with both surprise and gratitude. Han Haitao smiled but said nothing, though he was truly shaken in his heart.

*Good people don't get good rewards*—this could be considered a major characteristic of this world. It was even more so for how the government operated. The government wanted to extract benefits from the people; if they gave benefits to the people, the officials would have to pay for it themselves.

Shopkeeper Han had seen plenty of such things. It wasn't until he attended classes under the new government and heard about "public service" that he truly realized what this was about.

So Han Haitao just wanted to test and see if He Rui's subordinates really did as taught in class. In fact, Han Haitao didn't have much confidence; he just thought that if He Rui's subordinates also said one thing and did another, he would just resign and quit after returning. But he didn't expect things to progress to this stage.

While Captain Li went to invite the Village Head to receive the grain, the cavalry asked again, "Is it Comrade Han?"

"Yes."

"This is a letter from the Town Mayor to you." Saying this, the cavalry took out a letter.

After reading it, Han Haitao said sincerely, "Please reply to the Town Mayor that I have caused him trouble."

The cavalry shook his head. "The Town Mayor asked us to bring a message to Comrade Han: you discovered a problem in the work. You did very well."

In the evening, borrowing the light of the setting sun and the rosy clouds, Han Haitao read the letter again: *'Comrade Han Haitao, please open. Regarding the nursery food issue, the town knows about it. We have sent people to deliver grain. Moreover, the town has already sent Comrade Han Haitao's proposal to the city, handing it over to the leading department. Comrade Han Haitao discovered a deficiency in the work and provided timely feedback. And you paid attention to observing comrades with outstanding work in the village. Please make persistent efforts and work hard. Sincerely, Salute.'*

Han Haitao sighed, but found he couldn't calm the excitement in his heart.

Is this what it means to be an official? Han Haitao wasn't quite sure. But if Governor He Rui's government really did things this way, Han Haitao would be willing to keep working.

Marching and fighting, or plowing fields and planting land—Han Haitao knew he couldn't do those. But checking for gaps and filling omissions, managing tax collection—Han Haitao felt he could do it.

But Han Haitao still didn't dare to fully believe He Rui. Some things are easy at the start, but as they go on, everyone might not have bad intentions, yet they truly find themselves driven by circumstances beyond their control.

*Let's continue to watch and see*, Han Haitao decided.
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The harvest was completed two days earlier than in previous years. Village Head Zhang Qingshan clearly felt he wasn't as tired this year compared to the last. It wasn't just because the sickles were well-sharpened. To make the work more convenient for everyone, the village had prepared better support for those going to the fields, following the procedures taught in the cadre training class. Whether it was the support with farm tools or the help from the nursery, it saved everyone a lot of worry.

Zhang Qingshan didn't relax because of this; after harvesting, there was still drying and threshing. He remained very busy. Moreover, Han Haitao, the Tax Collector from town, also began preparations to collect taxes in the village.

Han Haitao left a good impression on Zhang Qingshan. This cadre from the city dressed cleanly, didn't cause trouble in the village, and spoke little. The matter of the town sending grain to the village nursery was likely related to Han Haitao. The elderly women looking after the children said that the babies slept soundly after being fed and didn't fuss. Tax Collector Han Haitao had really been helpful.

According to the town's requirements, the six village cadres gathered the villagers for a study session with the Tax Collector to fully understand the brand-new tax policy. Only Captain Li, one of the three Militia Captains, was leading people on patrol and couldn't attend.

Han Haitao didn't make things complicated. He explained the current tax situation completely in less than ten sentences.

"Governor He is only collecting one kind of tax in the village, which is the Grain Tax. Governor He takes thirty percent; the remaining seventy percent is all yours. No miscellaneous taxes or levies will be collected. However, everyone still has to contribute labor for things like building reservoirs, constructing schools, and repairing the village threshing ground. In short, if the government asks everyone to leave the village for work, grain will be provided. If the work is within the village for the village's benefit, everyone should discuss how to handle it with the village cadres."

Hearing this, the tenants were overjoyed. The landlords' rent was forty percent, which was already higher than the tax set by Governor He. Moreover, tenants' head taxes and other levies had never been exempted. If only thirty percent tax was collected, everyone's life would really be better.

More importantly, Governor He had stated clearly: Tenants didn't have to pay rent to landlords this year, only tax to the government. The grain remaining after tax belonged to the tenants. A tenant immediately stood up and called out, "Can you come to my house to collect tax now? If you don't want to make the trip, I'll send the grain over first."

Zhang Qingshan was amused. It seemed these tenants wanted to solidify the arrangement while the government officials were present, so they wouldn't have to worry about the landlords turning hostile and reneging on the deal after the government people left.

The Tax Collector asked the villagers to sit down first and solemnly invited the six cadres to stand beside him. Then he continued, "Folks. We selected cadres to execute the government's policies. In the future, if anyone runs to the village demanding tax, everyone should go to the cadres and deal with them together. If the cadres can't handle it, go to the town to find the town government cadres. Our cadres are not like the *Baojia*[^1] of the past; they won't come up with all kinds of miscellaneous taxes because each of our cadres receives one silver dollar and 20 *jin* of sorghum flour from the government every month..."

The villagers involuntarily let out sighs of admiration. 20 *jin* of sorghum flour was enough for one person to eat for a month. As for the silver dollar, it was no small sum for ordinary villagers.

Zhang Qingshan had heard about this during the training class and had been eagerly anticipating it. Hearing it finally announced, his worries largely dissipated.

The Tax Collector took out six silver dollars from his pocket and distributed them to the six cadres in public. He also took out receipts for them to sign.

As he held the pen, Zhang Qingshan felt a slight tremor in his hand. According to the government, he could get one silver dollar every month in the future. That was twelve silver dollars a year. This sum was something Zhang Qingshan had previously only dared to dream of.

The tax policy had been explained, and the villagers saw that Zhang Qingshan and the others had publicly taken the government's money, confirming that the village cadres were really government people. That night, someone came to visit Zhang Qingshan's home; it was a local tenant farmer. Upon meeting, the tenant didn't even exchange pleasantries and asked straight to the point, "Brother Qingshan, when will the land distribution begin?"

Zhang Qingshan answered confidently, "The government said land distribution will start after the autumn harvest. Everyone should finish threshing the grain at least."

***

At the Siping Government offices, He Rui and cadres like Wu Youping were holding a meeting. Lu Daoming, now Deputy Director of the Water Conservancy Bureau, dressed in ordinary commoner's short clothes and looking travel-worn, said, "Governor, when distributing land, we must pay attention to irrigation issues. River channels and water canals must be reserved."

Hearing this, Wu Youping couldn't help complaining, "Director Lu should have said so earlier. Some villages have already started working."

Lu Daoming wasn't unhappy because of Wu Youping's words; instead, he sighed. "This matter is indeed my fault. I really didn't expect the Governor to just go ahead and do it like this."

Now the cadres looked a bit unhappy. He Rui was the first to smile. "Does Director Lu oppose land distribution?"

"Of course I support it. The common people's lives are too bitter," Lu Daoming sighed. After speaking, Lu Daoming asked again, "Governor, I see you want to build state-run farms on a large scale. Why is that?"

"Distributing land to the common people is largely to eliminate social contradictions. Director Wu here studied in the United States and has seen American farms. Our China has little arable land, and the population is four or five times that of the United States. Even if all the land is distributed to farmers, we cannot reach the American level. Given that, there is no need to consider copying the American model blindly."

Lu Daoming recalled the vast plains of the United States and nodded slightly. However, he still felt that the vast plains of the Northeast were not necessarily inferior to the Great Plains of America.

He Rui continued to explain, "Another matter is the mode of social production. The small-peasant economy emphasizes self-sufficiency; they produce what they can themselves, minimizing exchange. If China wants to become strong, it must achieve industrialization. Industrialization, on the other hand, relies on frequent transactions and standardized parts. It is inherently different from, and even conflicts with, the small-peasant economy. Thus, large-scale farming must be our direction."

Lu Daoming thought about it and felt there was no problem with this line of thought. But He Rui being so decisive indeed made Lu Daoming feel admiration.

At this time, Wu Youping asked, "Governor, land reclamation requires a large amount of labor. And much of it is virgin soil; I'm afraid the harvest in the first year won't be good."

"That depends on how many farm tools can be used during development. Deep plowing and sufficient fertilizer can improve yields. For fertilizer, we rely on livestock. How are our preparations for the green fodder processing site?"

There was some unhappiness in Wu Youping's tone. "Governor, we are buying sheep from the Mongol tribal territories to the west. I don't know what the tribes over there are thinking; the price they want isn't low. I suspect they are trying to take advantage of us."

"Regardless of the tribes' intentions, we don't need to follow their train of thought. Business is business; we can't let them force a sale either. We send people to buy livestock from tribes farther away. When going, make it clear to those tribes: lambs from early spring, sheep from autumn—as long as their price is reasonable and they drive them here, we will buy them all."

After speaking, He Rui said to Xu Chengfeng and others attending the meeting, "After the autumn harvest, bandits are rampant everywhere. Just as cattle and sheep need to fatten up for winter, bandits need to loot to survive it. We will absolutely not let them off the hook! Start preparing for combat."

"Yes." Wu Youping and Xu Chengfeng answered in unison.

***

[^1]: *Baojia* (保甲) - An old system of community self-policing/mutual responsibility.
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Bandit suppression had never been a major difficulty in the realm of military operations. Many issues could be solved not only by military means but also by political ones. Siping was currently in such a situation. He Rui kept Xu Chengfeng in the meeting because he hoped Xu Chengfeng's vision would not be limited to the military field alone. Retaining him was largely to let Xu Chengfeng understand future economic arrangements.

"Youping, regarding the problem of herdsmen coming to seek handouts that you encountered, it can be solved like this: we can recruit herdsmen to work as administrators in our feedlots. If any herdsmen want to invest their livestock as shares, that would be best. The livestock would be their share capital. But after investing, the livestock belongs to the ranch. When the livestock they brought are ready for market, we will distribute dividends to them based on their labor."

Wu Youping thought about it and didn't feel optimistic. "Will the herdsmen think we are tricking them into coming over?"

"Animal husbandry must be developed. If they still don't accept it after we try our best, then there is only one way." As He Rui spoke, he looked at Xu Chengfeng. "Establish ranches in Siping's pastoral areas, protected by the army."

Xu Chengfeng hesitated. "Governor, our troop expansion speed isn't fast enough. We'll have enough troops only after land reform ends."

"In at most 40 days, the first batch of green fodder will produce results. At that time, we will distribute qualified green fodder to the ranches in villages and towns, and transport a portion to the ranches in pastoral areas. What I actually care about is ensuring the pastoral areas slaughter as few cattle and sheep as possible."

After listening, Wu Youping pondered for a moment and felt he could leverage the Chamber of Commerce's connections, so he replied, "I will send people to negotiate with the pastoral areas."

He Rui turned to Lu Daoming, who was in charge of water conservancy. "Director Lu, in another two months, it will be freezing cold. Is there a temporary method to solve the water supply for large-scale livestock in winter? About 100,000 head of livestock need clean water."

Lu Daoming thought for a while and sighed helplessly. "For such a large herd, breaking the ice to take river water definitely won't work; it's easy to cause mass infectious diseases. Well water has a high safety factor, but Siping has no mechanical equipment. Digging wells by manpower alone probably won't catch up in time. But leave this problem to me; I will do my best to solve it."

After speaking, Lu Daoming couldn't help asking, "Why does the Governor care so much about raising livestock?"

He Rui answered, "Regarding land reform, the first step is naturally to wrest control of the grassroots level from the hands of landlords and gentry. The second step is to solve the people's employment problem. Having land only means having means of production; given the status quo of the small-peasant economy, we still can't talk about full employment. Providing as many employment opportunities as possible to the people of Siping is the second step of the current policy. The people's survival can be maintained by a few *mu* of land per person, but to have income, there must be work to do during the slack farming season."

Hearing this, Lu Daoming felt he grasped the thread of the meeting's discussion. Since He Rui had already planned water conservancy projects and the livestock industry as a whole, Lu Daoming became interested. "Participating in building water conservancy and animal husbandry are both employment opportunities the Governor provides for farmers, right?"

He Rui nodded. "This was originally one of the set policies. It's just that I've been in Siping for too short a time, and there are thousands of things to do. Only now do we have the foundation to push this matter forward."

Although Lu Daoming had been traveling around during this time, he had heard a lot about He Rui. From arriving in Siping in early June to now, September, He Rui and the others had done too many things in three months. Although Lu Daoming originally only wanted to do technical work, he couldn't help asking at this moment, "Governor, I heard from Brother Zhao that you want to develop industry in Siping. Please allow me to ask. Providing employment opportunities requires opening enterprises and purchasing equipment, which requires a lot of money. The Governor has already spread such a big setup; I'm afraid the money needed every year is more than the tax revenue. May I ask where the money comes from?"

Hearing this, the expressions of Wu Youping, Xu Chengfeng, and the others became somewhat solemn.

Seeing Lu Daoming being so candid, He Rui was somewhat surprised and praised, "Well said. Our government is now clean and efficient, and tax revenue has increased greatly. Although there is a deficit, it is not much. We must attract investment."

Speaking of this, He Rui saw that Xu Chengfeng intended to speak. He waved his hand at Xu Chengfeng, motioning for this son of a big landlord to be patient.

"I'm afraid domestic investment will be difficult because their demand for Siping's output is limited. But the international situation is different. The European war has been fought for a year. Even Japan's production and sales are booming. Our Siping is so close to the Trans-Siberian Railway; business opportunities are plentiful. To get foreign investment, we must start with those foreign merchants inside the pass."

Lu Daoming had studied in the United States and seen the world, so he could understand this. Frowning and thinking for a while about his connections overseas, Lu Daoming ventured, "Does the Governor want my help?"

He Rui answered seriously, "I precisely need Brother Lu's help. We already have good municipal administration and are about to eliminate bandits. Now land reform has also entered a critical stage. After completion, we will start building water conservancy projects. At that time, invite foreign merchants to walk around Siping and look at our construction sites. Tell those merchants that after the reservoir is built, Siping will no longer be troubled by water shortages. The people live and work in peace and contentment, and the grain harvest is abundant. This is ten times, a hundred times more persuasive than any empty talk."

Following He Rui's description and imagining the reaction of foreigners seeing the vibrant labor scene in China, Lu Daoming's nose suddenly tingled. He hurriedly wiped his eyes with his hand, but he felt unable to control his emotions, tears welling up uncontrollably. Lu Daoming didn't want anyone to see him crying, so he stood up and walked to the window.

Lu Daoming excelled in his studies and was bent on serving the country. However, upon returning to China, he saw the country in such chaos, with power struggles everywhere. Let alone building water conservancy, even the water conservancy projects built in the Manchu Qing era were dilapidated and nearly scrapped. He was extremely depressed and pained in his heart. Once, he wanted to go abroad again and never return. It was in such a near-desperate mood that he accepted Zhao Tianlin's invitation to come and see Siping, a small place outside the pass he had never heard of.

Initially, Lu Daoming only felt the enterprising spirit in He Rui, plus the sincere intention of the local Wu Youping to benefit his hometown, so he decided to stay and try. He didn't feel particularly happy.

At this moment, hearing He Rui describe the development and future of Siping, the original good impression suddenly turned into a strong expectation. He actually felt that He Rui might really be able to change China's destiny, so much so that he couldn't control his emotions.

When his emotions calmed down, Lu Daoming turned around and walked to He Rui. "If Brother He really brings people to visit, I will definitely let them see the most scientifically designed reservoir."

Lu Daoming had been in Siping for some days and had always addressed He Rui as "Governor." This was the first time he addressed He Rui as a brother.

He Rui stood up and extended his hand to Lu Daoming. Lu Daoming grasped He Rui's hand, feeling only that He Rui's palm was solid and powerful.

Lu Daoming's palm was rough and sturdy. Shaking Lu Daoming's hand, He Rui was also delighted to meet such a talent. Surveying was hard work; one had to endure wind and sun every day and walk everywhere carrying heavy equipment. It required someone who could endure hardship and hard work.

"Brother Lu, China standing in the world for thousands of years without falling is by no means luck. It is the vitality of Chinese civilization, resilient and steady. With all of us here, China definitely has hope."

"I will do my best," Lu Daoming answered sincerely.
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After talking with Lu Daoming and Wu Youping, He Rui headed to the headquarters with Xu Chengfeng. On the way, Xu Chengfeng said, "Governor, I want to write a letter to my father asking him to contribute some money."

He Rui answered frankly, "No need. I don't mean to slight your father, but right now, we are really looking to attract foreign investment. Besides, if your father puts up the money, he will certainly expect something in return."

Xu Chengfeng nodded. "You've been discussing organizational purity in party classes recently, Governor; I strongly agree. We absolutely cannot let opportunists infiltrate our ranks. However, we are short of money right now. I am my father's son, after all. I have decided to tell him the whole truth; I absolutely will not deceive him."

Seeing that Xu Chengfeng's attitude was sincere, He Rui patted him on the shoulder. "Chengfeng, just tell your father our economic policies truthfully. Your father is a businessman, and business is business. If he is willing to put up the money, he will certainly have conditions. If we can accept them, we will; if not, we must make that clear."

The two arrived at the headquarters. The young officers were already waiting inside, and the bandit suppression meeting began immediately. Everyone expected Cheng Ruofan to speak first, but it was Hu Xiushan who spoke up.

"Governor, I made a plan. Please take a look, everyone." Hu Xiushan took out a rolled-up map and spread it on the table.

After just a few glances, Cheng Ruofan sighed, "It's so detailed!"

The map was hand-drawn, detailing the terrain of every village and town in Siping. Known bandits were clearly marked, from large gangs to small, scattered groups. Their areas of activity and numbers were recorded with precision.

Besides these, the map clearly marked targets that had been attacked by bandits. Based on the village population, arms, terrain, time, and weather conditions during the attacks, clear deductions were made regarding the bandits' movements, numbers, and escape routes.

Through such meticulous work, combined with existing intelligence, Hu Xiushan made inferences about how many cases were committed by local bandits versus those from outside the area.

He Rui hadn't expected the usually reticent Hu Xiushan to produce such excellent staff work. Just as he was about to ask, Zhong Yifu, a staff specialist, smiled. "Governor, I've been fully occupied with troop training recently. I only answered Xiushan's questions when he came to consult me. This work is all his own doing."

Xu Jia added, "Governor, Xiushan asked me for the records of bandit activity submitted by village cadres. Land reform is progressing well, and the cadres are enthusiastically providing intelligence. Xiushan has really put in the work."

He Rui understood the intelligence sources and technical support behind Hu Xiushan's plan, so he asked him to present it.

"We only have 1,500 troops, mostly raw recruits. If we scatter them, there will inevitably be gaps in our defense. Every village now has a Militia Captain, and with land distribution, we can mobilize the militia. Villages can handle or even capture lone bandits in a head-on encounter. For those who slip through, the permanent Armed Work Teams in the towns can set up roadblocks and search suspicious areas upon receiving word. They should be able to handle it. The regular troops shouldn't worry about these scattered elements; we need to focus on the organized bandit gangs."

Saying this, Hu Xiushan pointed to the two largest bandit gangs locally. "Annihilate them first."

Hu Xiushan then pointed to the surrounding terrain and roads, explaining where to deploy checkpoints to cut off escape routes. He detailed how to tighten the encirclement, compressing the bandits' range of activity until they could be wiped out in one fell swoop.

After explaining these tactics, Hu Xiushan highlighted a few key points. They were clearly marked on the map as major routes for outside bandits entering and leaving the Siping area. "Dispatch troops and mobilize militias to defend these areas. We must prevent bandits from other places from entering to commit crimes while we are focused on exterminating the local threats."

When Hu Xiushan finished, everyone was full of admiration. However, most of the praise was directed at his intelligence collection and analysis. The specific tactics of bandit suppression were not complicated: either besiege their lair and wipe them out, or pursue them relentlessly upon discovery. Everyone had discussed these methods, and Hu Xiushan had adopted them.

But the bandits were elusive; they would never foolishly wait in one place to die. Moreover, their backgrounds were complex. Many appeared to be ordinary farmers by day, only masking up to commit crimes when summoned by accomplices or spotting an opportunity.

With Hu Xiushan's detailed analysis, there was a rough outline of the bandits' movements. Even just an outline allowed for targeted actions.

He Rui was completely relieved and handed the work over to the comrades. He just added two points: "First, banditry is a security issue but also a manifestation of social contradictions. Capture them alive if possible. Those with blood on their hands will be publicly tried and executed. Accomplices will be sent to labor camps for reform through labor. Second, launch a psychological offensive. Get them to identify accomplices and share what they know. This cannot be achieved through torture. We must not let them think being caught was just bad luck, allowing them to play the hero and protect others. Xu Jia, find a few comrades capable of handling this interrogation work."

Xu Jia nodded heavily.

Zheng Silang looked at Xu Jia and said, "If there aren't enough hands, count me in for this job."

Hearing this, Xu Jia didn't know how to answer for a moment. After all, Zheng Silang was cavalry-trained; he had a fiery temper and was strictly disciplined in training. For exterminating bandits, he was an ideal choice. But persuading captured bandits to confess without torture? Could Zheng Silang really handle that?

He Rui nodded to Xu Jia. "I actually think we should let Silang give it a try."

Xu Jia could only answer, "Alright!"

He Rui stood up and said, "Since we have a plan, refine it and then proceed with execution. Consult with each other if any issues arise."

Xu Chengfeng, Hu Xiushan, Zheng Silang, and the others stood up together and answered, "Yes!"



★


Chapter 61: Bandit Suppression (Part 2)

Volume 1 — Chapter 61

❧ ❧ ❧


After verifying the final accounts and asking the six village cadres to sign and fingerprint them, Han Haitao carefully put away the account book and stood up to bid farewell.

"Tax Collector Han, have a meal before you go," Zhang Qingshan invited.

Han Haitao shook his head. "I have to rush back to town to hand over the accounts. If the town has training arrangements, I will ask the Town Mayor to issue an official document as soon as possible."

Hearing about the training, the village cadres were filled with anticipation. Zhang Qingshan smiled. "We are all waiting for good news from the town."

Militia Captain Li Zhengqing escorted Han Haitao to the village entrance. Han Haitao admired Li Zhengqing the most among the villagers. Arriving at the entrance, he didn't say goodbye immediately but couldn't help advising, "Captain Li, the silage the town asked the village to produce will definitely be useful. Please seize the time to learn; the official document explains it clearly, it's just those few key points."

Captain Li Zhengqing laughed. "Tax Collector Han, I still can't recognize all those characters. If the town can send some people to the village for guidance, I will try my best to learn."

"I will explain this matter to the Town Mayor," Han Haitao agreed. "However, Captain Li, I saw the town's plan; this year, people will be sent to the village to organize literacy classes. Please make sure to participate. If Captain Li can read and write, it will be like adding wings to a tiger."

Captain Li smiled. "You flatter me, Tax Collector Han."

Just as they were about to part, Captain Li hesitated. This man, who usually had a strong backbone, lowered his voice significantly. "Tax Collector Han, can I really learn those things?"

Han Haitao encouraged him, "It's not hard. Captain Li, you participated in the training class. I heard a saying there that put it well: literacy is mastering a craft. As long as it's not for the sake of acting superior to others, it's very easy to learn."

Captain Li was somewhat unconfident but replied, "Many thanks, Tax Collector Han. You be careful on the road."

Han Haitao hadn't walked far when he heard several gunshots from the village. Being far away, he wasn't completely sure if it was gunfire. He stopped, uncertain how to respond.

At the village entrance, Li Zhengqing ran out quickly and soon reached Han Haitao. He said anxiously, "Quickly go to the town and inform the Town Mayor! Bandits have come to the village."

"Captain Li, be careful!" Han Haitao urged, then hurried toward the town.

***

The next afternoon, Xu Chengfeng and others who were in a meeting received the news. Zhangjiatun had been attacked by bandits, and a village cadre was injured. Fortunately, the injury wasn't fatal. The bandits wounded someone, but seeing the militia quickly surrounding them under the leadership of the cadres, they didn't dare to rob anything and fled directly.

Finding Zhangjiatun on the map, everyone frowned slightly. Zhangjiatun wasn't too far from Siping, and bandit trouble had always been rare there. In Hu Xiushan's projection, this was a low-risk area.

Cheng Ruofan couldn't help asking, "Xiushan, where did this group of bandits come from?"

Hu Xiushan stared at the map. Although he didn't answer, his expression was unruffled.

Xu Chengfeng thought for a moment and asked the staff officer to bring the land reform records. He flipped to the Zhangjiatun file, read it for a moment, then handed the materials to Cheng Ruofan. He began discussing with Hu Xiushan the possibility of long-range raids by foreign bandits.

Cheng Ruofan read for a while, suddenly realizing the connection, and asked unhappily, "Could it be intentional retaliation from the people in Changchun?"

Other officers gathered around to read the materials. Zhangjiatun's richest man, Zhang Debiao, had his family uprooted because of blood debts.

The reason the Zhang family dared to act like that locally was that their family had someone serving as an official in Changchun. Learning that Zhang Debiao's whole family had been arrested, the branch of the Zhang family in Changchun had sent someone to mediate a while ago.

Even though the other party brought a gift of one hundred rifles, He Rui didn't accept it. Instead, he frankly told them that Zhang Debiao and other chief culprits owed blood debts and must pay with blood. Only the unrelated personnel of the Zhang family could be released.

However, the purpose of the other party's trip was to make He Rui release Zhang Debiao and the others. Seeing He Rui was completely unaccommodating, after all kinds of persuasion failed, they left angrily.

Zheng Silang slammed the table and stood up, furious. "They all say officials and bandits are one family. Besides fighting bandits, we have to fight the official-bandits too!"

Xu Chengfeng raised his head and ordered, "Everyone sit down!"

In Siping, He Rui was the Governor, and the second-highest ranking officer was Regiment Commander Xu Chengfeng, a Second Lieutenant. Ordered by Xu Chengfeng like this, although Zheng Silang was puffing with rage, he finally sat down.

Only then did Xu Chengfeng say, "Bandits are bandits. Whether they do evil spontaneously or are hired, bandits will always act according to the bandit mode. We will just continue according to our bandit-suppression protocols; there will be a day when the bandits are completely wiped out."

After speaking, Xu Chengfeng looked at Zheng Silang. "Silang. Are we here for revenge or for bandit suppression?"

Zheng Silang nodded with a gloomy face. "I understand. Now everything will prioritize bandit suppression; all actions must be subordinate to it."

Seeing Zheng Silang being so sensible, Xu Chengfeng breathed a sigh of relief and turned to everyone. "The Governor said yesterday that we need to mobilize the masses. Recalling this land reform, we knocked down the local tyrants and evil gentry and won over the masses. Now the enemy has started to do the opposite, attacking our cadres. This is a struggle for dominance. Since that's the case, we will mobilize the masses in the villages and towns where those five families of local tyrants and evil gentry were located. I believe the people want their lives to be peaceful."

***

Two days later, Zheng Dabang, disguised as a peddler, appeared outside Lijiaying pushing a small cart. The small leader beside him saw the figure of a woman in the distance and couldn't help craning his neck to look. That impatient look, he almost stood on tiptoes.

Zheng Dabang shouted in a low voice, "Don't be so worthless. Master Zhang's family said that as long as we kill a village cadre, they will give us twenty silver dollars. Twenty silver dollars is enough to sleep with how many women in the brothel?"

Hearing this, the small leader nodded repeatedly, finally recovering his proper appearance.

Zheng Dabang stopped at the village entrance first, rattled his pellet drum, and shouted in the tone of a traveling merchant, "Take a look, take a look! Printed cloth, needles and thread, we have everything you want!"

Before long, someone stopped in front of Zheng Dabang's cart and began asking prices. Zheng Dabang first observed the villagers. As for selling things, he left it to the small leader. Although the small leader was lecherous, he was also a person who haggled over every penny. He bargained down to the last cent with the villagers and actually made a few deals.

Taking advantage of the time when fewer people were around, Zheng Dabang asked a middle-aged man nearby, "Big Brother, I heard the village had land reform. Where does the Village Head live?"

The middle-aged man asked, "What do you want with the Village Head?"

"Having become the Village Head, he definitely has money. I want to shout a few times outside the Village Head's door to see if his family has anything to buy."

Hearing this, the middle-aged man looked Zheng Dabang up and down a few times. "You're an outsider, right?"

"Yes. I came from over Changchun way."

The middle-aged man looked at Zheng Dabang a few more times, dropped a "Don't know," and got up to leave.

Zheng Dabang was stunned. He didn't know what was wrong with this middle-aged man.

Later, he asked a few more people, all answering the same: "Don't know."

Zheng Dabang felt something was wrong but wasn't reconciled. Seeing a young man walking over, he went up with a smile and asked where the Village Head lived.

The youth was enthusiastic. After listening to Zheng Dabang's explanation, he led Zheng Dabang to the door of a family in the village. Pointing to the main gate, he said, "The Village Head lives in this house."

Zheng Dabang hurriedly thanked him and began to peddle his wares. Before long, the door opened, and a person walked out, scolding Zheng Dabang angrily, "Do you know whose house this is? This is the Village Head's house. What are you shouting for at noon! Don't you know people are sleeping?"

Hearing this shouting, Zheng Dabang was sure it must be the right place. He hurriedly pretended to be submissive, pushed the cart, and left the village. After walking five or six *li*, seeing no one around, Zheng Dabang took the small leader onto a small path and arrived beside a small temple.

After a few whistles, several people came out of the small temple. They were all Zheng Dabang's brothers. Zheng Dabang said to his brothers, "I've already made the mark. Tonight we go to hit that Village Head's 'soft kiln'!"

Hearing this, the bandits were all overjoyed. Outside the pass, banditry was known as "smashing the kiln". Targets were divided into "ringing kilns" (hard targets) and "soft kilns" (easy targets). A Village Head's home being a "soft kiln" was a godsend for bandits.

Not to mention there was a bounty for this robbery; killing someone would grant reward money. Even if they didn't grab anything, they had already earned.

The bandits set up hidden sentries, and the others began to rest. It was just past noon, and the bandits hadn't eaten either. As the autumn wind blew, they all shrunk into the small broken temple to nap.

An unknown amount of time later, the sound of killing suddenly arose. Zheng Dabang scrambled up in alarm. He saw that although the temple door was blocked with a broken door, government soldiers climbed directly in from over the wall. After landing, they nimbly raised their guns and aimed at the people inside the temple.

Looking at a row of dark muzzles, how could Zheng Dabang dare to move? His subordinates obediently raised their hands.

Without wasting a single shot or bullet, Zheng Dabang's gang of seven bandits was captured entirely.
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At the intersection leading to Heilongjiang, Fourth Master Li looked at the two remaining leaders behind him and couldn't help but feel sorrow welling up from within.

Three days ago, Siping government troops suddenly launched an attack on Fourth Master Li's mountain stronghold. Unlike the old Siping Security Corps' mode of attacking in large formations, this force divided into several small squads, approached silently, and launched a sudden attack.

Fourth Master Li thought he was cautious enough, having arranged men at every intersection. Yet two small squads still appeared suddenly beside the stronghold; a burst of gunfire drove away the minions guarding the gate.

Forced by circumstances, Fourth Master Li could only lead his subordinates to flee. The government troops pursued relentlessly. In the blink of an eye, the pursuit lasted until the third day. More than forty subordinates were all lost. He and the Second and Third Leaders only managed to escape because they had horses.

Fourth Master Li regretted it immensely. Knowing the new Governor He was a formidable character back then, he should have left immediately with his brothers. However, hearing the brothers sent to Siping City recount the recent prosperity of Siping, Fourth Master Li still got greedy. He felt there might be a chance to make a score. Now, instead of gaining anything, he had suffered a double loss—his entire force was gone.

But Fourth Master Li was also a veteran bandit of many years. He hardened his heart and said to his two subordinates, "Third Master Zhou in Heilongjiang is a stout fellow; let's go join him."

Hearing they were going to Heilongjiang, the Second Leader was truly unwilling in his heart and probed, "Big Brother, shouldn't we go see Fourth Master Liu?"

Fourth Master Li's face darkened. "We suffered a loss because of greed before, and now we've lost all our brothers. We can't stay in Siping, and we've offended quite a few people in Jilin too. Now there are only a few of us left; if we stay, who knows when someone will do us in!"

After speaking, seeing the Second Leader still looking hesitant, Fourth Master Li asked coldly, "What, Number Two, you don't want to go?"

Hearing this, the Second Leader hurriedly answered, "How could that be? Wherever Big Brother takes me, I'll follow."

Fourth Master Li said no more. He looked back in the direction of his mountain stronghold one last time, then urged his exhausted horse northward.

***

In the Siping Headquarters, victory reports came one after another. Although Fourth Master Li escaped, his subordinates were caught in one net. Another large bandit gang was completely wiped out, with not a single person slipping through the net.

On the paper in front of Xu Chengfeng, several current problems were written. At the top of the list was the issue of attacks on rural cadres. Recently, a rural cadre in another village was shot at. Fortunately, the gunman fired from a distance to ensure his own safety. The bullet hit a pile of green fodder being processed and didn't hurt anyone.

Even so, the villages and towns that knew about this were quite shaken.

Xu Chengfeng was certain that attacks on village cadres were definitely not spontaneous acts by bandits. Even the mastermind behind the scenes had been identified. There is no love without reason, nor hate without reason. This land reform toppled so many landlords; someone would always think of ways to retaliate.

After thinking for a while, Xu Chengfeng wrote down his thoughts on the solution to the current problem.

Two days later, the troops escorted the bandits, who had undergone public trials and struggle sessions in various villages, back to Siping. This operation lasted more than ten days, destroying and capturing over five hundred bandits of various stripes.

At the summary meeting, Xu Jia said, "Among these people, there are actually villagers who have colluded with bandits to commit crimes for many years. In my opinion, they are even more hateful than the bandits."

Cheng Ruofan expressed agreement. "The masses hate these people to the bone too. We mobilized the masses, and the masses naturally hope we can catch them all in one fell swoop."

The young soldiers expressed their agreement one after another. Previously, everyone hated corrupt officials; now they found that the masses hated the bad people around them even more. As long as there was a chance to eliminate these people, they wouldn't let it go.

After discussing their feelings, Xu Chengfeng began the formal discussion. "Two incidents of sniping from the shadows occurred recently. This is contract killing, which is an extremely vile matter."

The youths' expressions became serious. Everyone interrogated the captured bandits; two bandit groups did this kind of thing. And the people who sent them were all from the Changchun area to the north.

Cheng Ruofan asked, "It shouldn't be easy for us to go arrest people directly, right?"

Xu Chengfeng nodded. "Some of those people are officials. It's not easy to touch them. Moreover, the bandits' uncorroborated testimony isn't enough; we can't really bring them down with just that. I think it's better to invite the Changchun side to send people to participate in the trial."

The comrades frowned slightly, considering Xu Chengfeng's purpose. Zhong Yifu was the first to say, "If we do this, won't it be a joint trial?"

Cheng Ruofan looked thoughtful. "Changchun is the provincial capital after all. It would be a bit troublesome if they want to take the bandits back to deal with them."

Xu Chengfeng nodded. "My thought is, since we can't control the Changchun side right now, we might as well bring this matter into the open. Let those in Changchun who are not our enemies know the crux of the conflict. Serious criminals like Zhang Debiao must be executed. Now that someone is attacking village cadres, if Zhang Debiao and the others aren't executed, the cadres will definitely have wild thoughts."

Hearing Xu Chengfeng say this, although the youths weren't too happy about Changchun participating in a joint trial, they finally expressed agreement.

Only Cheng Ruofan couldn't help snorting but didn't say anything.

Xu Chengfeng smiled. "Looking at the current situation, I actually have more and more confidence. What the masses want is to live a stable life. As long as the masses of Siping are of one heart with us, there is nothing to be afraid of."

Just then, the door opened. He Rui walked in quickly. "I'm late. How is the situation?"

The young officers recounted the summary of the work and the response to key issues to He Rui. After listening, He Rui agreed immediately. "Do it like this. In addition, the work of strengthening the militia mentioned by Chengfeng must be grasped firmly. Only when the masses feel they have strength can Siping be truly stable. Also, everyone prepare; water conservancy construction is about to begin. Take the opportunity of the public execution of Zhang Debiao and others to explain this work clearly to the cadres."

Cheng Ruofan still had some expectations and probed, "Governor, can we invite people from Fengtian to come try the case instead of calling people from Changchun?"

He Rui smiled. "If Fengtian sends people to try the case, how can the Changchun side know our attitude?"

Cheng Ruofan immediately felt somewhat ashamed and hurriedly explained, "Governor, I just feel uncomfortable letting people from Changchun participate in a joint trial."

"No matter who comes, the result is decided by us."

He Rui cast his gaze on everyone. "This land reform and bandit suppression are enough to let comrades see clearly the people's desire for a stable and good life. Our current focus of work is to meet the needs of the masses, and economic development is the prerequisite for all this. Everything we do is also to clear obstacles for economic development."

After speaking, He Rui looked at Xu Chengfeng. "The troops must step up training; they don't need to participate in water conservancy construction for now. In the near future, we must conduct a unified arrest of all opium smokers. The troops need to strengthen their education; they should even witness the agony of those suffering from withdrawal. As part of their literacy education, the troops should write letters home to spread the word about the opium ban."
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Police Chief Duan Changgui was stunned upon hearing the news about closing the opium dens. Acting Mayor Wu Youping said nothing, waiting for Duan Changgui to respond.

After hesitating for a long time, Duan Changgui declared loudly, "We should have moved against these bastards who profit from destroying families long ago! How many people have these opium dens harmed!"

Then, Duan Changgui lowered his voice slightly. "But Mayor Wu, some opium is sold to the opium dens by Japanese merchants..."

Wu Youping laughed. "I didn't expect Chief Duan to be so resolute about the opium ban. The task of shutting down the Japanese merchants must definitely be handled by you, Chief Duan."

Seeing that Wu Youping showed no sign of being intimidated by the Japanese, Duan Changgui didn't know how to continue. He lowered his head and pondered for a good while before saying, "Since Mayor Wu orders it, I will definitely lead the charge."

That night, after turning it over in his mind repeatedly, Duan Changgui still sent someone out. Under the cover of night, this person headed straight for the large opium den. Business at the opium den was booming at this time, and that peculiar smell made the visitor frown.

Seeing the person sent by Duan Changgui enter through the back door, the opium den owner hurriedly ushered him into the inner room. Just as they were talking, the sound of footsteps suddenly rang out. Someone rushed in and shouted, "Boss, the army is outside!"

Duan Changgui slept very uneasily that night. When he was Chief before, people from all walks of life had to pay tribute to him. But now, He Rui absolutely did not allow corruption and bribery. Duan Changgui had long harbored the idea of retiring. Now, after the land reform in Siping, Duan Changgui's wish to be a landlord in Siping was shattered. He didn't even know where to go. The only thing that could make money for Duan Changgui was his secret shares in the opium den. Now that He Rui wanted to ban opium, Duan Changgui naturally knew He Rui wasn't just going through the motions. After all that had happened, he knew that He Rui might not act, but if he did, he played for keeps.

After much deliberation, Duan Changgui felt it was better not to gamble on luck. He hurriedly dressed and ran straight to He Rui's headquarters. When brought before He Rui, he knelt on the ground. "Governor, spare my life! Please, Governor, spare my worthless life! As long as the Governor gives me a way out, I will never set foot in Siping again."

He Rui ordered the guards to escort Duan Changgui home. Early the next morning, Duan Changgui left home dejectedly. Apart from fifty silver dollars, he didn't take any other family property.

But he didn't need to be sad about this, because compared to him, other former officials were not so lucky.

While the police were sealing opium dens and arresting addicts, the Special Action Team of the Statistics Bureau also began to act, rounding up all the targets.

Facing these guys shouting "I want to see the Governor," Xu Jia couldn't be bothered with their nonsense and let the investigators deal with them.

Meanwhile, Zhao Tianlin was invited to participate in the interrogation. For every person brought in, a cadre from the Statistics Bureau read out the investigation report. Hearing that their secret investments in businesses like opium dens, casinos, and brothels had been discovered, these people's faces turned pale one by one.

Watching their reactions, Zhao Tianlin's expression became solemn. When the morning inquiry ended, Zhao Tianlin went directly to Xu Jia. "Section Chief Xu, this is not proper judicial procedure."

Xu Jia respected Zhao Tianlin very much, so he answered frankly, "Dr. Zhao, there are no clear laws to deal with them right now. We can only try our best to ensure the facts are clear and the evidence is conclusive. Moreover, the things these people did are being done everywhere outside the pass. If you say they did wrong, they really won't admit it."

Zhao Tianlin shook his head. "Section Chief Xu, that's not what I mean. The Siping Court is barely a skeleton right now, and there are no professional judges. What I mean is, detain them first. I will write letters to friends who graduated in law, inviting them to come to Siping. If the Governor approves of them, we will set up the court. As for those people... I study law, so I can't prejudge. But after hearing what Section Chief Xu collected, I hope even more that they receive a fair trial."

Seeing Xu Jia was very puzzled, Zhao Tianlin said sincerely, "Section Chief Xu. I was pen pals with Governor He for a year and worked with him for two months. Governor He said that law is a tool for the ruling class to realize its will. I couldn't agree more. Based on the philosophy of the Civilization Party, things that many countries in the world don't consider crimes are crimes in Siping. This has already pioneered a new era in Chinese justice. It may seem like I am asking for unnecessary trouble, but actually, it's not to give those criminals dignity, but to demonstrate the seriousness of our judicial system. The judicial system itself represents the power and will of the state; we must respect our own judicial system! And the integrity of the judicial system comes from its procedural propriety."

Xu Jia felt he could roughly understand, yet he still couldn't fully understand the propriety Zhao Tianlin spoke of.

But one thing was certain. Zhao Tianlin genuinely wanted to make Siping's judicial system better.

Xu Jia thought for a moment and replied, "In that case, I will proceed according to my arrangement first. Please also proceed with your plan, Dr. Zhao. If Dr. Zhao recruits people, I will wait for you to take over. What does Dr. Zhao think?"

Zhao Tianlin agreed immediately and then went to see He Rui. Unexpectedly, the guard politely stopped Zhao Tianlin. "Dr. Zhao, Governor He is meeting with Japanese merchants."

Zhao Tianlin roughly guessed what was happening inside, so he said, "Please inform the Governor that I have also read a bit of the Hague Opium Convention."

Soon, the guard came out to invite Zhao Tianlin in.

He Rui had already stood up. While inviting Zhao Tianlin to sit, he asked the several Japanese merchants and a Japanese military officer in front of him, "Do you know who this gentleman is?"

Seeing Zhao Tianlin in a western suit with the demeanor of a scholar, the Japanese merchants and officer all shook their heads.

He Rui said, "This is Dr. Zhao Tianlin, a Doctor of Law from Harvard University in the United States. You just said that opium is legal international trade. I will ask Dr. Zhao Tianlin to explain to you whether opium is legal international trade."

Seeing He Rui speaking with righteous sternness, Zhao Tianlin didn't decline and directly explained the content of the *International Opium Convention* to these Japanese.

In 1909, the United States, in coordination with 13 other countries including Japan, convened a meeting in Shanghai regarding the International Opium Convention. The meeting reached a consensus on increasing condemnation of the international opium trade.

On February 1, 1912, the Second International Opium Conference in The Hague passed the *International Opium Convention*. From then on, countries no longer regarded anti-drug efforts as China's "internal affair" but recognized that the drug trade was an "economic loss for the whole world."

After Zhao Tianlin finished explaining this, He Rui said coldly to these Japanese, "As one of the signatories of the *International Opium Convention*, Japan has an obligation to cooperate with China in implementing the drug ban. Tell those people behind you: even though it is currently wartime, if they continue to demand the sale of opium, I will send people to Beijing to lodge a complaint with the Diplomatic Corps. The Diplomatic Corps of various countries will definitely condemn the Japanese government. Facing a Japanese government that has lost face internationally, are you gentlemen prepared to commit *seppuku*?"
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Watching the Japanese leave, Zhao Tianlin handed a letter to He Rui. "*Ta Kung Pao* journalist Mo Yang wants to interview you again, Brother He. He says in the letter that he has also invited some interested French merchants. He specifically asked about my views on the President proclaiming himself Emperor; presumably, he won't let you off easily when he sees you."

He Rui smiled. "If Journalist Mo interviews Siping, I will certainly say everything I know and hold nothing back."

Zhao Tianlin knew He Rui was speaking from the heart and teased, "Does Brother He think the President proclaiming himself Emperor is not a major event?"

"National affairs are major events. Matters of seeking personal gain, no matter how big the fuss, are essentially trivial."

Zhao Tianlin studied law; following He Rui's train of thought, he understood immediately after a moment's consideration. He sighed, "Brother He is right. But he is the President, after all."

"When I was young, I looked at the world map and imagined to my heart's content how to conquer this world based on what I knew. It is said that youths in European countries have similar experiences. In my view, such ambition is far more significant than President Yuan proclaiming himself Emperor. How many dreams a country can support determines how far it can go."

"Dreams of conquering the world?" Zhao Tianlin couldn't help frowning slightly.

"Youths don't understand the cruelty of the world; what they call 'conquest' is merely curiosity about the world. Don't use adult thinking to understand the rhetoric of youths."

"I am concerned about those European youths," Zhao Tianlin sighed.

"If every family in China has its own world map and globe, and every child can go to middle school, I think at least one boy out of ten will do this," He Rui answered frankly.

Zhao Tianlin didn't respond but took out a budget application. "Brother He, the expenses for opening schools in towns and villages have been calculated."

He Rui took it, read it for a moment, and praised, "Brother Zhao, having Militia Captains serve as PE teachers—this idea is truly sensible."

"Did Brother He think I was hidebound by tradition?" Zhao Tianlin laughed loudly.

He Rui also laughed. "Not at all. I know physical education is a scientific discipline and must be taught by professional teachers. I also know Brother Zhao is very serious about these details. That's why I marvel that Brother Zhao can break through prejudice and accept an imperfect solution. Please rest assured, Brother Zhao; when the village Militia Captains come to town for training, I will teach them the basics of kinesiology as much as possible. Textbooks in this area are already being compiled."

Zhao Tianlin was somewhat moved. "Brother He's learning is truly unfathomable."

"First, although I have some knowledge of kinesiology, it is limited. Second, I can't possibly research this knowledge myself; I can only organize people to research and progress in this area. All I can do is point out that this direction exists and provide funding to support work in this area. It's enough that we are aware of this matter. There is another matter I need to discuss with Brother Zhao."

***

A few days passed in a flash. *Ta Kung Pao* journalist Mo Yang arrived in Siping accompanied by seven or eight French and British merchants.

Getting off the train, they saw the welcoming team already holding up banners. Below the banner, the Republic of China flag was in the center, with the British flag on the left and the French flag on the right.

Amidst the rhythmic, light, and neat tapping of the drum corps, a man in a long gown walked out of the ranks and began playing a flute.

The flute music was melodious, and the drumming stopped immediately. Hearing the tune, the British merchants were visibly moved. Although the bagpipe and the Chinese flute are vastly different, the tune of *Auld Lang Syne* was equally beautiful.

This song is Scottish folk music, but Scotland and England have been united for two hundred years, and it is also deeply loved by the English. Suddenly hearing familiar music from home in a foreign land, the British merchants' faces were full of surprise and joy, and the Scottish merchant's eyes were even a bit red.

Although the French were a bit surprised, they listened proudly with a polite demeanor. The tune wasn't long and finished in two minutes. The flute player paused slightly, then played *La Marseillaise*. The French merchants unconsciously stood at attention.

Although the flute was melodious and lacked the majestic power of a symphony orchestra, the neat, low drumming of the drummers under the conductor's direction enhanced the atmosphere.

The music ended, and He Rui, dressed in a crisp military uniform, walked out. He first said loudly in French, "Welcome to Siping." Then he said it again loudly in English. Immediately afterward, he stepped forward to shake hands with the merchants one by one.

Mo Yang had already greatly touted He Rui to the merchants along the way and had made plans to introduce both sides properly after arriving at Siping train station. But he never expected He Rui to do this. Judging from the current effect, it had greatly exceeded Mo Yang's best expectations.

However, He Rui didn't say much. After shaking hands, he said, "I have prepared a humble banquet to welcome you all. Please follow me."

After speaking, he took the lead. Mo Yang looked at He Rui from behind, seeing that although this young Siping Governor was polite and cordial, his bearing was that of a big shot, as if a king were entertaining his guests.

The group took rickshaws directly to Huaqing Tower. Mo Yang looked at the streets and felt they were completely different from his last visit. It wasn't that the buildings on both sides of the street had changed, but the cleanliness of the streets themselves was completely different. And there were traffic police directing traffic at intersections. The whole of Siping was originally an ordinary county town outside the pass, but now it faintly had the feel of a big city like Tianjin.

Arriving at the second floor of Huaqing Tower, a young man wearing a well-fitted suit, handmade leather shoes, and hair styled neatly with pomade walked out of a private room. He first saluted He Rui, then turned to the merchants, greeting them in a London accent.

Although the French merchants didn't usually speak English, they understood English doing business overseas.

Mo Yang distinguished carefully and finally found the memory. This young man was actually Wu Youping, the Siping Mayor's Assistant he met last time.

The merchants were also surprised. Wu Youping introduced himself, "I am the Acting Mayor of Siping, Wu Youping. If you gentlemen come to invest in the future, we will inevitably have many dealings."

After speaking, he led the merchants into the private room to rest.

Taking advantage of a gap, Mo Yang pulled Wu Youping aside. "Brother Wu, your English..."

Wu Youping laughed. "I attended a church school in Tianjin, so naturally I learned English and French. I'm just not familiar with French; I can listen, but can't speak more than a few words."

"Then your outfit?" Mo Yang, even after confirming the source of Wu Youping's English, couldn't equate the youth in common short clothes from last time with the current dapper youth.

"This suit? My father asked a tailor in Tianjin to make it when I graduated. Brother Mo, is this suit already out of fashion?"

Mo Yang shook his head repeatedly. He hadn't thought at all about whether the suit was out of fashion; he just hadn't expected Wu Youping to be able to show such a side. Just this outfit and English—even the staff at the Republic's Ministry of Foreign Affairs were no match for this.

Wu Youping said, "Brother Mo, when we take our seats in a moment, I still have to ask Brother Mo to introduce everyone one by one."

Only then did Mo Yang remember his previous preparation. He originally wanted to introduce everyone one by one at the train station. However, introducing before taking seats was fully in accordance with European and American etiquette. Mo Yang hurriedly replied, "Naturally."
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"This is Mr. William de Bricassart," Mo Yang introduced the last British merchant to He Rui.

He Rui smiled. "Mr. Bricassart, were your ancestors from southern France?"

"Yes, my ancestors were Marseillais," the British merchant answered proudly.

"Those were nobles who followed William the Conqueror to England; truly a long history. Do you still hold a title?"

The pride on the British merchant's face turned into a bitter smile. Then he heard He Rui laugh, "Needless to say, Cromwell must have done something to your ancestors."

Mr. William de Bricassart was stunned. Since coming to China, this was the first time someone had noticed the ancient heritage contained in his name. Even Cromwell's blow to the British aristocracy was guessed correctly by He Rui; it was truly too unexpected.

After being led to his seat, Mr. William turned his head to look at this young, knowledgeable Chinese Governor and the young Mayor beside him. For a moment, he couldn't figure out exactly what kind of people he had met.

Whispering with his companion, the companion also couldn't understand how they could meet such people in the vast countryside outside the pass. William couldn't help whispering, "I'm starting to suspect if the train played some trick and hauled us to Shanghai."

His companion chuckled lightly. He turned to look at the long dining table in front of him, the snowy white tablecloth, the centerpiece made of flowers and beautiful fruits, the embroidered napkins, the beautiful porcelain tableware, and the shining knives and forks.

Even a restaurant in Shanghai would be no more than this.

At this time, He Rui had arrived at the host seat. On his left were all French merchants, and on his right were British merchants.

He Rui said, "Gentlemen, there are two more guests arriving soon. Please wait a moment."

Before his voice fell, footsteps sounded. Security Regiment Commander Xu Chengfeng walked up to the second floor. His boots were shiny, and his uniform crisp. He saluted immediately upon seeing He Rui.

He Rui introduced Xu Chengfeng to the merchants, and the merchants exchanged greetings.

Wu Youping waved his hand toward the kitchen. Immediately, someone came serving trays. Brandy was placed in front of all the French merchants, while Whiskey was placed in front of the British merchants.

The waiter poured wine for everyone. In front of He Rui and Xu Chengfeng was Northeast Sorghum Liquor.

He Rui raised his wine glass. "Thank you all for coming from afar." He led Xu Chengfeng to clink glasses with the merchants one by one. Then he and Xu Chengfeng drank the wine in one gulp.

Serving of dishes began here. The chef of Huaqing Tower muttered as he watched the waiters carry the dishes out, "Foreign devils are just strange; they insist on putting only a little food on such a big plate. That's not how you show off class!"

After speaking, he looked at the sketches on the blackboard next to him. These sketches were the result of He Rui inviting the chef over to discuss together.

Although the plating method was vastly different from Chinese tradition, what could be put on the plate was the most delicious part of the meal. Even for fish, although the cheek meat and tail meat were the tenderest, they were too small to be suitable for plating. So what was put on the plate was the fish meat that looked the most succulent, with fish bones already removed.

Seeing this plating, the merchants felt they were attending a banquet of a Governor-General level figure. Moreover, the plating wasn't all in the French mode; for example, the fried lamb chops, golden in color and overflowing with fragrance, were piled full on the plate. Seeing that the dishes were all served, He Rui still had no intention of starting. This reminded the merchants that he said he was waiting for two people. Regiment Commander Xu Chengfeng was one, so there was another one.

Just as they were thinking, footsteps sounded on the stairs. A refined man wearing a silk long gown walked slowly up the stairs. He Rui went forward to welcome him, leading Zhao Tianlin to the table. Two of the French merchants showed surprised expressions.

He Rui introduced, "This is the former President of the National Beiyang University, Your Excellency Zhao Tianlin. He is a Ph.D. from Harvard Law School."

Although the British merchants felt American universities were inferior to British universities, they had still heard of Harvard University. Especially the Law School, a school that only nobles could attend. Trinity College of Cambridge University in the UK had four stone statues standing on the roof of its library, representing the four oldest disciplines: Theology, Law, Medicine, and Mathematics.

Law was a discipline second only to Theology, a discipline enthusiastically pursued by children of nobility. A Law School Ph.D. was also a person of high status in the UK. Such a person was valued by a power holder like Governor He Rui; at least in this place, Siping, his future was limitless.

After everyone took their seats, Zhao Tianlin didn't eat. Instead, he asked in fluent English, "Are you gentlemen here to invest, or to inspect?"

The merchants were stumped by this question. Whether French or British merchants, it was their first time coming to Siping. Before, they hadn't even heard that there was such a place in China.

The reason they came was entirely because they learned that a figure like Governor He Rui was in power in Siping. When *Ta Kung Pao* journalist Mo Yang invited everyone, he boasted that He Rui was a talent in military and diplomatic affairs, a most excellent local ruler.

Accepting He Rui's hospitality and seeing He Rui's bearing in every gesture, the merchants felt Mo Yang's words were not false, and He Rui might really be someone they could cooperate with. But this didn't mean the merchants had decided to invest.

Zhao Tianlin also roughly knew the merchants' thoughts and laughed. "Siping was originally a good place, and now with Governor He, it is an even better place. This was simply too tempting; I had to resign from Beiyang University to come to Siping and follow Governor He."

Zhao Tianlin's words were meaningful, and He Rui understood tacitly.

The French merchants knew Zhao Tianlin. Just two months ago, Zhao Tianlin served as Vice President of a local gentry opposition group in Tianjin that opposed the French expansion of the commercial district in the West District. He was indeed a prominent figure in Tianjin. The British merchants didn't know, so they turned to look at *Ta Kung Pao* journalist Mo Yang, who responded with a nod.

He Rui raised his wine glass for a toast. "Gentlemen, welcome to Siping again."

The food was delicious, and the merchants ate happily. During the banquet, the merchants asked about He Rui's plans. He Rui answered, "The jurisdiction of Siping covers over ten thousand square kilometers. Among them, five thousand square kilometers belong entirely to the Siping government. These lands have already been reclaimed into farmland, just waiting to plant agricultural products next year. As a railway hub, a large number of merchants transport agricultural products to Siping for sale. So I hope to cooperate on agricultural products first."

A French merchant asked, "Your Excellency, pardon my presumption, does Siping have plans to produce industrial products?"

He Rui smiled. "Siping has a population of as many as three hundred thousand, and about fifty thousand possess the conditions to be industrial workers. Siping is destined to develop industry. However, if you gentlemen have any products you need, we can consider prioritizing cooperative production."
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The visit of the British and French merchants from Tianjin in Siping was handled by Wu Youping. They stayed for three days and then took their leave. Learning this news, Mo Yang regretfully found Zhao Tianlin. "Brother Zhao, my abilities end here. I presume I have disappointed the Governor."

Zhao Tianlin smiled. "Brother Mo, don't blame yourself. I heard Mayor Wu say that those merchants came for inspection; naturally, they wouldn't invest money immediately. If they really did that, it wouldn't be logical."

Mo Yang was somewhat surprised to hear this and finally probed, "Did Governor He say this?"

Zhao Tianlin didn't answer but asked, "Does Brother Mo still plan to interview the Governor? If you want to interview him, I'll help arrange it. Actually, I am also very curious about the Governor's view on that matter."

Mo Yang was puzzled. "Could it be that the Governor hasn't mentioned the President proclaiming himself Emperor to Brother Zhao?"

"I asked too. It's just that Brother He's mind is entirely on how to build Siping, and he doesn't care about that major event at all. Since Brother He invited Brother Mo to come, presumably he will discuss this matter seriously."

Mo Yang confirmed that his interview wouldn't be affected, so he asked, "Can you give me a grace period of two days? I still have to wait for someone."

Zhao Tianlin laughed. "It seems Brother Mo has prepared a surprise as well."

After the person Mo Yang was waiting for arrived in Siping, he immediately took this person to see Zhao Tianlin. He saw Zhao Tianlin dressed in a long gown, ready to go out.

After introducing each other, Zhao Tianlin smiled. "It really is a surprise. I imagine Brother He should be very happy."

"Is Brother Zhao going to see the Governor?" Mo Yang asked.

"Yes. Please come with me."

Having stayed in Siping for a few days, Mo Yang was relatively familiar with this county town. Seeing Zhao Tianlin walking out of the city instead of going to He Rui's headquarters, he felt something wasn't quite right.

Sure enough, the group headed straight for the suburbs. At this time, the last ripening crops were scattered here and there in the fields. They walked to the side of a wheat field. A man who was buried in harvesting straightened his back and greeted Zhao Tianlin, "Brother Zhao, you've come. Do you want to come down and work together?"

Mo Yang looked closely and saw that this man wearing farmer's clothes was actually He Rui. At this moment, He Rui wore a straw hat on his head, held a sickle in his right hand, and placed the cut wheat to the side with his left hand. He didn't look like a Governor at all.

Zhao Tianlin took off his long gown, revealing the short clothes underneath. He took a sickle, jumped down from the field ridge, and did farm work with He Rui.

Mo Yang and the guest watched dumbfounded. They wanted to work together but felt a bit sorry for their western suits. He Rui seemed unable to see their thoughts and invited, "Are you two interested in helping move the wheat?"

Farmers responsible for bundling gathered the wheat and stacked it aside, and others collected the scattered wheat and loaded it onto a cart to be taken for threshing. Mo Yang and the guest looked at each other and smiled, then followed suit. After He Rui finished harvesting the wheat field he was responsible for, he called Zhao Tianlin, Mo Yang, and the others to an old tea stall set up under a tree and found a table to sit down casually.

Children from farmer families gathered around, shouting, "Uncle He, is there any more candy?"

He Rui looked gentle. He took out a few pieces of *Gaoliang Yi* from his pocket and distributed them to the children, then took out the remaining pieces and put them on the table. Someone responsible for tea had already brought a pot of tea to the table. Zhao Tianlin poured a bowl for everyone. Mo Yang saw the leaves in the ceramic bowl were dark and didn't know if it was tea. Seeing He Rui pick it up and drink it in a few large gulps, Mo Yang also took a sip. He found the liquid actually tasted like tea.

After quenching his thirst, Mo Yang introduced, "This is Brother Tong Bokang, my university classmate. He is currently working at *Shen Bao*."

After He Rui and Tong Bokang exchanged greetings, He Rui laughed. "Brother Mo is from *Ta Kung Pao*, and Brother Tong is from *Shen Bao*. One south and one north; you are considered commercial competitors, right? With both of you coming together this time, should I be nervous?"

Seeing He Rui speak humorously without any sign of nervousness, Tong Bokang also laughed. "Last time I saw the exclusive interview in *Ta Kung Pao*, Governor He's insights were truly admirable. The editor-in-chief ordered the *Shen Bao* reporters to interview Governor He no matter what. It just happened that Brother Mo mentioned this opportunity, so I came specially from Shanghai."

After introducing his purpose, Tong Bokang wanted to ask questions first, but found he couldn't ask the prepared questions. Because the surrounding environment was truly too different from what Tong Bokang imagined.

This was a genuine field edge, and He Rui, who was to be interviewed, was dressed in farmer's clothes. Although He Rui indeed had extraordinary bearing and remained spirited after working for so long, Tong Bokang truly found it difficult to adjust his interview context in a short time.

"Governor, may I ask if you support the President proclaiming himself Emperor?"

Seeing Tong Bokang delay asking, Mo Yang asked the first question.

He Rui's tone was relaxed as he asked back, "Why does Journalist Mo think the President wants to proclaim himself Emperor?"

"..." Mo Yang fell silent.

*Shen Bao* was in Shanghai and had always been relatively inclined towards the Southern Revolutionary Party. Tong Bokang replied, "Presumably, the President does it for power and position."

He Rui shook his head slightly. "In terms of power and position, the President is already China's nominal highest ruler. Isn't the power and position enough? As for saying the President insists on becoming Emperor for his descendants for thousands of generations, that underestimates the President even more. It's only been a few years since Empress Dowager Longyu held the little Emperor and abdicated; Yuan Gong's memory isn't that bad. Moreover, Yuan Gong started from militia training and walked step by step to today. From local to central, from military affairs and government affairs to diplomacy, he has done it all, and done quite well. Even placed in the entire world political arena, he is a figure with a very complete political resume. With Yuan Gong's vision, it is impossible for him not to know whether his descendants have the ability to keep the throne in these troubled times."

Hearing He Rui say this, both Tong Bokang and Mo Yang were very surprised. Tong Bokang asked hurriedly, "Could it be that Governor He supports the President proclaiming himself Emperor?"

He Rui shook his head again. "Since China has achieved a republic, it cannot go back to the old path of monarchy. Regardless of Yuan Gong's purpose, he will inevitably face opposition from all of China. I will also oppose it."

Now Tong Bokang was even more curious. "But Governor He... then why does Governor He think the President wants to proclaim himself Emperor?"

Mo Yang was also very curious. He recalled that when he interviewed He Rui last time, He Rui said that there were currently two forces of separatism and unification in China, and these two forces were fiercely confronting each other. Although these words were shocking, they gave him a feeling of hitting the nail on the head, but many confusions arose from it. At that time, Mo Yang felt He Rui had just arrived in Siping and probably didn't want to cause trouble, so he didn't pursue it deeply. But the confusion in his heart only increased over time.

Now, Mo Yang vaguely felt that the confusions troubling him for many days were about to have an answer.
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Seeing He Rui chatting with two decently dressed men, the fellow villagers resting and drinking tea nearby gathered around with their tea bowls, standing by to listen.

He Rui said to the two journalists, "Yuan Gong forcing the Qing Emperor to abdicate was also a matter of necessity. After Cixi died, a group of young Turks among the Manchu nobility didn't have the guts to go to the front lines to fight, but they had plenty of guts to seize power in the court. If Yuan Gong hadn't acted, I'm afraid he would have died an unnatural death; he did it for self-preservation too. After Yuan Gong forced the Qing Emperor to abdicate, the Manchu officials in the Qing court hated Yuan Gong to the bone and absolutely could not cooperate with him. In the Manchu Qing government, the officials with real power were Manchus, while Han Chinese served as officials to keep up appearances. Driving out the Tartars and establishing a Republic meant half the officials in the court—the Manchus—naturally couldn't be officials anymore. Among the remaining half of Han officials, most Governors and Viceroys were in the southern provinces. With the Southern Revolutionary Party in power, how could they tolerate these people? Although the Manchu Qing lost its ruling legitimacy, its ruling capability remained until its demise, so the Qing central government could still collect taxes. After the Republic, the government instantly lost three-quarters of its officials. Yuan Gong scraped together what he could but couldn't maintain the old tax system. The direct result was that Yuan Gong couldn't even afford the Beiyang Army's pay."

The two journalists were stunned. After a moment of silence, Tong Bokang suddenly realized, "Is the Governor saying that the President dispatched Beiyang Governors to the localities to raise military funds on the spot?"

Mo Yang was a Northerner and stationed in Tianjin, so he didn't feel this deeply. Hearing Tong Bokang from Shanghai say this, he realized the reason a moment later.

Tong Bokang wanted to pursue the question, but seeing a circle of farmers in ragged clothes listening with gusto, he felt unhappy. Then he heard Mo Yang continue to ask, "Then does the Governor think Yuan Gong dispatched Governors to various provinces to maintain national unity?"

"The standard for unity in China refers to provincial officials being appointed by the state; these officials are responsible for executing functions like taxation and handing over tax revenue to the central government. If this cannot be done, there is no unity to speak of. Dispatching the Beiyang Army to the localities was originally intended to use the army to intimidate the localities and make them provide tax revenue to the central government. However, once the army was linked to taxation, it led to the politicization of the Beiyang Army, which was originally supported solely by central finance. From then on, the army was no longer an armed force obedient only to the central government, but a part of provincial local politics. From then on, local Governors were no longer merely generals sent by the central government to supervise tax collection, but a part of local political power. Provinces originally had no armed forces of their own; now, through bribery and cooperation with the Beiyang Army, they transformed the Beiyang Army into a kind of local armed force. Yuan Gong's original purpose should have been to rebuild a unified central government, but instead, he promoted the division of the country."

As a reporter for *Shen Bao*, Tong Bokang disliked Beiyang very much. Tong Bokang believed Beiyang was a group of military leaders scrambling for power and profit, rising only by taking advantage of the chaos under heaven. Listening to He Rui's analysis, he found the political changes seemed to have another appearance. The detestable Yuan Shikai faintly seemed to become a person maintaining China's unity. This contrast threw Tong Bokang into some confusion, and he couldn't continue the interview for a moment.

Being a Northerner, Mo Yang's acceptance of this fact was better than Tong Bokang, who was from the South. Although He Rui's view of the political situation also impacted Mo Yang greatly, Mo Yang didn't feel unhappy. Instead, he continued to ask questions according to the prepared outline. "May I ask the Governor, Governors of various provinces have expressed support for the President proclaiming himself Emperor one after another. How credible is this support?"

"Yuan Gong's flaw lies in not understanding modern industrial states. His means of governing the country are still those of the imperial system, using high positions and generous salaries to win over Governors, hoping to become the ruler of all under heaven. However, Yuan Gong may not have noticed exactly how much a province's tax revenue is. By withholding tax money meant for the central government, what the Governor of each province can obtain far exceeds the personal salary Yuan Gong can give. And the titles Yuan Gong gives also have a major defect, which is insufficient legal legitimacy. The current Governors verbally support Yuan Gong proclaiming himself Emperor because they fear Yuan Gong's prestige in the army and dare not be the first to stick their necks out. Since other Governors support it verbally, why should they oppose it? But verbal statements cannot defeat reality. Local forces in various provinces do not want to pay taxes to the central government, so local forces in various provinces are winning over the Governors. As long as they don't have to pay taxes, they will say anything asked of them."

Tong Bokang barely recovered his mood. He wanted to continue asking questions, but he felt that having so many people around really affected his mood. He whispered to He Rui, "Governor, can we find a place with fewer people to talk?"

He Rui laughed. "This is all stuff to be written in the newspaper; what is there that can't be heard by everyone? Besides, do you really think everyone is very interested in this matter?"

As if echoing He Rui's words, someone shouted in the distance, "Number Two, have you rested enough? If you've rested enough, go work. Finish early and go home to sleep early."

Several people in the crowd immediately turned and left. Others also raised their tea bowls, drained the tea, and went back to work in the fields. Originally, many people gathered around the row of tea stalls, but in an instant, only a few old men remained, smoking pipe tobacco and chatting among themselves.

Several children came over at this time, looking at He Rui eagerly. He Rui grabbed the remaining pieces of *Gaoliang Yi* on the table, walked over, and distributed them to the children one by one. The children said thanks and ran aside to play.

Seeing no more onlookers around, Tong Bokang felt much better, and his train of thought became active.

Just then, Zhao Tianlin asked thoughtfully, "Brother He, could it be that the Great President engaged in several large loans really to replenish military funds and operate the government?"

"If not for this purpose, was it necessary for Yuan Gong to bear the infamy and accept loan treaties with such harsh conditions?"

Mentioning the Reorganization Loan and the Twenty-One Demands, Tong Bokang felt as if flames of anger were burning in his chest. He immediately asked, "Governor, if the Great President demands the unification of military and political orders, can it not be done?"

"Reporter Tong also mentioned the question of whether it can be done. This is a good question. Now that local forces in various provinces don't have to pay taxes to the central government, they have already obtained huge benefits. If the provinces give up this benefit, it must be because there is a reason they have to give it up. *Men die for wealth, birds die for food*; without a gun to their foreheads, they will absolutely not give it up. If unification of political and military orders is demanded, the provinces can negotiate with the central government. They could talk for three or five years, or even ten or eight. During the negotiation process, those in power locally will still be those figures collecting taxes, but what about the central government? At that time, it's hard to say who the Great President will be."

Tong Bokang was unable to answer for a moment. Because He Rui had made it very clear: the Yuan Shikai central regime had no money, yet had to maintain the central government. This situation couldn't be sustained for long at all.

For a time, Tong Bokang fell into a dilemma. Until now, Tong Bokang believed the Revolutionary Party was good and Beiyang was bad. But a new thought faintly arose: *Is it possible that, in fact, neither side is good enough?*
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It was already late September. A gust of autumn wind blew, drilling into the beautiful collar of his western suit. *Ta Kung Pao* journalist Mo Yang shivered. He picked up the tea bowl and took a sip; the tea was already cold. Instead, he felt invigorated.

Looking at his prepared interview outline again, Mo Yang selected a question. "May I ask the Governor, is proclaiming himself Emperor the only choice left for the President?"

"The biggest problem Yuan Gong faces right now is the issue of political legitimacy. The Southern Revolutionary Party has consistently insisted on a republic for over a decade; the legal tradition [legitimacy] after realizing the republic is actually not in the President's hands. If Yuan Gong wants to obtain legal tradition, he must receive genuine support from all provinces across the country. And what do the southern provinces supporting the Revolutionary Party want? They want local autonomy, limited government, and paying little or no tax to the central government. Given Yuan Gong's political philosophy, this is undoubtedly splitting the country and absolutely unacceptable. If he cannot obtain legitimacy politically, he can only rely on pure military conquest. Now the Beiyang Army has become politicized, divided into various local factions, plus the provincial governors—in reality, it is no longer possible to unify China by military conquest. The only method left for Yuan Gong is to proclaim himself Emperor, obtaining legitimacy by restoring the imperial system. As long as he obtains legitimacy, he can rebuild central finance and then solve other problems."

"Can the large loans help the President solve the problem?" Mo Yang pressed.

He Rui shook his head. "They can't. Because the Great Powers aren't that strong. Even if the Powers lend money to Yuan Gong with all their might, what Yuan Gong has to face after proclaiming himself Emperor is a long and protracted war of unification. The Powers cannot afford such a scale of investment financially, let alone having absolutely no diplomatic willingness to facilitate China's unification."

"If loans can't solve the problem, what situation will the President face after proclaiming himself Emperor?"

"China at present can no longer accept the imperial system. The reasons vary. Local forces cannot accept a centralized central government; governors want to obtain financial rights within their spheres of influence; the cultural class believes the imperial system is backward and the cause of China's weakness. Ordinary people cannot understand why Yuan Gong forced the Qing Emperor to abdicate only to become Emperor himself. So the matter has nothing to do with Yuan Gong's thoughts anymore. As soon as he proclaims himself Emperor, he will immediately face opposition from everyone. With Yuan Gong's current strength, he cannot cope with it."

Hearing He Rui answer like this, Tong Bokang's expression was full of helplessness. He couldn't help lamenting, "Is there really no one willing to do something for the country with a heart of justice? The United States also has local autonomy; why can't China?"

Seeing Tong Bokang's heartfelt distress, He Rui answered sympathetically, "The United States only has two neighbors: one is Canada, the other is Mexico. If China also only had these two countries around it, China could also adopt a system of local autonomy."

This comfort actually provoked Tong Bokang's anger. His tone was almost an interrogation: "Governor He, perhaps things won't turn out as you predict."

He Rui couldn't help sighing this time. "I'm afraid Yuan Gong's thoughts are the same as yours. Before the cards are revealed, Yuan Gong also expects things to go as he wishes. But the economic base determines the superstructure. A divided economic system has already taken shape; personal wishes and ambitions are just personal thoughts."

At this time, Mo Yang had already begun to write furiously, recording the interview content quickly. Writing to a point, Mo Yang looked up and asked, "Governor, once this interview is published, the world will surely be shocked. If the Governor has any concerns, part of the content can be omitted."

He Rui shook his head. "Just report it truthfully; I have nothing to hide."

"Then before the draft is sent out, I will ask the Governor to look it over."

Seeing both journalists start recording, Zhao Tianlin waved to He Rui. The two walked to the edge of the harvested field. Zhao Tianlin asked in a low voice, "Brother He, do you think the President is proclaiming himself Emperor for the sake of the country? But previously when you spoke of the President becoming Emperor, you said matters of seeking personal gain are all small matters."

"The President proclaiming himself Emperor is a major event for Chinese politics. But in my view, evaluating political events shouldn't be about private morality, nor personal thoughts. Since the President has already ignored reality and engaged in wishful thinking, proclaiming himself Emperor is itself a personal desire."

Zhao Tianlin sighed after listening. After a while, he sighed again. "I attended Mr. Yan Fu's classes and heard Mr. Yan speak on *Evolution and Ethics*, proposing natural selection and survival of the fittest. I felt my horizons open wide and was overjoyed. Mr. Yan Fu joined the *Chouanhui* [Society for Peace] to promote the President proclaiming himself Emperor. If the situation really turns out as Brother He analyzed, it is a pity for Mr. Yan Fu, a pity."

He Rui didn't soothe Zhao Tianlin's sentimentality but turned to ask about the education issues Zhao Tianlin was responsible for. "Brother Zhao, are the literacy and primary school work arrangements for the more than four hundred villages and towns in Siping ready?"

Zhao Tianlin's eyes brightened immediately, and he answered confidently, "It will definitely be resolved before winter comes. I asked Mayor Wu; he said most villages and towns have already determined teaching locations, and classes can start then." After speaking, Zhao Tianlin couldn't help asking, "Brother He, is there really no problem with the funding?"

"This time we banned opium and thoroughly cleaned out those old officials, gaining an extra over a hundred thousand silver dollars or so. Brother Zhao need not worry about funding."

Here, Mo Yang and Tong Bokang first finished recording the exclusive interview quickly, then went back to the hotel to cross-check with each other. They wrote out the interview draft and sent it to He Rui. Soon the draft was sent back. Taking advantage of the time when Mo Yang was doing the final proofreading and organizing, Tong Bokang went to request a meeting with He Rui.

At this time, He Rui was dressed in farmer's attire again, looking like he was about to go out. Tong Bokang asked, "Is the Governor going to harvest in the fields again?"

He Rui answered with a smile, "Last time was the last batch of grain for this year; all government civil servants participated in the rush harvest. Now the grain harvest is finished; this time we are going to build a reservoir. Does Journalist Tong want to go together?"

Tong Bokang lost interest in this and directly spoke the most uncomfortable part of his heart. "Governor, there is one thing I don't understand. Why do you oppose local autonomy so much?"

"Go find a set of clothes and shoes for Journalist Tong," He Rui ordered the orderly. After speaking, He Rui said to Tong Bokang, "From the perspective of geopolitics, China's geographical location is not suitable for local autonomy. Around China are three Great Power countries: Britain, Russia, and Japan. Across the Pacific, there is the United States, the world's number one industrial country. There must be a centralized state to protect China. As for China's interior, there are always areas suffering disasters every year. Just along the Yangtze River, many river banks need to be guarded during the flood season. A polity of local autonomy does not have the ability to solve such problems."

"But the imperial court levies exorbitant taxes, and the people suffer deeply," Tong Bokang replied loudly.

He Rui looked at Tong Bokang. "Shanghai is full of concessions; there shouldn't be imperial courts levying exorbitant taxes there, right? Journalist Tong works at *Shen Bao*; you should know that in Shanghai during winter, over a thousand unclaimed corpses have to be collected in a single day."

Hearing He Rui mention this, Tong Bokang was speechless for a moment. At this time, the guard had already brought a set of clothes and handed them to Tong Bokang. Tong Bokang looked at these tattered clothes, gritted his teeth, and prepared to change.

Then he heard He Rui laugh, "Take off your silk shirt and everything. As long as you start working, sweating down your back, you won't be cold very soon."

Tong Bokang saw that He Rui was also bare-chested with a tattered garment over it. He hardened his heart and answered, "Alright."

Seeing Tong Bokang forcing himself to look spirited, He Rui laughed. "These tattered clothes are indeed intentional. Journalist Tong, farmers absolutely won't wear good clothes when going to the fields. We are going to roll in the mud; wouldn't good clothes be ruined?"
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"Company, attention! Count off!"

The sounds of "1, 2, 3, 4..." rang out. A moment later, the captain ran to He Rui and reported loudly, "Report to the Governor. The City Government team planned attendance 109, actual attendance 109. Report complete!"

He Rui ordered loudly, "Return to ranks!" Then he took a few steps forward to the front of the formation. Tong Bokang saw that He Rui was dressed no differently from a laborer, yet his confident temperament was unaffected by his clothes. His bearing was like that of a commander leading a mighty army; Tong Bokang couldn't help but be amazed.

"Comrades, the water shortage problem in Siping is already very serious. And Siping is still developing. Whether it's residential water, or for industry and agriculture, the water needed every day will only increase. This is the first large-scale hydraulic project we are doing in Siping. Do you comrades have the confidence to complete the work!"

"We have confidence!" over a hundred people answered in unison. The unison shout made Tong Bokang's heart beat faster, and for a moment, he was even puzzled. *Are these people not ordinary citizens or government staff, but an army?*

"Company, right face! March!" With He Rui's order, the team of over a hundred people formed a neat column of four abreast, turned right, and marched forward.

On the street, the people of Siping made way one after another upon seeing the team approaching. Far from being annoyed, they looked quite joyful.

Soon, other teams joined the ranks leaving the city. Several teams even carried flags: 'Siping Tax Bureau Water Conservancy Shock Brigade,' 'Siping Rural Cadre Study Class Water Conservancy Shock Brigade,' 'Siping Workers' Study Class Water Conservancy Shock Brigade.' The teams were all four abreast, heading southeast of Siping like a long dragon.

Tong Bokang regretted not bringing a camera. As he hesitated and slowed his pace, He Rui laughed beside him. "No rush; there are plenty of opportunities to take photos. Journalist Tong, experience it for yourself, and you will know what our staff endures. With practical experience, you will definitely be able to write excellent news reports."

Along the way, several more teams joined, dressed the same as those in the column. Beside a tea stall set up by the road, the team stopped to drink water and rest. Tong Bokang gulped down two mouthfuls of hot tea before asking, "How long is this water canal?"

"About 40 *li* [20 km]."

Whether it was fatigue from the march or shock at this number, Tong Bokang felt his mouth go dry again. Shanghai, known as the "Ten-Mile Foreign Settlement," was an extremely prosperous place. The remote Siping county town was building a 40-*li* water canal; how big must the reservoir be to provide enough water for a canal of this length?

It was already dark when they reached their destination. Tong Bokang could only see vague mountain outlines in the night. Walking 40 *li* in a day really exhausted him. In a villager's home, inside a firewood shed, stalks of sorghum and corn were spread on the ground with bedding on top. Several people squeezed onto it, covering themselves with a quilt to sleep. Even in such conditions, Tong Bokang felt a bit like he was in a Shanghai hotel bed and fell fast asleep in moments.

When Tong Bokang woke up, there was no one beside him. After thinking groggily for a moment, he suddenly remembered yesterday's experience. He hurriedly climbed up and lifted the bedding, seeing the imported backpack he bought for ten silver dollars in Shanghai still in the position where his head had rested. Opening it to check, the imported gold fountain pen worth five silver dollars was securely inserted in the pen loop. The notebook and ink were also there.

Only then did Tong Bokang relax. He hurried out a few *li* to the construction site. He saw mountains surrounding them on all sides, peaks upon peaks. The busy crowd was concentrated in a valley. The ground was overgrown with weeds and quite damp, looking completely like a barren mountain. As for reservoir water, there was no sign at all.

He found He Rui with great difficulty. Because he had overslept, he stepped forward somewhat sheepishly. He saw He Rui talking over a blueprint with a man wearing a red armband. Seeing Tong Bokang arrive, He Rui just greeted him simply and continued discussing the blueprint with the red armband.

On the blueprint, the exit of the open space surrounded by mountains on three sides was cut off by a dam at the narrowest point. The man with the red armband said in a Beijing accent tinged with a Southern accent, "Governor, with the current earthwork volume... I really didn't expect the Governor to be able to mobilize nearly ten thousand people. This year's work should be completed on schedule."

"Rest assured, the cement factory will definitely start production next year. At that time, coordinating with the quarry, we will finish the slopes on both sides of the dam."

Hearing the red armband use quite professional terms, Tong Bokang waited for the two to finish discussing work, then stepped forward. "I am *Shen Bao* journalist Tong Bokang. May I ask how to address this brother?"

"So you are Journalist Tong. I am Lu Daoming, Deputy Director of the Siping Water Conservancy Bureau." The red armband shook hands with Tong Bokang as he spoke.

"Director Lu... could you be Mr. Lu Daoming who graduated from Tsinghua University and studied at MIT in the United States? I heard Mo Yang mention you." Tong Bokang said excitedly.

Lu Daoming answered elegantly, "It is I."

Tong Bokang didn't know what to say next for a moment. He could only look Lu Daoming up and down. He saw Lu Daoming's hands were rough, his face tanned dark, wearing clothes no different from a laborer, and his leather boots covered in mud, so dirty the original color couldn't be seen. Yet he looked as spirited as those Siping government officials, seemingly reveling in his current conditions.

Seeing Tong Bokang silent, Lu Daoming said, "Brother He, I'm going to the other engineering teams. We'll chat tonight if there's anything."

Tong Bokang watched Lu Daoming leave, thinking about how to interview this Deputy Director of the Siping Water Conservancy Bureau tonight. However, after dinner, Tong Bokang felt exhausted to the extreme. He collapsed onto the bunk with the others and fell fast asleep. When he woke up again, it was broad daylight.

Tong Bokang had no understanding of building water conservancy. He was almost thirty years old this year. Since he could remember, he hadn't heard of water conservancy projects being built in China, let alone a project like building a reservoir.

He originally thought building a dam was highly technical work. Tong Bokang worked in He Rui's group, and the work consisted of four items: digging earth, transporting earth, filling earth, and tamping earth.

Although ten thousand people participated in the project, the sound of whistles on the site, shouts allocating routes, and chants directing the lifting of tamping logs to smash the ground rose and fell, making the whole site seethe with activity. Tong Bokang's hand, accustomed to holding a pen, had long been blistered. Every muscle and joint in his body ached. He could only do the work of pulling the rope in front of the small cart transporting earth.

Four days later, the engineering team finally rested for a day. Tong Bokang, holding his fountain pen with still-swollen fingers, began the interview in a sheltered spot high on the site.

"May I ask Director Lu, how large is the scale of this reservoir?"

"According to the plan, the reservoir capacity can reach more than 22 million cubic meters. If the water level accumulates to the target, it can supply 7 million cubic meters of water annually."

Tong Bokang's hand stopped. Figures in the millions and tens of millions were completely beyond Tong Bokang's imagination. Turning to look down the hillside, a rammed earth dam nearly two *li* long, dozens of meters wide, and nearly three meters high had taken shape. On the side of the embankment closer to the reservoir area, a small dam over a meter high and a few meters wide had also been completed.

Turning back, Tong Bokang suppressed the impulse to question and chose more polite phrasing. "Did Director Lu measure this reservoir capacity personally?"

"Yes."

"Director Lu, you graduated from MIT. Why come to a place like Siping to do such hard work?"

Looking at Tong Bokang's expression, Lu Daoming smiled. "I studied hydraulic engineering. When I entered school, my advisor told me that hydraulic engineering involves such hard work. After I returned to China, apart from Siping, no other place had any water conservancy construction work. Where else could I go but here? Otherwise, wouldn't my years of university be wasted?"

After interviewing Lu Daoming, Tong Bokang's interest was piqued. He interviewed several ordinary villagers in succession. The villagers' descriptions of themselves and their villages varied. When asked how they came here, the answer was that the Village Head and Militia Captain selected everyone to come participate in building the dam.

When asked about their views on the dam, the villagers' answers were surprisingly identical to what Water Conservancy Director Lu Daoming said. After the dam was built, it could solve the water shortage problem in the Siping area, and all villages and towns the water canal passed through could obtain a large amount of clean drinking water.

The Chief Engineer and the working laborers actually had the same understanding of the purpose of the same project. Tong Bokang was even more curious. He couldn't help using the leading questions he learned at St. John's University on the villagers: "If you didn't come to participate, would they have refused you water?"

The villager didn't understand at first. When Tong Bokang changed his phrasing to something the villager could understand and asked again, the burly man from outside the pass instantly changed his expression. One of them stood up abruptly, pressed close to Tong Bokang, and said angrily, "What do you mean by that?"

Although the accent outside the pass was vastly different from Shanghai, the demeanor and actions made Tong Bokang fully understand that the other party might get violent. Just as he didn't know how to resolve it, a staff member with a red armband nearby stopped the big man and smiled in a Tianjin accent. "Southerners speak differently from us Northerners. He didn't mean that."

"Then what did he mean?" The big man asked relentlessly.

"He wants to know if everyone was forced to come build the dam."

The big man's face looked a little better then, but he still shouted with lingering anger, "The Governor distributed fields and land to us, and is building a dam to distribute water to the village. Wanting a share of water without doing anything—do you have no shame?"

Tong Bokang hurriedly smiled apologetically. "Misunderstanding, misunderstanding!" He then left with the cadre.

After walking far away, the cadre suddenly stopped, kept a straight face, and said to Tong Bokang, "Journalist Tong, stop copying foreign journalists, okay? Do you think asking like that is very clever?"

The amount of information contained in these words shocked Tong Bokang more than being threatened by the burly man from outside the pass face-to-face. He sized up this young man in tattered work clothes. He seemed to be less than twenty years old, yet in his resolute expression, there was a sharpness peculiar to scholars. Tong Bokang asked, "This brother, may I ask your great name and which school you graduated from?"

"My name is Zhu Guangyou. Graduated from Tianjin St. Stephen's Church School, Higher Primary."

Tong Bokang was truly shaken in his heart. Even an unknown cadre had such an educational background, let alone the core figures around He Rui. Such a group of people engaging in such hard work together with rural villagers, indistinguishable from one another except for an armband—such a thing was truly unprecedented.
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Tearing off the calendar page for September 22nd to reveal the new page for September 23rd, Yang Du picked up *Ta Kung Pao* and *Shen Bao*, flipped two pages to the front, and walked out of his office.

During the Hundred Days' Reform, Yang Du had accepted the reformist ideas of Kang Youwei and Liang Qichao and opposed imperialism. In the 32nd year of Guangxu (1906), he served as editor-in-chief of *China New News* and published "The Theory of Gold and Iron," advocating for a constitutional monarchy. In the same year, Yang Du wrote two articles, "The Outline of China's Constitution Should Absorb the Strengths of Eastern and Western Countries" and "Procedures for Implementing Constitutional Government," which were presented to the Emperor along with Liang Qichao's "Comparison of Constitutional Governments in Eastern and Western Countries."

Yang Du strongly supported Yuan Shikai's proclamation as Emperor, gaining Yuan's recognition and promotion to a post in the President's Office.

Yang Du's office was located in a complex of brick and wood structures in a pseudo-European classical style. This was the site of the Qing court's highest military command, the Ministry of War and the Ministry of the Navy. Designed in 1906 by Shen Qi, a Chinese architect who studied in the UK, the construction funds came from the surplus of Empress Dowager Cixi's renovation of the Summer Palace.

After the establishment of the Republic of China in 1912, this became Yuan Shikai's Presidential Palace and State Council. Of the thirteen talks he held with Sun Yat-sen, twelve were held here.

It was a Western-style building in the Victorian Eclectic style, covered with exquisite brick carvings—very beautiful. Yang Du walked through the main building to a row of small western-style houses in the back.

Yuan Shikai's study was on the second floor of one of these small houses. Yang Du stood outside the door. Just as he was about to ask the attendant to report, Yuan Shikai's voice came from inside, "Xizi, come in."

Although it was a Western-style building, the interior decoration was completely Chinese. Master calligraphy and paintings hung on the walls, and the "four treasures of the study"—brush, ink, paper, and inkstone—were placed on the desk. Apart from these, contrary to what the outside world imagined, Yuan Shikai's study was very elegant and simple. Bookshelves full of books stood against the snow-white walls. Except for a table and four chairs for entertaining guests, there was no other furniture.

At this time, Yuan Shikai's hair and beard were already gray, but his gaze remained sharp and focused. Seeing the newspaper in Yang Du's hand, he snorted contemptuously. "Aside from articles flattering me or cursing me, is there actually news that even Xizi cares about?"

Yang Du hurriedly replied, "Yuan Gong, two newspapers published a joint exclusive interview with Siping Governor He Rui."

"He Rui? Is that the kid who made Japan withdraw from Changchun?" As Yuan Shikai spoke, he took the newspaper.

Yuan Shikai's expression was initially somewhat disdainful. When he read, *"...Yuan Gong might have a question. Back then, the Manchu Qing could afford to support the Beiyang Fleet, train the Beiyang New Army, and even build a garden for Cixi simultaneously. The finances could bear it. But when Yuan Gong became the Great President, he couldn't even afford to support the Beiyang Army. Isn't this strange..."*, his expression became solemn.

By the time he finished reading the report, Yuan Shikai's face was full of anger, and he slammed the table and stood up. Yang Du wanted to say something but held his tongue because Yuan Shikai had no intention of speaking, let alone communicating with him.

Yuan Shikai paced back and forth in the study with his hands behind his back. The anger in his expression quickly dissipated, becoming resolute again. Yang Du seized the opportunity to say, "Yuan Gong, what He Rui said about the status quo of national division hits the nail on the head. Although He Rui clearly stated that he does not support the President proclaiming himself Emperor, this person indeed has talent and vision. Why not summon him to Beijing?"

"No need!" Yuan Shikai answered decisively. Walking a few more steps with his hands behind his back, Yuan Shikai sat back in his seat and said coldly, "What can he do alone? Even if I give him a position as a brigade commander in a mixed brigade now and let him lead troops into Beijing, it will be of no use to the political situation. It would only add variables."

Yang Du wanted to persuade him further, but Yuan Shikai waved his hand. "You step down first."

Seeing Yuan Shikai's firm attitude, Yang Du could only withdraw.

After Yang Du left, Yuan Shikai picked up the newspaper again. After reading for a while, sudden sorrow rose from within him. He never expected that the one who truly understood him in the Beiyang clique would be such a junior.

When signing the Sino-Japanese Treaty of 1915, Yuan Shikai had said that as long as a unified country could be rebuilt, Japan was not worth mentioning. However, no one cared about these words; instead, they became an excuse for others to attack Yuan Shikai.

Yuan Shikai had long discovered He Rui's views on national division and the politicization of the Beiyang Army mentioned in the exclusive interview. But Yuan Shikai couldn't say it out loud. Everyone tacitly understood and could still get along; if he said it, it would definitely trigger a bloody storm within Beiyang.

Even though He Rui explicitly stated his attitude of "opposing the President proclaiming himself Emperor," Yuan Shikai had no intention of punishing this small Siping Governor because He Rui frankly spoke Yuan Shikai's heart. In contrast, those old Beiyang brothers either harbored evil intentions or were muddle-headed and incompetent. No matter how Yuan Shikai explained the reasons and necessity of proclaiming himself Emperor, these people didn't believe a word in their hearts.

In this moment, the depression turned into anger. Yuan Shikai couldn't help cursing in his heart: *Feng Guozhang, detestable! Wang Shizhen, detestable! Duan Qirui, especially detestable!*

At this crucial juncture where they should be exerting themselves for Beiyang, none of these people were reliable. Truly detestable!

Just then, with the sound of footsteps, Cao Kun's voice came from outside the door. "Please report to the Great President, Cao Kun requests an audience."

Cao Kun entered the study holding a newspaper. Seeing the same newspaper on Yuan Shikai's desk, he shouted loudly, "Great President, I don't know what kind of madness has seized He Rui—he's pushing his luck to dare provoke the Beiyang brothers! I ask the Great President to order Zhang Xiluan to suppress this bastard!"

Yuan Shikai stared at Cao Kun with sharp eyes for a good while, making Cao Kun feel a little creeped out. Just as he wanted to say something, he heard Yuan Shikai say indifferently, "Zhongshan, why get angry with a child?"

***

At this critical moment, people asking for news were everywhere. Duan Qirui had already requested to see Yuan Shikai five times. The first three meetings were extremely unpleasant. For the last two requests, Yuan Shikai didn't see Duan Qirui at all. Duan Qirui also resigned directly.

But Duan Qirui's resignation didn't mean he withdrew from the center of power. Less than half a day after the event, Duan Qirui's aide came to report. Cao Kun saw He Rui's exclusive interview in the newspaper and angrily went to ask Yuan Shikai to order He Rui's death. In the end, it came to nothing.

Cao Kun often said, "I'm just a roughneck; I don't understand anything."

Cao Kun only said this himself; no one in the Beiyang upper echelon believed it. A roughneck could never sit in Cao Kun's current position. But Duan Qirui knew that when Cao Kun did things, he really had the style of a "roughneck" and would never give up easily.

Since Cao Kun said nothing about killing He Rui after coming out from Yuan Shikai, there was only one possibility: Yuan Shikai stopped Cao Kun.

At this time, Duan Qirui had already carefully read the exclusive interview in the newspaper. Since Yuan Shikai didn't let Cao Kun act, it proved that Yuan Shikai wanted to use this report to beat the Beiyang governors—to let these people understand that Yuan Shikai knew their thoughts very well.

Closing the newspaper, Duan Qirui stood up and ordered the orderly, "Grind the ink."

The aide was the one who had been ordered to help He Rui with the procedures. He asked, "Director-General, is He Rui in trouble?"

Duan Qirui chuckled lightly. "He Rui is indeed the kid who could get ten thousand silver dollars from me. I'm afraid he won't die this time."

After writing the letter, Duan Qirui ordered, "Send it to Zhang Xiluan."

At the same time, Yang Du was chatting with the British journalist George Ernest Morrison about He Rui. Yang Du naturally knew about Cao Kun going to Yuan Shikai to kill He Rui; he didn't think it had anything to do with him. He was just exchanging ideas about He Rui's exclusive interview with George Morrison, Yuan Shikai's foreign aide.

George Morrison was a journalist for *The Times* sent by the British government. He had circulated among scholar-officials known for Westernization, such as Zhang Zhidong, Li Hongzhang, and Yuan Shikai, and was now an advisor in Yuan Shikai's camp. Because he was proficient in international politics and skilled in manipulating news, he was valued by Yuan Shikai.

Hearing Yang Du, a former peer with experience in running newspapers, ask if this exclusive interview would cause a sensation, Morrison didn't answer immediately. After thinking for a while, Morrison replied, "Since Mr. Yang pays such attention to this person, I want to go outside the pass to meet this Governor He."
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In the conference room of a hotel in Siping, the negotiation was entering a critical stage. Wu Youping, the Mayor of Siping, dressed in a sharp western suit, said seriously to the French merchants, "If you gentlemen intend to purchase Siping's grain for next year, you must pay the deposit according to our rules."

The French merchants looked at each other, but none volunteered an answer. The negotiation was deadlocked for a moment. It was clear that this group of French merchants who came to Siping still had concerns.

It was Wu Youping who broke the silence first. "Gentlemen, the European War is currently raging, and the heroic French army is fighting bloody battles on the battlefield. Siping is right here; it can't run away or be lost."

The expressions of the French merchants changed slightly. One of them finally spoke, "Mr. Mayor, how much deposit do you want?"

"40%," Wu Youping answered decisively.

Seeing Wu Youping's firm attitude, the French merchant bit his lip lightly and fell silent again. Witnessing the negotiation fall into a stalemate once more, Zhao Tianlin suggested everyone take a break.

In the small lounge used by the Siping delegation, Wu Youping asked, "Mr. Zhao, if you were in the French merchant's position, would you accept such a deposit?"

"I would accept it," Zhao Tianlin answered decisively.

At this moment, a light knock came from the door. Zhao Tianlin buttoned his jacket and pushed the door open to leave.

The accommodation serving as a hotel was converted from a courtyard house (*Siheyuan*). At the entrance of the restroom, two French merchants walked out and ran into Zhao Tianlin face-to-face. The merchant who had spoken during the negotiation immediately asked, "Mr. Zhao, if it were 30%, we could accept it."

Zhao Tianlin shook his head. As a member of the negotiation team, he had to remain consistent with the team's will. Even if he felt the French merchants were wavering and perhaps a small concession could clinch the deal, he couldn't do it.

Zhao Tianlin said sincerely, "Apologies, gentlemen. The 40% requirement is already our bottom line; we cannot make concessions."

After speaking, Zhao Tianlin ignored the French merchants and walked straight into the restroom.

When the negotiation restarted, the French merchants began to question whether Siping's state-run farms could produce a sufficient amount of grain.

Listening to the merchants' worries, Wu Youping smiled confidently.

At this time, Siping was about to enter early winter, but in such freezing weather, the construction of the water diversion canal was still ongoing. Not only that, for more than two months, work on the state-run farms hadn't stopped for a single day. All of Siping was doing its utmost for next year's agricultural production.

After the merchants finished expressing their doubts about Siping's grain output for next year, Wu Youping answered calmly, "How much grain can you gentlemen buy? Thirty thousand tons? Fifty thousand tons? Or one hundred thousand tons? What we are discussing is not the grain you gentlemen can buy, but the rules of Siping's grain trade. I ask you gentlemen to view this as futures trading. For futures grain traded this month, you only need to pay a 20% margin. But what you are booking is next year's grain; a 40% deposit is a very reasonable price. I can guarantee you now that for all merchants who come to us to buy grain futures, the deposit will be at least 40%."

"Mr. Mayor will ask for a higher deposit from other merchants?" The French merchant was somewhat surprised.

"If the other party wants tens of thousands of tons of grain, the deposit will inevitably be higher. This is the rule of futures." Wu Youping spoke with a matter-of-fact tone about the knowledge he had only learned half a month ago.

The French merchants' understanding of futures went back much further than Wu Youping's. They exchanged a few words in low voices again. The one who spoke before said, "If we reserve 3,000 tons of soybeans, may I ask what currency will be used for payment?"

"Francs," Wu Youping replied.

Hearing that they didn't need to pay in Pounds Sterling, the French merchants exchanged glances. That merchant nodded. "Deal. Then 3,000 tons of soybeans."

Zhao Tianlin on the side breathed a sigh of relief instantly. When he was President of the National Beiyang University, Zhao Tianlin had purchased equipment and materials from abroad many times. He knew that when negotiations reached this stage, they were basically complete. It was just that back then, Zhao Tianlin was the buyer and needed to haggle over every detail.

Wu Youping also felt much more relaxed. The core reason a rule could become a rule was that someone accepted it. Now that someone had accepted the 40% deposit requirement, this rule was considered established.

Since the other party was willing to accept Siping's rules, Wu Youping started the next round.

"Gentlemen, our recent work in Siping is to expand production as soon as possible to provide more supplies for the Allied Powers in this war. To this end, we have communicated over many rounds, and presumably, you are all clear about our needs."

The French merchants nodded. Since business had already started, they naturally didn't mind taking it further.

Wu Youping smiled. "To expand production, we will have to trouble you all with some commodities we need to purchase."

Immediately, Wu Youping took out several lists and handed them to the French merchants.

One of the French merchants read the fastest. After browsing the list, he began to confirm details: "Mr. Mayor, when you purchase commodities, will they also be priced in Francs?"

"Yes."

"Can the advance payment be used to offset the cost?"

"We have already established the Siping Bank. These settlement tasks will be completed through the bank."

The French merchant nodded. "I want to order four thousand tons of soybeans. Furthermore, regarding the French architectural designer required in the list, I can be responsible for inviting one directly from France."

Hearing this, Zhao Tianlin immediately said, "If that's the case, please ask the designer to bring a letter of recommendation."

The merchants turned to Zhao Tianlin. "Mr. Zhao, I understand what you mean."

A letter of recommendation was an important proof of credit in Europe and America. This was, of course, not just a letter; the letter would also have a signature and seal. If someone forged it, experienced personnel would find out. And once found out, the forger would at the very least suffer complete "social death" in high society while compensating for losses, and that was only if a big shot helped them. Otherwise, a lawsuit was inevitable.

Once the act of destroying credit became widespread, it would destroy the credit of the entire upper society, greatly increasing the transaction costs of the upper class. Therefore, to maintain order, high society could not ignore such destructive behavior, let alone fuel it or aid and abet it.

At the dinner after the negotiation, the French merchants finally voiced their curiosity regarding the invitation of a French designer to Siping.

Wu Youping replied readily, "In the Siping of the future, there will be many friends from France. Before they come, we want to find a French designer to design a hotel for them. We have a saying in China: *Guests should feel at home*. We hope every French friend who comes to Siping can feel like they have returned to their hometown."

The French merchants looked puzzled, but they felt sincerity in Wu Youping's words. At the same time, they also clearly perceived that the "French friends" Wu Youping spoke of were definitely not just merchant groups like them.

After a moment of silence, the French merchant who asked questions earlier spoke frankly: "If Mr. Mayor trusts me, I am willing to send a telegram back to France right now. A building needs to be designed first; during this process, we can wait for the letter of recommendation. What do you think?"

Wu Youping nodded in agreement, then raised his wine glass to look at everyone, saying with overflowing enthusiasm, "Gentlemen, let us toast to the victory of France!"

The French merchants raised their glasses one after another. "Toast to the victory of France!"
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Mitsui Yasuki stepped out of the car. A gust of cold wind blew, making Mitsui, wrapped in a black woolen coat, shiver. Compared to northern Japan, the climate in Siping was noticeably colder.

Several European merchants stood outside the gate of He Rui's headquarters. Seeing the headquarters' main gate open and He Rui striding out, the European merchants immediately tried to lean forward but were blocked by the guards.

He Rui shook hands warmly with Mitsui, smiling in Japanese, "Welcome, Mitsui-kun, to Siping."

Mitsui Yasuki bowed slightly. "He-kun is too polite."

"It's cold outside; come in quickly to warm up." As He Rui spoke, he invited Mitsui Yasuki and the others into the headquarters.

Once the main gate closed, blocking the noise outside, Mitsui Yasuki asked, "Why are those European merchants blocking the entrance of the headquarters?"

"Those are just speculators. Hearing that business in Siping is good, they ran here. But doing business isn't playing house. Mayor Wu Youping naturally won't talk to people who don't even have asset certification, so they came to me to try their luck."

Mitsui Yasuki nodded. "There are indeed many such people; understandable."

As they spoke, they arrived at the reception room. The *kang* [heated brick bed] was covered with very finely woven straw mats, somewhat resembling tatami. Two cushions were placed on each side of the table on the *kang*. He Rui helped Mitsui Yasuki onto the *kang* and also invited Noguchi Nobuo, the accompanying Mitsui Consortium representative, to join them. Tea and melon seeds had already been set out. He Rui and Xu Chengfeng sat opposite Mitsui Yasuki.

Feeling the warmth of the *kang*, Mitsui Yasuki took off his gold-rimmed glasses, which had fogged up, wiped them clean, put them back on, and bowed his head slightly in apology. "Last time, I had to go back first due to domestic affairs; I ask for He-kun's forgiveness."

"Mitsui-kun need not be polite. Since you are here this time, if you have free time, why not relax in Siping for a few days?"

Mitsui Yasuki smiled slightly. "Since He-kun offers such kindness, I shall respectfully accept."

The two sides chatted about the situation in Japan for a while. Then the orderly came in to report that the banquet was ready. He Rui immediately invited Mitsui Yasuki and the other Japanese personnel to the table. At the banquet, he introduced Wu Youping, Xu Chengfeng, Zhao Tianlin, and others to Mitsui Yasuki.

For several days thereafter, He Rui invited Mitsui Yasuki to tour Siping during the day and hosted banquets at night, introducing the prominent figures of Siping to him.

Another morning came, and the group arrived at the largest temple in Siping. Wu Youping, who was accompanying them, watched He Rui and Mitsui Yasuki offering incense solemnly, as if they were truly very devout Buddhists. He couldn't hold back and whispered to Noguchi Nobuo, the Mitsui trading representative stationed in Siping standing next to him, "Mr. Mitsui's visit this time is indeed much more leisurely than the last."

Hearing Wu Youping's probe, Noguchi Nobuo also felt he couldn't figure out what was going on. Noguchi himself looked forward to Mitsui Yasuki and He Rui reaching an agreement as soon as possible. Seeing Siping developing well and having worked with Wu Youping for some time, Noguchi's mentality had long changed from feeling exiled overseas to believing this was a land of great promise.

However, Noguchi Nobuo knew well that he and Wu Youping were just subordinates. Since the higher-ups wanted to do this, they must have their considerations. He pretended not to hear, taking out a cigarette and lighting it for himself.

At noon, He Rui and Mitsui Yasuki arrived at Shimen Reservoir. After two rains since the beginning of winter, Mitsui Yasuki followed He Rui up the long embankment and saw some water had accumulated under the small dam intercepting the water. A small boat was moored on the water.

He Rui laughed. "Let's go, get on the boat."

Mitsui Yasuki followed He Rui onto the boat. The water surface wasn't large yet. He Rui rowed the boat out six or seven *zhang* [~20 meters], reaching the center of the water. At this time, only He Rui and Mitsui Yasuki were on the boat. He Rui lit the charcoal under the hot pot with solid alcohol, then pointed to the mountains by the reservoir. "Starting next year, we will close the mountains for afforestation here to conserve water sources. In at most two years, this place will definitely be picturesque, becoming one of Siping's scenic spots. I will definitely invite Mitsui-kun to go boating on the lake then. Sitting around on a boat under the bright moon with a few friends—how beautiful that would be."

Seeing the towering peaks in the distance, Mitsui Yasuki could already imagine the scale of the future lake. "This lake reminds me of Lake Hakkako."

He Rui recalled for a moment and shook his head slightly. "This place is still not quite the same as Lake Hakkako. In my opinion, it's more like what the ancient Chinese poem says: *In front of Xisai Mountain, the white egrets fly; peach blossoms flow with the water, and the mandarin fish are fat. Wearing a green bamboo hat and a green straw raincoat, no need to go home in the slanting wind and fine rain.*"

While speaking, the charcoal under the hot pot was fully ignited. The clear water boiled, and the scallion segments, ginger slices, and small dried shrimp in the pot tumbled up and down. Although this boat was small, a canopy was set up on it, blocking half the side. With the heat trapped inside, it felt much warmer. He Rui took out several plates of food from the food box: sliced lamb, luncheon meat, cabbage, and some rehydrated mushrooms.

Seeing these, Mitsui Yasuki didn't pick up his chopsticks. Instead, he sighed. "He-kun, Japan's future lies in Manchuria and Mongolia."

He Rui stopped his hands and looked at Mitsui Yasuki quietly.

For the past few days, Mitsui Yasuki had been waiting for He Rui to propose a plan first, but He Rui said nothing. Mitsui probed several times, but He Rui remained unmoved. Mitsui didn't underestimate He Rui, so at this moment, he actively voiced his own expectations.

"He-kun, the Japanese Army propagates invading China and conquering Manchuria and Mongolia. I think it is completely unfeasible. But with Sino-Japanese relations so bad, the radicals in Japan will cause trouble sooner or later. He-kun is a wise man of the age; what way do you have to deal with such a situation?"

Since Mitsui Yasuki asked, He Rui answered, "In the current situation, Japan is on the offensive, and China is on the defensive. As long as this situation doesn't change, China can only defend passively."

"He-kun, there is still a way. But I don't know if He-kun is willing to shoulder the responsibility." Although Mitsui Yasuki was talking about major events, he still maintained his composure and didn't show excessive excitement.

"He-kun. I have read your articles on Sino-Japanese peace and friendship; you understand Japan extremely deeply. Currently, Japan needs raw materials and affordable grain; Manchuria and Mongolia can satisfy these needs. Japan's surplus domestic population also needs to emigrate abroad. If these problems can be solved, the rational faction in Japan will definitely do everything possible to maintain this situation. I wonder if He-kun agrees with this?"

He Rui smiled slightly and made no comment.

Mitsui Yasuki also chuckled softly. "Those old antiques have heads full of fighting wars, wanting to achieve these goals by force. If such a war is really fought, the Great Japanese Empire will only exhaust its national strength, losing more than it gains. After meeting He-kun, I felt that only by truly cooperating with someone like He-kun is it possible to solve these problems."

Hearing Mitsui Yasuki speak to this extent, He Rui finally answered, "Why doesn't Mr. Mitsui seek cooperation with the Kwantung Leased Territory?"

Mitsui Yasuki sighed slightly. "To be honest, the cooperation conditions over in Kwantung exceed my bottom line. Moreover, Kwantung is just a leased territory. if asked to stir up trouble, they can do it. But to ask them to accomplish great things... leaving aside those people in the Kwantung Governor-General's Office, what can a mere tiny patch of land do?"

He Rui continued to ask, "Then Mr. Mitsui could also go to General Zhen'an, Zhang Xiluan, to seek cooperation."

"Zhang Xiluan is mediocre and old. His subordinates are also all pedantic scholars; I haven't heard of anyone among them who can be reasoned with thoroughly. Looking all over the area outside the pass, I judge that only He-kun possesses the vision of the future world and is someone with whom I have a foundation for long-term cooperation."

After speaking, Mitsui Yasuki stared at He Rui, but saw no ripples on He Rui's face.

A moment later, he heard He Rui say, "Mr. Mitsui is a top-tier talent in Japan. Precisely because of this, too many people pin their life hopes on Mr. Mitsui, which inevitably subjects Mr. Mitsui to various constraints. I am very willing to cooperate with Mr. Mitsui, but I can *only* cooperate with Mr. Mitsui."

Mitsui Yasuki understood He Rui's meaning very well. Although the Mitsui family was Japan's number one zaibatsu, it was not the Mitsui family's turn to dominate Japan's national policy.

What Mitsui Yasuki truly sought was also to bypass Japanese domestic supervision and expand the Mitsui family's strength in China to his heart's content.

But which of those dignitaries in Japan didn't have torch-like eyes when facing real interests? Only by finding a true partner could Mitsui's goal be achieved. The reason he decided to show his cards to He Rui this time was also that after several months of observation, he determined that He Rui was not just a simple scholar.

Hearing He Rui voice exactly what he was thinking, Mitsui Yasuki said solemnly, "For nearly three hundred years, the Mitsui family has always dedicated itself to assisting heroes. He-kun is a hero. If He-kun has the will, I am willing to help He-kun rise to the very top. Only in this way can Sino-Japanese friendship be truly promoted and Sino-Japanese peace ensured."

On the shore, Wu Youping and Noguchi Nobuo watched Mitsui Yasuki and He Rui talking and laughing on the small boat, and soon starting to eat hot pot. The two looked at each other, feeling that the days of sightseeing everywhere in Siping would have to continue.

In the cold wind, the two rubbed their hands and sighed in unison.
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"Governor, will the Mitsui family's advance payment arrive on time?" Wu Youping asked.

"Just treat Mitsui as an ordinary partner. Business activities are business activities; just act according to the agreed commercial contract. The Mitsui family is not more important than other merchants, nor less important than other merchants."

Wu Youping relaxed and asked the next question. "Governor, the military uniform factory can start running. Comrades in the troops expressed that the uniform style is different from the Republic of China military uniform."

"The samples are out?" He Rui showed a smile. He Rui had drawn the style of the Siping Army's uniform himself, but he hadn't had time to attend to this matter.

Here, Zhao Tianlin couldn't help but take over the conversation. "Brother He, I have already written to my mentor, asking him to help invite people who do art design to come and set up an Art Department. However, for fine arts, we still have to look to European countries. This is another expense."

He Rui laughed. "No matter. This money should be invested. Aesthetic design, as well as photography and filming, are very important works. We want to build such a school."

Now even Zhao Tianlin was a bit surprised. But seeing He Rui's firm attitude, Zhao Tianlin looked at Wu Youping, who managed the money. At this time, Wu Youping didn't raise a different opinion but continued to ask, "Governor, since the military uniform factory can already run, how many orders should we give them?"

He Rui laughed. "Since the uniforms are ready, why not let Xu Chengfeng and the others wear them out for a look?"

Before long, a dozen young officers of various ranks appeared in front of He Rui wearing military uniforms. It was also Zhao Tianlin's first time seeing the new military uniform, and he was stunned. The uniform was very special when designed, but he didn't expect the feeling when worn to be even more different.

Large lapels, large buttons, wide belts. At first glance, one felt the soldiers had good figures; at second glance, one felt the soldiers' temperament was completely different from the Beiyang Army.

After looking at the military uniform, Zhao Tianlin could only sigh, knowing it was good but not knowing *why* it was good. "This uniform really looks good on them."

He Rui didn't comment. He examined the uniform carefully and raised improvement requirements. "Raise the collar at the back of the neck a bit higher, and lower the position of the front collar. Let the hollow at the base of the throat show."

Cavalry Company Commander Zheng Silang asked in confusion, "Won't that be cold?"

"Of course it will be cold in winter. So the troops will be issued shirts as underwear, and also scarves."

"Without a collar hook, isn't that inappropriate?" Xu Chengfeng didn't quite agree with the small collar.

He Rui shook his head. "If military discipline could be solved by a hook, the Beiyang Army's discipline wouldn't have become what it is now."

Speaking, He Rui pulled Cheng Ruofan out and physically adjusted the uniform to the appearance he just described according to his own view. Wu Youping was watching when he heard He Rui order, "Youping, take off your shirt and let Cheng Ruofan wear it. Also, invite the tailor master to come and watch."

Before long, Cheng Ruofan was surrounded in the middle as a model. Zheng Silang looked left and right and couldn't help laughing. "Wearing it like this, Ruofan looks a lot smarter."

Hearing this, Cheng Ruofan immediately retorted, "Bullshit! I wasn't stupid to begin with!"

Zhao Tianlin praised, "Wearing it like this, he immediately has a scholarly air."

"Of course." He Rui was also very satisfied. The uniform in front of him was a copy of the WWII German uniform; it would be strange if it didn't look good. He borrowed a scarf from Zhao Tianlin and put it on Cheng Ruofan. Everyone couldn't help sighing with emotion; Cheng Ruofan already had a refined and gentle feeling.

This was also what He Rui pursued. The design of WWII German uniforms emphasized the shaping of body lines, trying to add visual effects of sharpness, aloofness, and wisdom. The inner elements of the design produced amazing visual effects, creating a classic in the history of military uniforms.

Of course, some people thought the combat effectiveness of such uniforms was sacrificed, but He Rui believed a scarf could keep one warmer than any collar hook. Seeing it was about right, He Rui asked, "Master, the winter cotton overcoat must cover the calves. For ease of movement, the uniform itself isn't thick, so it needs to be longer to strengthen wind protection. How long does one set of such a uniform take?"

The tailor master estimated for a good while before answering, "If a few people rush this uniform, it takes ten days. If done normally, fifteen days."

"Good. Please write down the process arrangement for making this uniform for us, Master."

After the tailor left and everyone changed their clothes back, He Rui ordered Wu Youping, "We have two thousand people now, and the troops will be expanded to five thousand. Make the uniforms for the current troops and police first; adding them up, it's nearly three thousand sets."

Wu Youping replied, "Governor. Wait a moment." After speaking, he picked up a pen and calculated. Before long, Wu Youping calculated a number. "Governor, the uniform factory has four hundred people now. Three thousand sets of clothes require forty-five thousand man-days. To finish them all, it takes 112 and a half days. Four months. Governor, should we recruit more people?"

He Rui shook his head. "I don't plan to recruit more people in the uniform factory. But we must expand the manpower. Youping, send people to the villages and tell the villagers that if the village organizes people to participate in production, we will pay."

"How do people in the village know how to make military uniforms?" Wu Youping immediately expressed a different view.

"They don't need to learn how to make a complete uniform. Each village only needs to be able to complete one step in the production of the uniform. Making a set of uniforms only involves dozens or a hundred steps. There are definitely villages that can complete them."

Wu Youping thought for a while and still shook his head. "Just organizing them and training them will take a lot of effort. If we expand the scale of the uniform factory, it's easy to organize and produce, and we can control product quality. We can also save a lot of effort."

He Rui didn't answer immediately but asked everyone to sit down first, then said, "The report mentioned a situation: the policies we promote in the countryside are greatly supported by the people of tenant backgrounds. The reaction of middle peasants is not enthusiastic, and the reaction of rich peasants is even more average. As for landlords, it's good enough if they don't oppose. Why?"

The one answering was Statistics Bureau Chief Xu Jia. This burly young man said in his pleasant baritone, "Everyone has two sides. Tenants benefit purely from land reform, while the wealthier classes, although benefiting, also suffer some damage. Moreover, after land reform, land trading is prohibited. Those owner-peasants and rich peasants can no longer become landlords. They feel we have blocked their path to upward mobility. Of course, they feel they are losing out."

He Rui continued to ask, "Then why do these people feel their upward mobility is blocked?"

Xu Jia thought for a moment and answered, "This... our policy doesn't allow them to become landlords."

"Let's change our thinking. A modern state is established on the basis of rights and obligations. Until now, tenants, owner-peasants, rich peasants, and even ordinary landlords haven't established a relationship with the government based on rights and obligations. The government didn't want to establish such a system, nor did anyone propagate it to them. As long as there is no major disaster, the government unilaterally obtains agricultural products and taxes from the countryside. For these people, they can only rely on themselves to obtain class advancement. From owner-peasant to rich peasant, from rich peasant to landlord. Then cultivate their children to study, pass the civil service exams, and become members of the power class."

Xu Jia understood immediately and picked up his notebook to start recording.

The others also understood more or less. Wu Youping asked, "Governor, is cooperating with villages to produce military uniforms to give everyone a new path?"

"First, point out the new path of participating in industrial production through propaganda and education. Then, by providing opportunities to the countryside, let some of them join industrial production. Uniform production is just one of them. Perhaps some villages are better at weaving, breeding, breeding seeds, or logistics. There is no need to impose special content on a certain village. Through cooperation, guidance, and judgment, decide the direction of cooperation. This is also one of the contents to be trained for cadres like Village Heads and Village Militia Captains next."

Zhao Tianlin agreed with He Rui's view very much but was still a bit worried, so he asked, "What about efficiency?"

"Different levels have different standards for evaluating efficiency. From the perspective of a garment factory, the highest work efficiency, higher yield, and lower defect rate mean higher efficiency. From the perspective of the local economy, pulling more people into socialized production increases the labor force participation rate, and the overall efficiency is higher. If three thousand sets of uniforms are finished in one month, do you think the efficiency is high or not?"

Thinking of the difficulty of the work, Wu Youping frowned but answered firmly, "Governor, I will do my best to promote this matter."

"The first step in promotion is propaganda and education. When Shang Yang carried out reforms in the State of Qin, the first thing was to win the trust of the people. If we can't let the masses know what we are doing, how can we make the masses support us? Let me give another example. Why did the Mitsui family cooperate with us?"

Hearing this, everyone immediately broke free from the mood of fearing difficulties. The fact that Mitsui Yasuki suddenly cooperated with He Rui after days of sightseeing made the comrades very curious. None of them believed Mitsui Yasuki was a shallow person.

"Because after observing me for several months and coming personally, Mitsui confirmed one of our policies: the government and the army must serve economic development. Precisely because of this, Mitsui felt there was a basis for cooperation."

Zhong Yifu was somewhat unhappy. "Governor, we are executing such policies for the country and the people. Mitsui is just to make money for himself."

"We executed a more reasonable policy that is more conducive to developing productive forces. Even capitalists come to seek cooperation; the people will surely see this clearly too. And our work is to follow the laws of human cognition: first let the people know such a thing exists, then help more people have the ability to join the ranks of developing productive forces. As long as there is no major disaster, the government unilaterally obtains agricultural products and taxes from the countryside. For these people, they can only rely on themselves to obtain class advancement. From owner-peasant to rich peasant, from rich peasant to landlord. Then cultivate their children to study, pass the civil service exams, and become members of the power class."

"Wait, the previous paragraph was repeated?" Let me check the source text for the last paragraph. Source: “我们执行了更合理，更有利于发展生产力的政策，连资本家都会来寻求合作，人民群众也一定能够看清楚这点。而我们的工作是要按照人类认识事物的规律，先让人民群众知道有这么一回事，接着帮助更多群众有能力加入到发展生产力的行列中来。只要认清规律，按照规律办事，人民群众就没有不能合作的。”

My translation in text: "We executed a more reasonable policy that is more conducive to developing productive forces. Even capitalists come to seek cooperation; the people will surely see this clearly too. And our work is to follow the laws of human cognition: first let the people know such a thing exists, then help more people have the ability to join the ranks of developing productive forces. As long as there is no major disaster, the government unilaterally obtains agricultural products and taxes from the countryside. For these people, they can only rely on themselves to obtain class advancement. From owner-peasant to rich peasant, from rich peasant to landlord. Then cultivate their children to study, pass the civil service exams, and become members of the power class."

Error: The last part "As long as there is no major disaster..." belongs to an earlier paragraph! The correct ending for this paragraph is: "As long as we recognize the laws and act according to them, there are no masses we cannot cooperate with." (Translation of 只要认清规律，按照规律办事，人民群众就没有不能合作的。)

I must correct this before writing.

Corrected Last Section: "We executed a more reasonable policy that is more conducive to developing productive forces. Even capitalists come to seek cooperation; the people will surely see this clearly too. And our work is to follow the laws of human cognition: first let the people know such a thing exists, then help more people have the ability to join the ranks of developing productive forces. As long as we recognize the laws and act according to them, there are no masses we cannot cooperate with."

Wu Youping sighed, "Just considering this workload, I feel we must strengthen cadre training!"

"Correct," He Rui agreed. "So next, military cadres like Xu Chengfeng must also rotate to work at the grassroots level in the countryside."

After speaking, He Rui said to Wu Youping, "Now seize the time to inquire in Tianjin, Shanghai, and other places about the requirements for military uniforms, shoes, socks, leggings, etc., in Europe. It's best if we can manufacture them ourselves. If we can't, try to find suppliers who can provide these products."
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The winter in the capital was very cold. The only benefit might be that the smell of urine and feces from the corners of every street was significantly fainter than in other seasons. However, the sky full of wind and sand made the capital's sky gray and gloomy. The slender Yang Du, dressed in a long gown and mandarin jacket, covered the lower half of his face with a handkerchief as he sat in a rickshaw amidst the flying dust and sand.

The rickshaw puller lowered his head, narrowed his eyes, covered his nose and mouth with a sweat towel, and ran quickly against the wind, finally stopping in front of a decent courtyard house.

Getting out of the cart, the strong wind blew up the hem of Yang Du's long gown directly. Yang Du grabbed the corner of his gown and walked to the door. Before he could knock, the door opened. A servant came out to welcome him against the strong wind, saying only, "Please come in," then blocked the wind to let Yang Du into the house.

The master of the house was waiting in the main hall. It was Yuan Shikai's foreign aide, George Ernest Morrison.

Once the door closed, although the wind swept across the roof making a sound like a wolf's howl, a brazier was burning inside the room, and the air emitted the scent of incense, like two different worlds compared to the outside.

Wiping his glasses with a handkerchief, Yang Du asked urgently, "The Great President has already declined the 'urging to ascend' from the National People's Representative Assembly twice. Why does Mr. Morrison want to leave the capital at this time?"

Morrison replied calmly, "*Ta Kung Pao* has an exclusive interview with me. I need to go to Tianjin."

Yang Du knew this was an excuse. Although *Ta Kung Pao* was a major newspaper, it wouldn't be difficult to have a journalist come to the capital for an interview. He said decisively, "I will send a telegram to Tianjin right now. They can even go to Siping outside the pass, thousands of miles away, how can they not come to the capital!"

After speaking, he made a gesture to leave. Seeing Yang Du like this, Morrison stopped him and asked him to sit down, then said, "Mr. Yang, the Great President's approach is too clumsy. I originally thought that after He Rui wrote that exclusive interview, the Great President had understood the situation of various social strata in China. I didn't expect the Great President to treat proclaiming himself Emperor as the goal instead."

Hearing such an accusation, Yang Du lowered his head slightly and sighed, but then raised his head again. "Mr. Morrison, I have advised the Great President several times, requesting him to reuse He Rui and let He Rui take charge of outside the pass. He Rui graduated first from the Army War College and, judging by the newspaper reports, has quite the means in Siping. Since He Rui understands that the Great President is for the unification of China, and has the gratitude of the Great President's recognition, he will surely serve wholeheartedly. When He Rui has some strength, and when the Great President proclaims himself Emperor, if those who feign compliance stir up rebellion after the proclamation, there will always be a reliable force. But the Great President doesn't want the Beiyang brothers to misunderstand, so he refuses to agree. Mr. Morrison, why don't we go see the Great President together now and recommend He Rui at the same time? With the Great President's high regard for Mr. Morrison, there is a sixty or seventy percent chance he will agree."

Hearing Yang Du speak like this, Morrison shook his head. "Mr. Yang overestimates my influence on the Great President. Moreover, I never had the will to interfere in China's political situation. I support the Great President in achieving centralization in China, but achieving centralization in China and restoring the monarchy are two different things. I believe Governor He Rui saw this clearly, which is why he analyzed China's situation like that in the interview. Hasn't Mr. Yang understood He Rui's analysis on this?"

Yang Du didn't answer immediately. The curse that four generations of the Yuan family couldn't live past 57 was something everyone in Beiyang knew but dared not say. In 1909, Yuan Shikai was dismissed and sent back to his hometown by the Prince Regent Zaifeng on the grounds of a foot ailment. While living in seclusion in Zhangde, he became obsessed with physiognomy, fortune-telling, and feng shui. It is said that a physiognomy master who was quite famous locally also claimed that Yuan Shikai would not live past 58.

Although Yang Du himself didn't really believe this, Yuan Shikai had passed his 56th birthday this year, making him 57 in nominal age. Even for a normal person, passing away at this time wouldn't be strange, let alone the Great President Yuan Shikai who handled ten thousand matters a day. If Yuan Shikai were gone, Yang Du couldn't imagine who else could shoulder the great cause of restoring China's unified central government.

At this time, the wind outside subsided slightly. Morrison's servant served tea. Yang Du took two sips, feeling he couldn't use the worry about Yuan Shikai's lifespan as a reason, so he turned the topic back to He Rui. "Mr. Morrison, since you care so much about He Rui, what kind of person is He Rui in your eyes?"

Morrison thought for a while. "Mr. Yang, I heard of He Rui's reputation long ago. He Rui wrote books and established theories in Japan. Having read He Rui's *A Preliminary Explanation of Geopolitics* and *East Asian Confucian Civilization and the Future of the World*, I initially thought He Rui was a European. His exposition of the world situation reminded me of the time when I was studying in the UK, listening to lectures at the university. I must say, I never thought I would encounter a scholar with a global vision in China."

Yang Du was stunned. He knew Morrison appreciated He Rui, but he didn't expect Morrison's evaluation of He Rui to be so high. This piqued Yang Du's curiosity. "Mr. Morrison, you evaluate He Rui like this. Compared to Li Hongzhang, Lord Li, how much difference is there in He Rui's vision?"

A hint of a smile appeared on Morrison's chiseled face, and even his sharp eyes seemed a bit softer. "Mr. Li Hongzhang's understanding of the world was still an Eastern court model. Governor He Rui's concept is completely a European model. His vision is not limited to the single country of China but looks at the whole world. The difference between the two, to use a Chinese saying, is that they are 'horses and cattle not reaching each other' [completely unrelated], with absolutely no basis for comparison."

Yang Du changed the question. "Does Mr. Morrison think Governor He's knowledge is similar to those currently in the Chinese government?"

Morrison thought for a while and shook his head. "I don't know many officials, and Chinese officials are not accustomed to expressing their views on the world situation. So I cannot make a comparison."

Yang Du still didn't give up and simply asked, "What if we forcibly compare He Rui with Mr. Morrison?"

Morrison laughed. "The reporter interviewing me in Tianjin this time happens to be the one who interviewed Governor He Rui. I would actually like to ask that reporter this question. If Mr. Yang really wants to know, why not go with me?"

Yang Du understood Morrison's attitude and sighed. "I want to stay in the capital to assist the Great President. I hope Mr. Morrison returns to the capital soon."

Sending Yang Du away, Morrison packed his luggage, bid farewell to his wife, and headed to Tianjin. Getting out of the car at the entrance of the *Ta Kung Pao* newspaper office, he saw the main door of *Ta Kung Pao* open, and the newspaper's General Manager Ying Lianzhi led a group of editors and reporters walking out quickly. Ying Lianzhi stepped forward and warmly shook Morrison's hand, laughing, "Mr. Morrison coming to *Ta Kung Pao* for an interview really brings honor to our humble newspaper. Please come in."

Amidst the welcome of the newspaper staff lining the path, Morrison followed Ying Lianzhi into the newspaper office. Ying Lianzhi first introduced the prominent figures in *Ta Kung Pao* to Morrison, then brought out a reporter about thirty years old with a beautiful mustache. "This is reporter Mo Yang. He is responsible for this exclusive interview."

Mo Yang was also a bit excited, stepping forward to shake hands with Morrison. "Thank you, Mr. Morrison, for agreeing to this interview. I wonder if Mr. Morrison has any requirements for this interview?"

Morrison looked at the group of people around him and replied, "I hope to be interviewed alone. Let's arrange the location at the hotel where I am staying."

The surrounding reporters all showed envious expressions. The exclusive interview with He Rui caused quite a sensation after it was published, but for *Ta Kung Pao*, a newspaper that clashed with Yuan Shikai, He Rui's stance wasn't considered radical, and the Beiyang high command didn't respond to this interview at all. Although the newspaper's upper management rated the interview highly, it didn't generate a huge reaction among the public.

Now, interviewing the British representative Morrison, who was rumored to support Yuan Shikai's proclamation as Emperor, the news effect would definitely be very strong. With this interview falling into Mo Yang's hands, other reporters couldn't help but be envious. However, since Morrison specifically named Mo Yang for the interview, other reporters really had no way to fight for this opportunity.

*Ta Kung Pao* President Wang Zhilong hurriedly responded, "Good, when should we send reporter Mo Yang to visit?"

"Tomorrow morning at 9 o'clock, I will wait for Mr. Mo Yang at the hotel."

Mo Yang rushed to the hotel where Morrison was staying early in the morning. In the lounge at the entrance, preparing and repeatedly confirming the interview questions, at 9:01, Mo Yang knocked on the door of Morrison's room.

Soon, Mo Yang was invited into the room by Morrison. According to interview customs, both sides had to engage in some friendly exchange first. Mo Yang had just chatted about the second topic when he heard Morrison ask, "I have read reporter Mo's interview with Governor He Rui. The interview content was very brilliant, profoundly expounding on the current situation of North and South China. Congratulations to reporter Mo for producing such an outstanding report."

Mo Yang smiled and expressed his thanks, already feeling in his heart that things weren't that simple. Sure enough, Morrison continued to ask, "Since it was an exclusive interview, presumably reporter Mo had a very deep exchange with Governor He Rui. Is there anything that left a deep impression on reporter Mo but wasn't written in the report?"

Mo Yang thought for a while and laughed, "If I tell these anecdotes to Mr. Morrison, will Mr. Morrison also tell me similar anecdotes in the interview?"

To this question, Morrison smiled without speaking. Mo Yang had no choice but to tell Morrison the scene of his interview with He Rui. Hearing that He Rui actually went down to the fields to harvest, Morrison couldn't imagine at all how He Rui, in a Governor's outfit, worked in the fields. So he asked, "Was Governor He wearing a military uniform?"

Seeing Morrison frowning, Mo Yang laughed, "Haha, it seems Mr. Morrison didn't expect it either. When Governor He went down to the fields, he was wearing a set of peasant clothes, and they were tattered. In our China, peasants wear this when they go down to the fields."

Morrison had taken thousands of photos of all levels of Chinese society, and the image of peasants working immediately floated in his mind. The tattered clothes didn't surprise him, but the protagonist in this picture was completely different from Morrison's imagination. A soldier who could write *A Preliminary Explanation of Geopolitics* should be an elegant staff officer in Morrison's imagination. What was the purpose of such a soldier going down to the fields to do farm work?

Seeing Morrison fall into thought, Mo Yang didn't want to be tricked into talking by Morrison in turn, so he requested to start the interview. However, the interview disappointed Mo Yang a bit. Morrison emphasized support for restoring centralization and also rated Yuan Shikai's own ability very high, but he didn't talk about Yuan Shikai proclaiming himself Emperor. Although it wasn't worthless, it was far from the expected interview.

When Mo Yang asked about the British attitude towards Yuan Shikai proclaiming himself Emperor, Morrison replied, "Please ask His Excellency Jordan, the British Minister to China, about this matter."

This was an evasion. Mo Yang stopped his pen and asked another question, "Does Mr. Morrison support the Great President proclaiming himself Emperor?"

Morrison replied frankly, "I support China restoring centralization."

Ending this interview of limited significance, Morrison recalled Mo Yang's description of He Rui in the room. Originally, he had considered whether to go to Siping. The description of He Rui personally going down to the fields to work strengthened Morrison's curiosity. If he were just a scholar-type soldier, exchanging letters with He Rui would be fine. But the matter of He Rui working in the fields made Morrison feel that He Rui was definitely not as simple as described in the newspaper.
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Morrison and the British merchant Johnson walked out of the train station together, looking at the scarce pedestrians on the snow-covered street. Johnson took off his hat, scratched his thick, fluffy blond hair, and said to Morrison, "Mr. Morrison, we have to rely on you, the 'China Hand,' to ask for directions."

Morrison didn't answer. He looked around and saw a shop opposite the train station. Of the several wooden doors facing the street, each taller than a person, only one was left open. A thick straw curtain hung from the top of the door to the bottom, covering it tightly.

Walking across the street along the cleared road, Morrison lifted the door curtain and entered the shop. Sunlight entering from the high windows shone on the counter. A copper kettle for boiling water sat on a small stove behind the counter. The shelves displayed burlap sacks of peanuts, melon seeds, and fried salted beans unique to the Northeast—all common commodities at train stations.

There were no electric lights in the room, nor were any lamps lit; everything was shrouded in a dim, antiquated atmosphere. Morrison was about to ask for directions when he saw several brand-new newspapers placed in a conspicuous position on the shelf. He asked, "Boss, what newspaper is this?"

The foreigner who came in could actually speak fluent Chinese. Although the shopkeeper was somewhat surprised, he answered readily, "This is *Siping Daily*."

"Are there newspapers from other places?" Morrison pressed.

The boss shook his head. "In the past, I would bring in some newspapers from other places every now and then, but no one reads those newspapers anymore. For the past two months, I've only sold *Siping Daily*."

Soon after, Johnson saw the shop's door curtain lift, and Morrison came out holding a newspaper. He went up to follow Morrison, but saw Morrison didn't set off; instead, he stood still in front of a street sign at the intersection. Only then did Johnson notice that Siping street corners actually had street signs. It was just that there were many Chinese characters written on them, which Johnson couldn't read.

Morrison took out the merchant's letter, looked at the street sign for a while, and went west along the cleared road.

At every intersection, Morrison stopped to look at the street sign for a while. Johnson was very worried that this was useless; even on the streets of London, one couldn't reach a destination relying solely on street signs. But out of politeness, Johnson held back the urge to question and followed Morrison through several intersections.

When several figures wearing British coats appeared before his eyes, Johnson couldn't quite believe it. But those British merchants immediately came up upon seeing Johnson and Morrison, asking, "Did you just arrive?"

Before his voice fell, a British merchant caught up from behind and shouted, "Johnson, is it really you?"

Soon, Morrison and Johnson were led into the British merchants' residence. Morrison looked left and right, not knowing how to evaluate it. This was a two-story Chinese building; the style reminded Morrison of the Eight Great Hutongs, the famous red-light district in Beijing.

But there were no red lanterns here, nor round tables. There was a dining area composed of rectangular and small square tables, covered with tablecloths.

On the wooden shelves behind the British-style bar counter, rows of glass liquor bottles were displayed. A row of high stools was placed outside the bar. Although it was broad daylight, merchants were already sitting on the high stools, holding wine glasses and chatting while drinking.

There was a fireplace on each side of the building. The warmth released by the burning wood in the fireplaces made the inside and outside seem like two different worlds.

Long iron rods were nailed to the pillars, with British gas lamps hanging at the front ends. The bright light emitted by the gas lamps dispelled the gloom in the hall. Not only that, on the left side of the hall was a conversation area surrounded by sofas, and on the right side, a snooker table was actually set up.

Chinese architecture and British layout—these two styles combined to create the feeling of a British gentlemen's club.

Johnson had sat on hard seats on the train for a few days in winter. Seeing a sofa, he walked directly over and sat down. He immediately let out a sigh of admiration. "It's actually a real sofa!"

Morrison went over to try it. Just as Johnson said, the softness and elasticity were not far from British sofas. But Morrison still felt some differences. However, the journey was so exhausting that he didn't want to nitpick to find out exactly what the difference was.

At this time, a young Chinese man wearing a British waiter's uniform walked over with a tray and asked in not-so-fluent English, "Sir, would you like lemon water?"

Morrison nodded, and the waiter handed a glass to Morrison. Seeing the lemon slice in the glass, Morrison was finally sure that the description of Siping in the letter Johnson showed him was true. This place might have accommodations closest to the British style.

The taste of the lemon water made Morrison feel incredibly refreshed. Just as he took the second sip, a query in French came from the door. "Mr. Louis, President of the French Chamber of Commerce, sent me to greet the two newly arrived gentlemen."

Looking up, Morrison was even more surprised. The waiter standing at the door was dressed in French style; that French-style bow tie couldn't be wrong.

"We are here," Johnson stood up and responded.

The waiter walked up to Morrison and Johnson and handed over a business card. Morrison didn't understand French well. Johnson took the card, looked at it, and laughed. "Is the French Chamber of Commerce Hall actually across the street?"

The waiter replied, "If the two of you have time, Mr. Louis welcomes you to the hall."

Sending the waiter away, Morrison looked at this building again. He saw the interior arrangement was very meticulous, definitely not a rough imitation, and couldn't help but feel more curiosity. On the way here from the train station, Morrison didn't see any difference between Siping and other ordinary Chinese inland county towns. He Rui had been in Siping for less than half a year and created two such halls. Did Siping really have so many business opportunities to support these two halls?

This building had already been rented to British merchants. Morrison was quickly assigned a room on the second floor. The bed was very soft. Morrison lifted the mattress and saw a thick mat woven from a kind of brown dried grass he hadn't seen before. Leaning in to smell it, there was a faint plant scent, not annoying at all.

Putting the mattress back, lying on the soft yet elastic bed, Morrison wanted to think about some problems, but remembered the *Siping Daily* he bought at the train station, so he took it out. However, after reading only one headline, he felt his eyelids were incredibly heavy. Just as he put the newspaper on his chest, he had already fallen asleep.

Not knowing how long he slept, the sound of colliding balls and bursts of applause from outside woke Morrison from his dream. Rubbing his eyes, he walked to the second floor. Looking down from the railing, he saw six or seven people gathered around the snooker table.

At this time, only four or five balls remained on the table. A blond youth wearing a waistcoat and trousers squatted beside the table, carefully looking at the position of the balls. That thick, fluffy blond hair was familiar; it should be Johnson.

Morrison had heard that Johnson was a snooker expert. Seeing him constantly changing positions with a troubled look, he must have encountered a formidable opponent.

Looking at the distribution of balls on the table again, even Morrison, who only knew the rules, was somewhat surprised. According to snooker rules, once all red balls on the table are potted, the colored balls must be potted in order from lowest to highest score using the white ball: Yellow (2 points), Green (3), Brown (4), Blue (5), Pink (6), Black (7).

Now, the white ball was surrounded by several colored balls, while the lowest-scoring green ball was against the cushion at the other end of the table.

This was an obvious snooker. Johnson had to rely on several rebounds to get the white ball out of the encirclement without touching other colored balls and hit the green ball. If he couldn't do it, besides deducting points, the white ball had to be returned to its original position to start over. If the white ball touched other colored balls in the process, points would be deducted according to the colored ball's value.

Johnson met a master.

There were obviously several people dressed as Frenchmen in the crowd of onlookers, but they didn't hold cues. Expanding the search range a bit, he saw a black-haired youth wearing a waistcoat and trousers sitting on a chair nearby. A cue was placed beside the youth, who was taking a sip of lemon water. He should be that master.

Johnson made a decision at this time. He stood up and used the rest. The white ball broke out of the encirclement, bounced twice against the cushions, collided lightly with the green colored ball, and rolled toward the other side of the table again. It seemed to be heading back to a position unsuitable for striking.

Johnson didn't give up the game; he was still striving for victory. Even though Morrison didn't know much about snooker, he still felt Johnson played well. Several onlookers immediately applauded. It was evident that people who understood snooker, this European aristocratic sport, shared Morrison's view.

But the white ball didn't go that far. It stopped at the edge of the table on the other side and didn't bounce out. The black-haired youth stood up and looked for a moment, then hit a straight shot. The white ball crossed a long distance and accurately collided lightly with the green ball. The green ball was already against the cushion; under such a collision, it rolled slowly along the cushion and fell into the pocket.

A burst of sighs and applause erupted around them.

Having gained the advantage, the youth used a draw shot technique to hit the lower part of the ball, potting the brown, blue, and pink balls one by one while controlling the white ball to draw back to a good striking position. That clean striking action and the precise positioning of the white ball puzzled Morrison even more.

Black-haired Europeans were mostly in Southern Europe. Snooker wasn't popular in Southern Europe; it was an entertainment item for British, French, and Northern European aristocrats. This youth had a Chinese face, obviously not Southern European.

Suddenly, a strange thought popped up, making even Morrison feel his idea was truly baffling.

At this time, only a lone black ball remained on the table. With a clean strike, the black-haired youth sent the black ball straight into the middle pocket. Only the white ball continued to roll on the table.

Seeing the white ball's path obviously wouldn't lead to a pocket, Johnson shook his head helplessly, walked up to the black-haired youth, and extended his hand. "Governor He, you won beautifully."

Although Morrison had already guessed this Chinese youth might be He Rui, he didn't expect it to be true. He saw He Rui shake hands with Johnson and say warmly, "This was a wonderful match. I haven't met an excellent opponent like you for a long time. Playing against a master brought me great joy. Thank you, Mr. Johnson."

In the whole of Siping, there was only one Governor He. Morrison felt his previous impression of He Rui as a "scholar-type staff officer" was shaken by the scene before him. A scholar-type staff officer proficient in aristocratic entertainment—in the UK, this person would inevitably be a proper high-ranking noble.

"Governor He, want another game?" Johnson asked excitedly.

He Rui laughed. "My purpose today is to attend the thank-you cocktail party. I'll play with Mr. Johnson again next time."
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The first dish was served, and the cocktail party livened up. Not only were the British merchants beaming with joy, but even Morrison couldn't help recalling his time studying at the University of Edinburgh Medical School when he saw the fish and chips. Back then, a bottle of cheap whiskey and a few portions of fish and chips were enough to spend a happy weekend eating and chatting with medical school classmates.

This counted as He Rui's gift; the other dishes were arranged by the British merchants themselves. Morrison ate a few dishes and felt none had the taste of authentic British cuisine. However, the fish and chips had already been devoured by the merchants. Morrison could only stare helplessly at the small fish embedded in the small fish pancake on his plate.

With the sound of footsteps, a fragrance wafted over. Morrison looked up happily and saw the chef carrying another large platter of fish and chips. The merchants joyfully cleared their plates, ready for another helping.

Sated with food and wine, the conversation opened up. He Rui listened seriously to the British merchants' questions, then answered, "If you can provide new oil pressing equipment, we certainly welcome it."

"...Oh, I said last time. We cannot distribute shares. Siping will provide the funds for transporting and purchasing equipment to the merchants; this counts as part of the deposit. We will also pay for equipment debugging and hiring technical personnel, but we cannot distribute shares."

"...My friend, I am not prejudiced against limited companies. But Siping is the government, and our current policy is to increase production capacity. At this stage, joint-stock companies do not help much in increasing production capacity."

"...You ask why? It's simple. If you open an oil press here entirely with your own funds, whether joint-stock or sole proprietorship, we won't interfere. But if you want to run a joint-stock company with the Siping government, it means this company is likely to become a large joint-stock company controlling regional commodity output. For such a corporate structure, the core business strategy is to maintain product prices at a relatively high level, increasing or decreasing production at this price point to obtain the optimal solution for maximum profit. But our Siping economic policy is to maximize production capacity. Free competition undoubtedly helps increase capacity, which is also why I cannot engage in joint-stock companies."

Morrison originally wanted to hear what He Rui would say at the British merchants' thank-you cocktail party. After hearing this paragraph, he listened with rapt attention.

Even though He Rui had spoken so clearly, the British merchants still didn't give up. They tried to make He Rui understand the problems of free competition. One of them asked seriously, "Does Governor He know about economic crises?"

Morrison didn't know how to evaluate this merchant's statement, but at least he could be sure this merchant hadn't read He Rui's works.

He saw He Rui nod gently. "I know about economic crises."

"Economic crises are caused by free competition. In any industry, as long as there is money to be made, people will invest. Everyone swarms in, raising production capacity to an unnecessary level in the short term, then prices collapse, and the industry is finished. Other industries also suffer major damage, and the whole country falls into an economic crisis. Governor He, if you support free competition so firmly, you will definitely encounter an economic crisis."

Morrison ate fish and chips, slowly raising his whiskey, waiting to hear how He Rui would deal with this somewhat thorny question. He heard He Rui answer, "I am willing to take such a risk."

The arm holding the whiskey froze temporarily in front of Morrison. In Morrison's view, He Rui was initially a scholar-type staff officer, then a noble soldier, and now he had turned into a commander of an army. A general capable of making decisive decisions and not fearing sacrifice to achieve his goals.

Taking a sip of whiskey, Morrison looked forward to seeing He Rui's new characteristics. But on second thought, wasn't He Rui himself a commander? In Siping, all troops were under He Rui's command. According to the current rules of Beiyang, local administration was also under He Rui's control. If following British titles, He Rui shouldn't be called Governor in Siping, but Governor-General. A Governor-General with total power.

A noble Governor-General. Morrison had a new positioning for He Rui.

At this time, Johnson stood up. Under the light, his fluffy, thick blond hair was very conspicuous. Johnson asked somewhat drunkenly, "Your Excellency, Governor-General, have you been to India?"

"I haven't been there yet," He Rui replied.

There was some dissatisfaction in Johnson's tone, but it wasn't directed at He Rui. "What Your Excellency describes is exactly the status quo of India."

"Oh? Is India already controlled by a super-large joint-stock company?" He Rui asked with interest.

"If it were really like that, it would be better; at least there would be many opportunities. In India, local princely states hold hereditary power, and India's economy is controlled by those nobles who have taken root in India since the East India Company era. A merchant like me, no matter how hard I work in India, actually can't make money. If possible, I really look forward to a few economic crises breaking out in India to finish off those guys."

Everyone was a bit tipsy. Johnson's words triggered a burst of applause among the British merchants.

When everyone's emotions calmed down slightly, He Rui said, "But as far as I know, in every economic crisis, those large consortia, because of their strong capital and large amounts of cash, take advantage of the time when small factories and companies go bankrupt in large numbers during the crisis to buy them up at low prices. So I can understand Mr. Johnson's view, but I don't agree with Mr. Johnson's expectation."

Johnson was stunned, but his eyes brightened. He raised his glass and said loudly, "Let us toast to Governor-General He's frankness and sincerity."

Everyone raised their glasses and drank in one gulp. Morrison couldn't hold back anymore; he raised his glass to He Rui, but saw He Rui smile slightly and point to the salon area.

Soon, the two sat over there with their wine glasses. Morrison didn't hide his name and wasn't surprised that He Rui recognized him. After introducing himself, Morrison asked the question that had troubled him for some time. "Your Excellency, Governor, what led you to take geopolitics as your research direction?"

"To explain Britain's success, Mahan's *The Influence of Sea Power Upon History* appeared first. Later, Mr. Mackinder of Britain wrote *The Geographical Pivot of History*, creating a theory that could probably be called Land Power Theory, but I personally feel it is not enough to explain the status quo of human society. Mr. Morrison knows Mr. Yan Fu, right?"

Yan Fu was an important member of the *Chouanhui* (Society for Peace and Stability) promoting Yuan Shikai's monarchy; Morrison naturally knew him. However, Morrison didn't want to discuss Yuan Shikai's monarchy with He Rui, so he just nodded.

"Mr. Yan Fu summarized the Theory of Evolution as 'natural selection, survival of the fittest.' I gained inspiration from this and took geographical environment determining human social development as the starting point for research, writing *Introduction to Geopolitics*. The foundation of geopolitics is natural science. The development of human society is certainly the result of human subjective initiative, but natural conditions have already determined the various development possibilities of different regions."

After speaking, He Rui laughed. "I wonder what evaluation Mr. Morrison has of my humble work? Please speak frankly."

Seeing He Rui so frank, Morrison asked, "I want to ask Governor He, after the war ends, analyzing from a geopolitical perspective, in what direction will the world situation develop?"

"After the war ends, the victorious Allied Powers will re-plan the world order with Britain and France as the core. But Tsarist Russia very likely won't last through the war and will collapse due to internal revolution. As for what the future Russia will be like, I have too little information to judge. But the victor of the Russian Civil War will not have the ability to influence the process of Britain and France establishing the new world order."

Morrison didn't expect He Rui's thinking to remain calm at this time. The minds in the current Beiyang government were all on Yuan Shikai proclaiming himself Emperor. Of course, even without Yuan Shikai proclaiming himself Emperor, before the World War started, no one in the Beiyang government considered Russia's future. Since He Rui could consider problems calmly, Morrison continued to ask, "What about the situation in Northeast Asia?"

"The situation in Northeast Asia is best if China, Russia, and Japan achieve a balance of power. At present, this balance no longer exists. Japan's advantage is growing, almost dominating Northeast Asia alone; even Britain cannot change Japan's advantage. Moreover, after the Great War ends, a new player will intervene in the Northeast Asian situation, making the situation more variable."

"New player?" Morrison was unsure for a moment who He Rui was referring to.

He Rui didn't keep him guessing and answered directly, "The United States is a two-ocean country. They have accumulated huge wealth in the Great War, and their strength has developed unprecedentedly. Britain and France might be able to keep the United States out of Europe and Africa, but they don't have the strength to stop the United States from becoming a new player in the Northeast Asian region."

Morrison probed, "Then does China have the ability to become a country balancing regional power comparisons?"

He Rui shook his head. "Given the current situation, China's internal division will only intensify, and true unification cannot be achieved in a short time."

Although Morrison decided not to talk about Yuan Shikai with He Rui, he agreed very much with He Rui's prediction. Since He Rui could already see this step, Morrison continued to probe, "Governor He, have you considered obtaining the support of the British Imperial Government?"

After speaking, Morrison stared at He Rui, carefully observing He Rui's expression. He saw this excessively young Governor show no surprise or incomprehension, nor any expectation or desire. He Rui just smiled lightly. "I think the most important work right now is to increase production capacity and provide maximum support for the Allied Powers to achieve victory as soon as possible."

Morrison knew this topic couldn't continue. He raised his glass to He Rui. The two clinked glasses. While He Rui poured wine, Morrison felt somewhat in a trance. The surrounding arrangement and the room full of British merchants—even knowing he was in a small county town called Siping outside the pass in China, Morrison felt he was in a club of European high society, talking with a powerful noble with a standard oriental face.

That this young Governor He Rui could make Morrison feel such an atmosphere just through conversation was truly beyond Morrison's imagination.

Just then, he saw the merchants gathering around the bar, seeming like something big had happened. Seeing Morrison's curious gaze, He Rui laughed. "It should be Mayor Wu mixing drinks for everyone."

"Mayor Wu?" Morrison had an impression of the current young Mayor of Siping. "How does he know how to mix drinks?"

"Let's go, taste it." He Rui stood up.

After waiting for a good while, the two finally reached the front of Wu Youping. They saw Wu Youping had taken off his coat, revealing a beautiful silk shirt. Because he wasn't wearing a bow tie but a beautiful necktie, a shiny metal tie clip fixed the tie to the front of the shirt, completely different from the waiters wearing bow ties.

Soon, two glasses of wine were placed in front of the two. Morrison took a sip and felt the taste was much better than other drinks. He asked curiously, "How does Mayor Wu know this?"

Wu Youping naturally wiped away the liquor dripped on the bar while mixing and laughed. "When I was in school in Tianjin, I worked part-time in a club with classmates and learned a little. How about it, do you two want another glass?"

He Rui shook his head, but Morrison nodded. Wu Youping took a rinsed glass, shook off the water droplets, and placed it on the table.

Around nine o'clock in the evening, He Rui and Wu Youping bid farewell to the drunken British merchants. Walking out of the temporary hall, the cold hit their faces. In the night of early December, the temperature had already dropped below zero. The moonlight, cold enough to freeze a person, cast the shadows of the two on the ground.

Wu Youping said, "Governor, tomorrow I will mobilize the cadres to sweep snow from roofs. Not only inside Siping City, but also in the countryside. Every year, people's houses are crushed by snow; this year, we must reduce such disasters no matter what."

"It should be so," He Rui replied. He couldn't help praising, "You can now actively consider problems from the perspective of people's livelihood and mobilize organizations to push work forward; great progress."

Being praised by He Rui like this, Wu Youping answered somewhat shyly, "Governor. I've listened to so many lessons, and my thoughts have changed many times. I now think that the people themselves will pursue a life of peace and contentment; they don't need us to force them. But there are some things the people can't think of or do temporarily. At such times, the organization needs to come forward to coordinate and mobilize. It is neither the organization bearing everything for the people, nor issuing orders from high above. How to say it... it's serving the people."

The road surface had iced over, making a series of crunching sounds when the two stepped on it. He Rui and Wu Youping were careful not to slip, yet they did not let up in their discussion of work. Just like this, they headed all the way toward the headquarters.
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Wu Youping hurried to the outside of He Rui's office. Pushing the door open, he saw He Rui talking with Tang Gui and Chen Deli. Seeing Wu Youping poke his head in, Tang Gui and Chen Deli, the two cadres in charge of rural areas, looked over with some surprise. Wu Youping felt a bit awkward; running in so hurriedly was indeed inappropriate.

Wu Youping asked, "Governor, is Mr. Morrison negotiating with the Governor on behalf of the British government?"

He Rui was both surprised and amused. "Why do you say that?"

Wu Youping was stumped. He calmed himself and said, "Governor, after Mr. Morrison finished talking with you last night, he gathered the British merchants and advised them to cooperate with us with confidence. As a result, all the British merchants ran to me today to inquire. That's why I asked if we reached any agreement with the British government."

He Rui hadn't expected Morrison to help so much. He laughed. "Gather all foreign merchants in Siping for a meeting tomorrow and formally dispel the rumors. Tell them there is absolutely no such thing."

Wu Youping trusted He Rui very much. Since He Rui said no, then there certainly wasn't. Hearing He Rui wanted him to hold a rumor-dispelling meeting, he hesitated instead. After thinking for a while, he asked carefully, "Governor, I don't think this meeting is necessary. If someone really asks, I'll just deny it to their face."

He Rui seemed to see through Wu Youping's thoughts and smiled. "State your reason."

"I want to borrow the tiger's skin as a banner to reach more cooperation with merchants as soon as possible. What is most lacking in the early stage of cooperation is mutual trust. We have been in Siping for less than half a year, and merchants from various countries have limited confidence in us. If we let them have an illusion, perhaps it can increase our credibility."

After speaking, Wu Youping looked at He Rui expectantly. He saw He Rui shake his head. "Without trust, one cannot stand. True is true, false is false; there is no need to muddy the waters."

Tang Gui beside them had doubts. "Governor, if we deny it so readily, the British merchants might not believe it either. They probably will still think we signed some secret treaty with the British government."

Hearing this, He Rui suddenly thought of the classic series *Yes, Minister* and its take on British politics: never believe anything until it's officially denied. But He Rui didn't want to say this; there was still a big gap between British politics in 1915 and 1975.

At this moment, a knock came from the door. He Rui ordered, "Come in."

It turned out Xu Jia sent someone to deliver news. Today was December 13, 1915. Just yesterday, December 12, Yuan Shikai telegraphed the whole country, announcing acceptance of the throne, overthrowing the republic, restoring the monarchy, changing the Republic of China to the "Empire of China," and ordering the abolition of the Republic era, changing the 5th Year of the Republic (1916) to the 1st Year of Hongxian.

It had finally come.

Looking at the surprised and excited expressions of Wu Youping and others, He Rui suppressed his own thoughts and ordered according to the emerging organizational protocols: "Call a meeting of Party members in the city."

The number of formal members of the Civilization Party had reached more than thirty, plus over forty probationary members. Each of the 20 towns had a Party group dispatched, leaving fewer than twenty formal and probationary members in Siping.

The Party members didn't feel surprised upon hearing about Yuan Shikai proclaiming himself Emperor. On October 6, 1915, the Senate of the Republic convened the "Citizens' Representative Assembly." The representatives uniformly "approved" the constitutional monarchy and nominated the Senate as the general representative of the National Assembly, petitioning to install Yuan Shikai as Emperor of the Chinese Empire.

There was so much work in Siping; how could the Civilization Party members pay attention to this all the time? The trick of "three refusals and three yieldings" had been played for two months; everyone had long tossed this matter aside.

Now learning that Yuan Shikai finally proclaimed himself Emperor, the comrades had expected it.

Xu Chengfeng actively reported the progress of troop training. "Governor, the troops have completed basic combat technical subjects, and the wargaming of combat objectives has also been roughly completed. We already have the strength to fight. Next, we can conduct endurance training."

The Party and government cadres in Siping had long held meetings and unified their thinking; everyone identified with the republican system. Xu Chengfeng saying this now meant opposing the other governors outside the pass who firmly supported Yuan Shikai's monarchy.

Statistics Section Chief Xu Jia scanned the crowd quietly. Seeing several local Party members looking hesitant, he considered how to talk to the comrades. At such a time, all Party members must keep up with the organization.

He Rui didn't talk about his own ideas but spoke strictly according to the contingency plan. "Duan Qirui, Wang Shizhen, and Feng Guozhang—although these three are compromised, they can at least understand that their interests rely on the stability of the Beiyang clique as a whole, so they won't jump out first to oppose Yuan Shikai. Before long, factions outside Beiyang will attack Yuan Shikai on the grounds of restoring the republic. We should not get involved in this dog-eat-dog farce. If the governors outside the pass shout empty slogans, we'll pretend not to hear. Only when we encounter people who insist on taking advantage of the chaos to profit will we intervene."

Most comrades engaged in civil affairs only had the same stance as the organization and couldn't keep up with the train of thought immediately. A comrade asked, "Governor, what can they do by taking advantage of the chaos?"

He Rui answered, "It will certainly be those who don't want to maintain the status quo probing those who do."

Even the comrades who hadn't had time to consider this before understood after a little thought. Under the great changes at this time, those guys who wanted to profit from the Yuan Shikai monarchy event naturally hoped to seize the opportunity. The current General Zhen'an, Zhang Xiluan, wanted to maintain the status quo outside the pass, so he would naturally become the target of these probes.

Vice Commander Cheng Ruofan's handsome face was full of fighting spirit. "Governor, do we stop all troops attempting to pass through Siping?"

He Rui nodded. "Yes. At this time, no matter who it is, no one should even think about going south through Siping. I will inform General Zhang of our decision."

Cheng Ruofan pressed, "Governor, what specific preparations should we make?"

He Rui knew Cheng Ruofan wanted to do something actively, so he stood up and said to the comrades, "Those governors outside the pass are just fence-sitters. The few soldiers in their hands are their capital for self-preservation; how could they have the backbone to risk everything they have? This meeting is to unify thinking. We should not let what happened disrupt our rhythm, but complete the work step by step according to the set work schedule. The changes brought by the President proclaiming himself Emperor will definitely affect the cadres' mood. After comrades go back, convey the spirit of this meeting, let the cadres restore a normal working mood, and don't let this matter affect work. If there is anything requiring our action, it must not be because the President proclaimed himself Emperor, but because someone disrupted our current work arrangement."

Although He Rui was calm and composed, it was hard for the comrades to do the same. Originally, having no time to consider these things allowed them to settle their hearts, but now that they had to consider it, they felt it difficult to stabilize their minds.

However, He Rui didn't give everyone a chance to dwell on these thoughts and ordered decisively, "Meeting adjourned!"

Two days later, inside the General Zhen'an's Office, Zhang Xiluan saw Adjutant Liu walk into the study holding an official document.

Seeing Zhang Xiluan's expression seemed unhappy, Adjutant Liu hurriedly said, "Marshal, it's an official document from Siping Governor He Rui."

Zhang Xiluan's face remained grim. He took the document and opened it to look. His expression actually gradually relaxed.

After presenting the document to Zhang Xiluan, Adjutant Liu carefully observed Zhang Xiluan's expression. Seeing Zhang Xiluan's expression gradually smooth out, he became curious about the document's content for a moment.

Zhang Xiluan pondered for a moment and ordered, "Go to Siping. Tell He Rui: he was effective in suppressing bandits a while ago, and the troops suffered losses. Allocate 300 rifles to him to replenish equipment. As for the military exercise he prepared in Siping..."

Zhang Xiluan suddenly stopped. Adjutant Liu waited for a long time without a follow-up, so he had to ask, "Marshal, He Rui wrote to hold a military exercise?"

Zhang Xiluan threw the document on the table, and Adjutant Liu picked it up carefully.

He saw He Rui stating in the document that he was considering holding a bandit suppression exercise in Siping recently. To avoid chaos, troops of other governors would be temporarily prohibited from passing through Siping during the exercise. He asked for Zhang Xiluan's instructions.

Since He Rui arrived outside the pass, he had indeed done many famous things, but this was the first time He Rui wrote an official document to Zhang Xiluan in an official capacity.

Adjutant Liu had read He Rui's exclusive interview and knew He Rui's stance and reasons for opposing Yuan Shikai's monarchy. Reading the content of the document, Adjutant Liu felt He Rui wanted to help Zhang Xiluan eliminate trouble.

Siping, a county town, couldn't compare with provincial capitals like Fengtian and Changchun at all, nor with border cities like Harbin. However, Siping was located in the south of Jilin, guarding the main road coming and going between north and south outside the pass. As long as He Rui didn't allow other governors' troops to pass through Siping, the governors of Heilongjiang and Jilin couldn't coerce Zhang Xiluan in any way.

"What are you still standing there for? Go handle the errand quickly!" Zhang Xiluan shouted unhappily.

Adjutant Liu looked blank. "Marshal, you just mentioned the military exercise and didn't give further instructions."

Zhang Xiluan wanted to sigh but straightened his back again. "Tell He Rui, the military exercise is not necessary."

Watching Adjutant Liu leave, Zhang Xiluan leaned back heavily, mixed feelings in his heart.

Now, the entire area outside the pass knew that although he, Zhang Xiluan, didn't openly oppose it, he didn't support Yuan Shikai proclaiming himself Emperor in his heart.

But the governors outside the pass not only all suggested that Zhang Xiluan firmly support President Yuan Shikai, but also all mentioned the matter of Wang Xiuzhi, Zhang Xiluan, Sun Baoqi, Pan Kejun, and Yuan Shikai becoming sworn brothers thirty years ago.

Only He Rui alone never caused trouble for Zhang Xiluan regarding Yuan Shikai's monarchy. Even when expressing his views on the monarchy, He Rui found a newspaper for an exclusive interview himself.

Looking back on his life, he joined the army in Wuchang, and the next year entered the Ting Battalion of Bao Chao's Xiang Army to handle camp affairs. After more than ten years of military life, he followed Rehe Lieutenant General Chongshi to outside the pass. That year was exactly the first year of Guangxu, exactly 40 years ago.

For 40 years, he had led troops and governed people outside the pass, enjoying a prominent reputation.

Unexpectedly, seeing that he was about to turn 73 today, in the entire area outside the pass, only a Siping Governor, He Rui, still knew to treat him with the attitude due to a superior.

*Am I really too old to be useful?*

Zhang Xiluan supported himself on the desk with both hands, a sense of desolation rising in his heart for a time.
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Statistics Section Chief Xu Jia was in a very bad mood. When he received the order to go to He Rui's office, Xu Jia had already prepared his questions. As soon as he saw He Rui, Xu Jia immediately raised his doubts: "Governor, why not conduct ideological education for the comrades regarding the Great President proclaiming himself Emperor?"

"What education do you want to give Xu Chengfeng and the others? As for the other comrades, everyone has had an emperor over their heads for generations; they can't abandon such ingrained thinking for a while. Everyone just judges based on various rumors that this emperor is good or that emperor is bad. Once those born in the imperial era pass away, and the children born under the republic grow up, this ideological foundation will be gone."

Hearing He Rui speak so bluntly, Xu Jia confirmed that his focus was the same as He Rui's, so he suggested, "Precisely because of this, we need ideological education even more. Only through repeated education can we change the comrades' views."

Seeing He Rui had no intention of agreeing, Xu Jia continued, "Governor, having read your exclusive interview, the comrades have realized that the Beiyang clique has fallen apart. But the people don't think so."

He Rui waved his hand to interrupt Xu Jia. "We'll conduct a publicity campaign on the republican system after Yuan Shikai's downfall."

"I wonder how long the Governor thinks the Great President can last?"

"What do you think?"

Xu Jia thought for a while, then suddenly his brow cleared. "The Governor hasn't made this prediction all along; there must be a reason, right?"

"Yes. I want everyone to observe this matter as bystanders, treating it as a learning experience. If I made a prediction, everyone's focus would be different. I am worried it would affect everyone's growth."

"...This prediction probably exceeds ordinary people's imagination by far. Governor, I think the Great President can last a year. What does the Governor think?"

He Rui held up four fingers.

"Four months?" Xu Jia found it hard to believe.

He Rui nodded. "Yes, four months. That's why I made the decision to let comrades experience this process themselves. The time is very short; it will pass in the blink of an eye. Moreover, everyone will continue their work during these four months. The matter will be over as soon as the snow melts. It won't cause a real impact on the work."

***

Much like He Rui guessed, Wu Youping had completely tossed the matter of Yuan Shikai aside. In front of the bar at the British Merchants' Club, Johnson and Wu Youping sat together. This time, Fujian black tea was placed in front of them. Johnson smelled it and was somewhat enchanted. Wu Youping lifted the teacup and took a sip of the tea brought by his Fujian classmate Zhuang Jiaxiong, feeling the taste was much more elegant than Anhua dark tea.

Johnson beside him had a face full of satisfaction. The British loved black tea, especially the upper class. Although this Johnson seemed a bit eccentric, his accent was truly London.

Finishing this cup of black tea, Johnson complained about the lack of white sugar. After complaining a few times, Johnson asked, "Mayor Wu, Siping has so many people; can you make collar badges?"

"What kind of collar badges?" Wu Youping replied.

Johnson took out a row of samples from his satchel; they were collar badges sewn onto the collars of military uniforms. Wu Youping picked one up and looked at it, then couldn't help laughing. "This kind of thing can be made anywhere—Japan, Jiangnan, Tianjin, all work. Why did you think of making them in Siping?"

Johnson didn't explain, just saying lightly, "I provide the fabric. One silver dollar for sewing five hundred."

Wu Youping was somewhat unhappy with such a low price. He picked up the collar badge again to look at it for a while, then looked at Johnson, seeing Johnson deliberately avoiding eye contact.

"You have to provide the needle and thread too," Wu Youping began to haggle.

Johnson finally turned his face. "You have to guarantee me 100,000 within a month."

"Starting from when?" Wu Youping felt the matter definitely wasn't that easy.

"Starting from when I receive the notification of shipment from the other side."

Wu Youping went through the number and output of the villages and towns participating in the bidding in his mind and answered confidently, "Deal. Do we need to write a contract?"

Johnson stared at Wu Youping with shining eyes for a moment and laughed. "I'll be waiting to read Mayor Wu's contract."

Returning to the office, his classmate Zhuang Jiaxiong in the office next door saw Wu Youping pass by the door and got up to follow him out. Wu Youping invited his classmate into the office before saying, "Your political vetting is still ongoing; don't be anxious."

Zhuang Jiaxiong asked with an attempt at a northern accent over his Fujian dialect, "Why is the political vetting work so troublesome?"

"After passing the political vetting, you will be our comrade. We have to entrust work to you; this matter must be prudent."

Although helpless, Zhuang Jiaxiong wasn't disappointed. "I know the Governor's rules here. Even running errands, give me something to do. Staying in the office all day, I feel like I'm going to get sick."

"I'll ask around for you."

"Asking" naturally meant finding the person responsible. The Statistics Section's work was collecting data, and personnel relations were also a type of data. Arriving at Xu Jia's place, Wu Youping didn't ask about the progress of Zhuang Jiaxiong's political vetting but asked what work Zhuang Jiaxiong could undertake now.

Xu Jia smiled lightly. "Mayor Wu, your classmate's understanding of land reform isn't very good. Do you have any thoughts?"

Wu Youping knew Zhuang Jiaxiong's background and couldn't help defending his classmate. "His family has twenty or thirty *mu* of land and a tea garden in Fujian, so they were classified as landlords. Such land would be at most a rich peasant outside the pass. I think it's more appropriate to view him by the standard of a rich peasant."

Xu Jia didn't continue discussing this issue but changed the topic. "What work do you want him to do?"

Wu Youping was about to answer but felt something was wrong. "Section Chief Xu, finish talking about the political vetting first."

"Land reform won't be limited to Siping; it will definitely be extended to the whole country. Fujian has many people and little land; the pressure of land reform is greater than in other provinces. If Zhuang Jiaxiong publicly opposes land reform then, or writes letters to the comrades conducting land reform asking for leniency for his family, what then?"

Wu Youping understood that Zhuang Jiaxiong's political attitude toward land reform definitely had problems. He directly made a request: "Can I access the personnel file as the Mayor of Siping and a Party member?"

After work, Zhuang Jiaxiong was leaving the office with everyone when he was stopped by Wu Youping in the corridor. "Let's go, have a meal at my place."

Zhuang Jiaxiong knew Wu Youping's personality was straightforward and couldn't hide things well. Offering a meal to talk meant the content to be discussed wouldn't be too friendly, so he simply replied, "Let's talk in your office."

Wu Youping didn't refuse. Sitting down in the office, he shared the last hot water in the teapot with Zhuang Jiaxiong and sighed, "It wasn't easy for your family to accumulate that land."

When he was in school, Zhuang Jiaxiong felt the foreigners were terrible. After entering the Railway Official School and understanding more about the gap between China and foreign countries and the nation's weakness and backwardness, Zhuang Jiaxiong felt even more strongly that he had to do something for the country. A good man should fight for his country. Unexpectedly, his family's land was mentioned. Zhuang Jiaxiong could only reply, "Yes. To keep these lands, my family has also had people die."

"If land reform is carried out nationwide, do you think you can accept redistributing the land?"

Knowing the issue probably lay with the family land, Zhuang Jiaxiong didn't get overly excited. He just asked with a straight face, "Our family's land and tea garden will also be redistributed?"

"Yes."

Since he was young, Zhuang Jiaxiong had heard his family talk about the difficulty of acquiring these lands and was repeatedly told to study well to uphold the family name. Confirming that he couldn't pass the political vetting because he wanted to keep the family land, Zhuang Jiaxiong replied in confusion, "Youping, I can't answer now. If the Governor really becomes the Great President and promulgates a decree to distribute the land and tea gardens, how will my family live then?"

Wu Youping understood his old classmate's thoughts. He took out the prepared Siping land reform document from his backpack and handed it to Zhuang Jiaxiong. Zhuang Jiaxiong took it and read it close to the oil lamp. Wu Youping lit a candle, and the office instantly brightened.

Zhuang Jiaxiong read it carefully twice. When he looked up, his face was full of surprise. "Such land reform was really implemented?"

"Why couldn't it be implemented?" Wu Youping switched back to the oil lamp.

The impact of the land reform policy on Zhuang Jiaxiong was too great. Zhuang Jiaxiong asked in disbelief, "Land reform was implemented on so much land, and the common people didn't riot?"

"That depends on what the purpose of land reform is. Jiaxiong, what do you think the purpose of land reform is?"

"...Let everyone have land to farm? Pay less tax? Live a better life?" Zhuang Jiaxiong recalled the words in the land reform document. After saying a few points, he felt they didn't express his thoughts, so he reached for the document again.

Wu Youping held down the report. "The main purpose of land reform is divided into two stages. The first stage is to eliminate social contradictions. In present-day China, the most intense social contradiction lies in the fact that the deprivation of the products produced by the agricultural labor population has reached a level of dire suffering. Locally, anyone with tax collection power treats the agricultural labor population as the biggest object of exploitation without exception. After land reform, with the changes in land relations and the tax system, fierce social contradictions are eradicated at the root. In the second stage, we can begin to build an industrialized China..."

"Wait," Zhuang Jiaxiong interrupted Wu Youping excitedly. "Can you repeat the part about resolving social contradictions?"
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Clear winter nights were the coldest. The government-run kitchen provided food for several departments, so it was open 24 hours. Past nine in the evening, just after the personnel on night duty left, the door curtain was lifted, and two people walked in—Wu Youping and Zhuang Jiaxiong.

They each ordered a meal and sat down near the stove, chatting while eating.

Zhuang Jiaxiong had been chatting in Wu Youping's office. Because they were too engrossed, the indoor temperature had already dropped very low by the time they noticed. Now in the warm canteen, he finally felt like he had returned from an ice cave to a normal environment.

After a few mouthfuls of hot food, the chill was driven from his body. Zhuang Jiaxiong spoke while eating, his voice a bit muffled. "Although the local powers in Fujian weren't benevolent before, they still followed some rules. Now, the leaders in the localities are all evil people who act recklessly. I originally thought the government had gone bad and condoned these evil people. I didn't expect the real reason to be that China's tax collection method has changed."

Wu Youping hurriedly corrected him. "It's not that China's tax collection method has changed, but that the fragmentation has caused a change in China's economic structure. This change is not a national policy, but a result caused by the political and economic status quo."

Zhuang Jiaxiong nodded while eating.

Wu Youping also chatted while eating. "After the collapse of the Qing dynasty's grassroots government, local figures in various provinces both clashed and merged with the Beiyang clique. If local forces want the local government to be under their control, they cannot let the local government possess grassroots tax collection capabilities. The Beiyang governors want to rule the provinces; they have neither the will nor the ability to spend great effort building grassroots government. But rural taxes still have to be collected, so the tax farming system appeared. Local forces control rural taxation, and no officials are responsible for cracking down on local tyrants. Among these people, those who disregard human life the most naturally develop in the direction of local tyrants and evil gentry, leaving the countryside in a wretched state."

Thinking of the changes in his hometown over the past few years, Zhuang Jiaxiong fully understood Wu Youping's explanation of the economic status quo. He sighed sincerely, "I really want to sweep away this scum who brings disaster to the country and the people immediately!"

Hearing his classmate speak from the heart, Wu Youping wanted to bring up Zhuang Jiaxiong's view on land policy again, but he heard Zhuang Jiaxiong take the initiative to say, "Youping, can I go take the political vetting one more time?"

Wu Youping was relieved. His classmate was truly willing to serve the country; otherwise, Wu Youping wouldn't have written to invite Zhuang Jiaxiong to Siping. Since Zhuang Jiaxiong had improved his understanding, he naturally had to give him a chance. Wu Youping replied, "I'll arrange it."

Zhuang Jiaxiong was overjoyed and thanked him repeatedly. Then he asked somewhat uneasily, "Youping, if I can pass the political vetting, can I go listen to the Party lectures you mentioned?"

"Training classes are different from Party lectures. You have to apply yourself, and the organization has to look at your work performance. If your work isn't serious..."

"Don't worry, I'm not afraid of hard work," Zhuang Jiaxiong answered decisively.

Wu Youping had great confidence in Zhuang Jiaxiong. Seeing him so determined, he was also happy in his heart.

Two days later, Xu Jia invited Wu Youping to the Statistics Section and asked straight to the point, "Did you talk about policy with Zhuang Jiaxiong?"

"Yes, we talked about the domestic economic structure of compradors plus tax farmers."

Xu Jia frowned slightly, thought for a moment, and said, "I want to talk to him again."

"Is there any plan for him?" Wu Youping was very expectant.

Xu Jia replied, "In this political vetting, Zhuang Jiaxiong's view on land reform policy made him seem like a completely different person. I want to have a deeper conversation with him to see what the ideological mindset of such people is like."

Wu Youping couldn't help frowning. "What did he do wrong to be investigated so deeply?"

"He just represents many people in the future. We followed the Governor to participate in land reform, so the content of earlier political vetting didn't include the current parts. Using the previous inquiry points is already somewhat outdated. Your classmate changed so much before and after; there must be a reason. I want to adjust the vetting questions through conversation."

Wu Youping originally thought Xu Jia had some prejudice against Zhuang Jiaxiong. Now he realized he had underestimated Xu Jia. After being speechless for a while, he praised sincerely, "Section Chief Xu has worked hard. I will definitely make my classmate cooperate fully."

Before the two could set a time for the interview, someone ran in hurriedly. "Report. Regiment Commander Xu asks Section Chief Xu to go over. He said Instructor Zhou from the military academy has arrived."

Hearing "Instructor Zhou," Xu Jia immediately dropped a quick "We'll talk about this later" and hurried to the headquarters. Entering the office, he saw that the other five officers from the Baoding Military Academy had all arrived. Sitting in the center were He Rui and Major Zhou Yinshan, Chief of the Personnel Section of the Baoding Military Academy.

Xu Jia stepped forward and saluted. "Report. Xu Jia reporting for duty."

Zhou Yinshan looked at the short and stout Xu Jia, seeing that he was full of vigor like the other military cadets, his gestures and bearing already very different from the student of half a year ago. Happy in his heart, he praised them to He Rui, "These students really have the look officers should have."

Sitting next to Zhou Yinshan was Adjutant Liu. Seeing He Rui's subordinate officers warmly welcoming Zhou Yinshan, he confirmed that Zhou Yinshan was indeed an instructor from the Baoding Military Academy, so he chimed in, "As soon as I saw Instructor Zhou on the train, I felt Instructor Zhou had an extraordinary bearing. Truly, a famous teacher produces brilliant students."

Zhou Yinshan just smiled slightly at this. On the train, Adjutant Liu had treated Zhou Yinshan with a very wary attitude.

He Rui stood up and said, "Everyone chat first. Brother Liu, let's go to the room next door."

When alone with He Rui, Adjutant Liu explained the current situation in Fengtian to He Rui and repeated Zhang Xiluan's message. Hearing that other governors actually wrote such persuasive letters disregarding the relationship between superiors and subordinates, He Rui said firmly, "Please, Brother Liu, go back and report to Lord Zhang: as long as I, He, am in Siping for one day, I won't let a single soldier pass through Siping to go south."

Adjutant Liu sighed. "I know this sentiment of Brother He, and the Marshal knows it too."

He Rui then probed, "The Marshal has been a hero all his life; naturally, he won't be [intimidated] by these scoundrels. After I wrote the letter, I was always worried the Marshal would blame me for meddling. Brother Liu, what exactly is the Marshal's intention?"

Adjutant Liu recalled Zhang Xiluan's changes these days, and thinking of the market situation seen in Siping this time, he asked, "Brother He, I wonder what this Instructor Zhou came to Siping for?"

"After graduation, cadets of the Baoding Military Academy must intern in local units for half a year. After half a year, if the unit is dissatisfied with the cadet, or the cadet doesn't approve of the unit, they can return to the military academy for another arrangement. When I came outside the pass this time, the military academy originally only gave me four recruitment slots. Brother Zhou and I were both students in Japan; he gave me two extra slots for Grade-A students from the academy. At that time, Brother Zhou said he would come to see the cadets after half a year. Now he should be here to see how the cadets are doing."

Hearing He Rui's explanation, Adjutant Liu calculated He Rui's connections. He had connections with high-level Japanese abroad; domestically, besides being sent by Director-General Duan Qirui, he also had his own people in the Baoding Military Academy. He was indeed a formidable character.

Only then did he ask, "Brother He, your previous correspondence with the Marshal made the Marshal very happy. I wonder if Brother He has anything for me to take to the Marshal this time?"

He Rui thought for a moment, then picked up a pen and wrote a letter.

"Brother Liu, the previous matters were all Lord Zhang's cultivation of me. People say empty gestures mean nothing; at this moment, it is exactly the time for me to repay Lord Zhang's kindness of recognition. Please, Brother Liu, report back to Lord Zhang: if there is any place where I can be used, please let Lord Zhang command. I will go through fire and water, definitely serving Lord Zhang."
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Zhou Yinshan was from Hebei, of medium height. He was an energetic young man when in Japan, but after returning to the military academy for a few years, he looked somewhat bookish.

On He Rui's turf, the two classmates weren't as restrained as in the Baoding Military Academy. Talking about the current changes in Beijing and Baoding, Zhou Yinshan was quite emotional. "The hearts of Beiyang have scattered. I knew it from the moment Chief Duan forced Jiang Fangzhen to attempt suicide to prove his will. I stayed at the Baoding Military Academy only because I still had some expectations at the time. Everyone is of the Beiyang lineage; after this chaotic period, perhaps there would be a turning point to reunify. Reading Brother He's exclusive interview, I was deeply touched. Seeing the methods used by governors everywhere to raise military funds, I had thoughts of leaving."

"That is just my personal opinion," He Rui sighed.

"Brother He, you explained clearly in the interview the ways governors everywhere collect taxes. I didn't quite believe it at first, so I wrote letters to classmates and graduates to ask. Although they only knew bits and pieces, piecing together what they said, it was almost the same as what Brother He said. Only then was I sure that Beiyang has truly fallen apart."

"How are those classmates of ours?" He Rui asked.

Zhou Yinshan shook his head. "Most haven't made a name for themselves, and they are also full of grievances. Someone mentioned some things in a letter; the attitudes of governors everywhere have shifted, and quite a few governors have begun planning how to seize territory amidst the chaos."

He Rui chuckled lightly, not mentioning those people.

Perhaps Zhou Yinshan had been cooped up in the Baoding Military Academy for too long; he fiercely criticized the Beiyang central government and local governors for a while. His emotions somewhat relieved, he asked, "Hehe, I only cared about talking about my affairs. I wonder how Brother He is doing in Siping? I heard Brother He actually made the Japanese withdraw from Changchun. Given the Japanese nature, Brother He must have spent a lot of effort."

"It wasn't as difficult as Brother Zhou imagines," He Rui replied. Without waiting for Zhou Yinshan to ask, He Rui recounted his work and goals in Siping to Zhou Yinshan.

***

Xu Jia returned to the Statistics Section office and immediately invited Zhuang Jiaxiong over for a talk. One graduated from the Baoding Military Academy, the other from the Railway Academy; both were from top-tier science and engineering universities in China at the time. So the conversation was unusually frank.

Listening to Xu Jia's explanation, although Zhuang Jiaxiong was somewhat unhappy, he was more moved. He replied generously, "Section Chief Xu, don't look down on me. Although I don't like growing tea and can't inherit my father's tea-growing skills, a master tea grower with my father's skills shouldn't be unable to even be a tea-growing teacher."

Although Xu Jia was somewhat surprised, a moment later he said happily, "If people who like growing tea can't continue to grow tea, is there any justice? Even if they don't necessarily like growing tea but just take growing tea as a lifelong profession, why can't they be allowed to grow tea?"

Hearing Xu Jia speak like this, Zhuang Jiaxiong became even more impassioned. "If so, the few acres of tea gardens in my family are nothing to speak of. In my opinion, even if it were hundreds of acres of tea gardens, with my father planting together with many people willing to grow tea, what is there to worry about?"

Xu Jia looked at the impassioned youth in front of him, very happy in his heart. "It should be so. The Governor said that a foreign philosopher once said: *We absolutely do not deny the producer's possession of social products; rather, we oppose using the monopolization of social products to exploit others.* If the tea garden isn't handed over to someone like your father who likes growing tea, should it be handed to someone like me who can't even taste the quality of tea?"

Zhuang Jiaxiong had already heard the Civilization Party's program from his classmate Wu Youping. Feeling that what Xu Jia said was no different from what Wu Youping said, he was even happier. "Governor He's philosophy of governing the country conforms to reason; I agree very much. Brother Youping said that execution is indeed complicated, but I think as long as the principles can really be executed, whether it's land, tea gardens, or forest farms and pastures—people of the world using the land of the world—how could I have the slightest thought of keeping it for myself?"

"Since Mayor Wu has spoken to this extent, I also ask Comrade Zhuang to understand one point: no matter how good the principle is, it must be executable. In the process of execution, there will inevitably be too many difficulties."

Zhuang Jiaxiong said happily, "Brother Youping has already told me about this and repeatedly emphasized *seeking truth from facts*. From my interactions with Brother Youping, I know this matter must not be easy. But I will definitely exhaust my full strength to prevent the policy from deviating excessively during execution."

"Comrade Zhuang Jiaxiong, I invited you here to ask you: to what extent must people like you understand the policy before they can execute it with wholehearted conviction? To be honest, when we followed Governor He, we didn't know the Governor's policies. Initially, we were completely won over by the Governor's charisma and vision; we did whatever the Governor ordered us to do. Only after executing the policies did we know the Governor's words were not false. But Comrade Zhuang Jiaxiong, you are not like this. Among the comrades joining in the future, I'm afraid most will be of your type. That's why I invited you over, wanting to know the reason for your change."

Zhuang Jiaxiong thought for a moment and answered frankly, "Based on my experience, I think it's better to explain the Governor's philosophy completely to newcomers. If there are still those who hesitate, explain the underlying principles. If there are still those who hesitate, they must be people with selfish motives. If one is selfless, I can't see what there is to hesitate about. If they can accept it but still hesitate, they are probably worried the Civilization Party says one thing and does another."

The two chatted for a long time. Xu Jia closed his notebook. "Then, Comrade Zhuang, please start with some work related to the countryside."

"But I only studied building railways and mining; I still want to do what I've learned."

"The Governor said the countryside is a great classroom. As long as you truly have an industrial mindset, you will know the difficulties within once you go to the countryside. This is a threshold that must be crossed."

Zhuang Jiaxiong already accepted Xu Jia as a comrade, so he answered decisively, "Since that's the case, I shall obey."

"Mayor Wu is responsible for the specific assignments; ask him what you are to do."

After listening to Zhuang Jiaxiong relay Xu Jia's question, Wu Youping thought for a moment and arranged work for Zhuang Jiaxiong. "Right now, we need to go to the towns to allocate work. You go to the town to assign tasks, then stay in the town to oversee the progress."

Zhuang Jiaxiong felt his spirit inexplicably excited yet tired, so he agreed.

Early the next morning, just after starting work, Wu Youping assigned tasks. Zhuang Jiaxiong went with the work team to a nearby town. Before departure, Wu Youping took out a cotton overcoat identical to the one he was wearing. "Take this; it's cold on the road. Also, put more Ula grass in your shoes. It can prevent frostbite on your feet."

Listening to his classmate's exhortations, Zhuang Jiaxiong felt a lump in his throat. He hurried to laugh loudly, "Haha, don't be afraid, I can withstand the cold."

Wu Youping knew his old classmate's temper. Ignoring what he said, he stuffed the overcoat and the prepared cotton boots and Ula grass into Zhuang Jiaxiong's hands. "Don't freeze. The Governor says health is the capital of revolution. We must be healthy to see the day when China's current destiny is changed!"

The overcoat was very warm, and the shoes were also very warm. The work team, wrapped in thick clothes, set foot on the road to the town. Leaving the city, everywhere the eye could see was white snow. As a Fujianese, Zhuang Jiaxiong was awed by the boundless snowfield before him, looking around as he walked.

At this time, the snow on the road hadn't melted. With pedestrians, carts, and horses coming and going, it had been compacted. Coupled with the cold at night, the road surface froze. It crunched when stepped on. Even walking carefully, he slipped and fell. Fortunately, the clothes were thick, so it didn't hurt much. Just after falling this once, Zhuang Jiaxiong's mood for playing with snow dissipated a lot.

Traveling like this all the way, departing at dawn, it took most of the day to reach the destination forty *li* away.

The town officer was already welcoming them at the entrance. The leader was a Northern man about forty years old. Shaking hands with everyone who arrived one by one, the Northern man said, "I am the town officer, Han Haitao. Everyone has worked hard."
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Zhuang Jiaxiong got off the *kang* [heated brick bed], put on his shoes, and walked around the open space outside the meeting room. However, after being on the *kang*, the overwhelming urge to just lie down and sleep grew stronger, and he yawned several times in a row. But the winter outside the pass was no joke; after a few yawns, a huge shiver ran through him. Zhuang Jiaxiong felt his sleepiness vanish completely, and his mind cleared up.

Returning indoors, he didn't dare get on the *kang* again. Zhuang Jiaxiong pulled a stool and sat by the edge of the *kang*, leaning his feet against the warm side, feeling both warm and alert.

The town's Tax and Commerce Officer, Han Haitao, kept a straight face as he asked the village cadres subordinate to the town, "Apart from the two villages that signed up, are the other villages really not going to make collar badges?"

The village cadres all looked troubled. At this time, one person spoke up: "My wife is willing to do it; give my family some."

"Captain Li, is anyone from your wife's maiden family willing to do it together? Just one person is enough," Han Haitao asked.

Militia Captain Li Zhengqing agreed immediately. "If you only need one person, I can find one."

Zhuang Jiaxiong listened quietly while observing the other village cadres. As a Southerner, even after studying at the Tangshan Railway Academy for three years, he couldn't adapt to the local accent completely right after arriving outside the pass. Moreover, there were still things Zhuang Jiaxiong didn't understand. The government's subcontracting of collar badges to the villages this time was stated clearly and plainly: grain would be given as remuneration according to quantity.

Making collar badges wasn't difficult. Zhuang Jiaxiong originally thought the cadres would eagerly compete for the quota. However, the scene before him was that the villages outside the pass had no enthusiasm at all, making excuses to avoid it. Did they think the pay for sewing collar badges was too low?

Facing such indifference, Officer Han Haitao didn't force it, only asking the cadres of the three villages to implement the agreement quickly.

When the meeting ended, Zhuang Jiaxiong found an opportunity to chat with Han Haitao and voiced his doubts.

Han Haitao didn't answer immediately. He asked with a smile, "Comrade Zhuang, listening to your accent, are you from Fujian?"

"You can hear it?" Zhuang Jiaxiong was delighted. Northerners didn't know much about the South; knowing he was from Fujian just by listening to his accent showed that this Officer Han was quite knowledgeable.

After chatting for a few more sentences and learning that Officer Han used to run a teahouse business and came to Siping from the capital, Zhuang Jiaxiong understood the reason. He praised, "Which street is Officer Han's teahouse on in Siping? I must go for a cup of tea when I return to Siping. To be honest with Officer Han, my family grows tea in Fujian; I don't know where the teahouses in Siping get their tea from."

"Hehe, since I decided to follow Governor He, I closed the teahouse. The house has been lent to the government as a police substation."

Zhuang Jiaxiong knew the Siping government required public servants not to engage in business, but he didn't expect Officer Han to be so free and easy. Just as he wanted to praise him, he heard Officer Han Haitao say, "Comrade Zhuang, you asked earlier why the villagers didn't fight to make collar badges. It's not that the villagers don't want to make money, but that they are afraid the government wants to levy forced contributions, so they dare not participate in these things."

Zhuang Jiaxiong understood the meaning of a levy, but became even more puzzled. "The government distributed land to the villagers; do the villagers still not trust the government?"

"I originally thought so too. After asking the cadres and villagers, I learned that this is *our* way of thinking. The villagers feel that the government distributed land and standardized taxes. Since everyone has already received such big benefits, the government must definitely want to extract benefits from the villagers."

"Hehe." Zhuang Jiaxiong was amused. Laughing only once, Zhuang Jiaxiong couldn't laugh anymore, feeling a burst of unease in his heart.

But he heard Han Haitao laugh. "The previous government was like this; the common people weren't wrong to think so. Mayor Wu told the town that we only need to do our own work well, and the common people will gradually understand that the government in Siping has changed. Comrade Zhuang, you escort the grain to the villages under the town. When you get there, you don't need to make the villagers trust the government; just ensure the villagers know the rules set by the government now."

Zhuang Jiaxiong didn't expect Han Haitao to be so broad-minded and couldn't help asking, "Really no need?"

On the way to escort the grain to the countryside, Zhuang Jiaxiong thought about this matter all the way; even the snow scene couldn't arouse his interest anymore. Before this trip, his classmate Wu Youping hadn't mentioned the issue of villagers distrusting the government in the villages and towns, which made Zhuang Jiaxiong a bit annoyed.

The road on a snowy day wasn't easy to walk. Zhuang Jiaxiong got more and more tired as he walked. Looking around, there was nothing but white snow. Apart from the sun in the sky providing direction and the road with wheel tracks and footprints proving someone had passed, he actually had no idea where he was.

The small squad traveled through this vast snowy plain. Zhuang Jiaxiong was already very careful, yet he still slipped and fell several times. Now, the unhappiness in his heart faded more and more, and new thoughts gradually emerged. Living in such a place, how could one not be cautious, and how could one blame others for being too cautious?

When the squad arrived at the destination, Zhuang Jiaxiong couldn't help but stop being dissatisfied with the villagers' choice, and even began to understand his classmate Wu Youping's thoughts. Some things can only be known through personal experience. Just like this time, if Wu Youping had criticized the villagers right from the start, Zhuang Jiaxiong would only have considered how unreliable the villagers were and probably wouldn't have his current mood.

At night, everyone stayed at Village Head Zhang Qingshan's house. Zhang Qingshan enthusiastically asked when the training class would be held. Zhuang Jiaxiong knew nothing about this, so he listened attentively and gradually got the gist of it.

In the past, for spring plowing, each family prepared the crops they wanted to plant and arranged their own farm work. Now after land distribution, the Village Heads had to prepare for farming before spring plowing, holding a spring plowing mobilization meeting to let everyone start spring plowing work as early as possible.

Besides this, there were water conservancy, seed arrangements, and other related village work. Just listening made Zhuang Jiaxiong, who had no farming experience, feel that the rural area outside the pass wasn't simply vast land with few people.

The next morning, the Village Head gathered the villagers together. Zhang Qingshan jumped onto the earthen platform in the village and shouted loudly, "Folks, I ask you one more time today: do the women in your families want to make collar badges? Don't talk nonsense, just be straightforward. Those willing to do it, come forward."

The villagers seemed to have made up their minds long ago; not a single person moved. Zhang Qingshan sighed. "Alas, such a good thing, why is everyone unwilling to do it? Since everyone won't do it, only Brother Li Zhengqing's wife is willing to make collar badges in our village. We said before, twenty collar badges for one *jin* of grain. Sister Li, how many can you make in half a month?"

A middle-aged woman wearing a heavy old cotton jacket and a headscarf walked out of the ranks and answered crisply, "Three hundred."

Zhang Qingshan uncovered the sackcloth beside him, revealing the yellow-orange corn grits inside. He ordered the cadre beside him, "Bring the measure; weigh 15 *jin* of corn grits for Sister Li."

The corn grits were put into a bag. Zhang Qingshan took three rolls of cloth and a box of needles and thread, but didn't hand them to Li Zhengqing's wife immediately. Instead, he said loudly, "Sister, I ask again. Can you make them according to the appearance of the collar badge? If the collar badges made are different from the sample, or if something happens and the collar badges aren't finished, I'll have to go to your house to take the corn grits back. As for the cloth and thread given, I'll have to deduct it from the wages the government gives Captain Li. Don't say then that I didn't make it clear at the beginning and cheated you instead."

Sister Li laughed heartily. "Qingshan, you just talk too much. Afraid of this, afraid of that. If you are really afraid, you should be afraid of something else."

Zhang Qingshan laughed. "What do you think I should be afraid of?"

"You should be afraid that I make them too fast, and after finishing, I want to make even more collar badges. That little bit of grain of yours won't be enough for wages."

The villagers roared with laughter. "That's right, how much is that little bit of grain? Is it enough for wages?"

Zhang Qingshan didn't get angry; instead, he laughed. "Haha. Sister is straightforward. I also put my words here: as long as the collar badges made are the same as the sample and delivered on time—however many you want to make, I will issue that much to you."

Sister Li didn't respond to this. She picked up the cloth, thread, and grain, and shouted to the women in the crowd, "Sisters, young and old, time for literacy class. Let's go to class, listen to the lesson while doing work."

The women followed Sister Li to a room. Zhang Qingshan beckoned the others to walk to another room to attend the rural literacy study class. Zhuang Jiaxiong looked at the back of the Militia Captain's wife, feeling that things might be very interesting later. If he hadn't seen it with his own eyes, Zhuang Jiaxiong really wouldn't have imagined there was such a spirited woman in the village.
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Seeing the shack built of sorghum and corn stalks covered with a layer of snow, Zhuang Jiaxiong was speechless. Even though he hadn't been outside the pass for long, he understood how cold it was. What kind of iron constitution did one need to live in such a place?

Militia Captain Li Zhengqing, as a local, lifted the "door" woven from Ula grass and corn stalks and walked into the shack.

Zhuang Jiaxiong followed him in. He saw several wooden poles erected inside as pillars. From a structural perspective, it even conformed to engineering principles to some extent. Inside the shack was a broken bed, also covered with a thick Ula grass mat and a tattered quilt.

A family of three lived inside. Seeing Li Zhengqing enter, the woman of the house propped up her frail body and sat up, holding the child in her arms and wrapping the tattered cotton quilt tighter.

Unexpectedly, a fire basin was lit in the room, so it wasn't as cold as Zhuang Jiaxiong had imagined. He heard Li Zhengqing persuade, "Brother Zhang, the government said people like you can go work at the state-run farm. There will be a place to live after you go."

"No, no." This Brother Zhang refused immediately. "Captain Li, you've said it several times. Going to that government farm means becoming a long-term worker for the government. Now the government has distributed land to me; I just want to stay and farm my own land."

Li Zhengqing said, "Then move to the dilapidated house to live."

The man of the house actually had quite a temper. "I'm not going. This is the edge of my field; I'm staying here."

Seeing he couldn't be persuaded, Li Zhengqing came out. Zhuang Jiaxiong listened to the conversation and didn't know what to say for a moment. He followed Li Zhengqing and visited several other poor peasant households. No matter what Li Zhengqing said, the farmers didn't want to go to the state-run farm; they wanted to farm their own land.

Returning to Village Head Zhang Qingshan's house, several people got on the *kang*. Zhang Qingshan talked about the current situation. It was evident that everyone in the village just wanted to live their current lives well and didn't want to do anything extra. The village cadres were quite troubled.

That night, Zhuang Jiaxiong thought left and right. He clarified his thoughts on many things, but became even more confused about others. Some things he hadn't realized before suddenly popped up now. With thousands of thoughts in his head, Zhuang Jiaxiong fell asleep in a daze.

After dawn, the work team prepared to return to the town according to the plan, but they were stopped by Militia Captain Li Zhengqing, who asked everyone to wait a while longer.

Not long after finishing the morning meal, the village gathered everyone. Li Zhengqing's wife carried a basket of finished collar badges to Village Head Zhang Qingshan and asked briskly, "Brother Zhang, take a look and see if these will do."

Zhuang Jiaxiong was very surprised and leaned in to look. Picking up a few collar badges, he saw they were truly identical to the sample. Zhang Qingshan also looked for a while, then turned and whispered to Zhuang Jiaxiong, "Comrade Zhuang, how are they?"

It was Zhuang Jiaxiong's first time doing this kind of inspection, so he didn't dare answer immediately. He compared a few, then dug some out from the bottom of the basket to compare, finding there was really nothing bad to say. So he nodded and answered, "Made very well."

Hearing Zhuang Jiaxiong say this, Sister Li shouted boldly, "We want another thousand. Give us the grain."

Hearing this number, Zhuang Jiaxiong felt a bit embarrassed. On this trip to the village, they brought fabric for a total of five hundred collar badges. He thought they could all be taken, but unexpectedly, only 300 were distributed the first time.

However, this Sister Li finished 300 in two days. Where could he find 1,000 for her to make now? But she had already completed the work. Seeing other cadres stepping back, Zhuang Jiaxiong could only smile awkwardly. "Sister, we don't have 1,000, only 200. I'll give you these 200 first. Once I get back to town, I'll send the rest to you immediately."

On the way, the work group talked about this matter. It turned out that Sister Li directed the women in the village to work together while listening to the literacy class. The fast ones made a dozen a day, the slow ones made three or two. Although the speeds varied, there were many people. With twenty or thirty women, doing three here and ten there, they finished 300 collar badges in less than two days.

"It seems Sister Li has quite the prestige," Zhuang Jiaxiong praised.

"It should be because she distributes the grain quite fairly," a cadre from another work team replied.

Zhuang Jiaxiong nodded repeatedly, feeling his view of things was still not accurate enough. Prestige means convincing people; if the distribution of remuneration is unfair, where would prestige come from?

Back in town, Zhuang Jiaxiong asked Han Haitao to hurry up and issue the fabric and grain. After agreeing, Han Haitao told Zhuang Jiaxiong that he was to return to Siping immediately.

Rushing all the way back to Siping, it was already dark. Wu Youping ordered immediately, "Go to the Statistics Section. They want to interview you there. Be sure to tell the truth; don't hide anything."

"Is anyone still at the Statistics Section so late?" Zhuang Jiaxiong was somewhat surprised.

"Go and you'll know. If no one is there, wait until tomorrow."

Arriving at the Statistics Section, he saw no movement in the office building. A guard stood in the wooden sentry box with a rifle on his back. After asking Zhuang Jiaxiong's purpose and checking his documents, he replied, "Please follow me."

The Statistics Section office building was very quiet. Arriving at an office, the door opened. Two candles were lit inside, making the room very bright. Two people who were writing stood up. One of them smiled. "Sorry for asking you to come so late, Comrade Zhuang. You've worked hard."

Zhuang Jiaxiong was quite moved. "You two waiting for me, you are the ones who have worked hard."

In the Statistics Section, the questioners were unhurried. As they chatted, Zhuang Jiaxiong spoke about some feelings from his work at the grassroots level this time. The Statistics Section personnel even asked Zhuang Jiaxiong to talk in detail. After talking, the Statistics Section people were still wanting more and prepared a room, paper, and pen for Zhuang Jiaxiong to write a report.

Walking through the vast snowfields had given him plenty of time to consider problems. Zhuang Jiaxiong wrote furiously, writing down what he saw, heard, thought, and various confusions.

This trip to the countryside wasn't long, only a few days. But for Zhuang Jiaxiong, it indeed opened up a brand-new world. The relationship between the government and the grassroots was something he had never thought about or experienced before.

After finishing writing, Zhuang Jiaxiong took his leave. He saw the two staff members had no intention of leaving. Looking back while the guard escorted him out, he saw the candlelight bright in the room window; the two were still working. Zhuang Jiaxiong already had a favorable impression of Siping; at this moment, his determination to stay in Siping was even firmer.

Going to see Wu Youping the next morning, he found Wu Youping had been called to a meeting. Zhuang Jiaxiong picked up a newspaper to read and saw the headline of *Siping Daily*: *On December 25, Southern generals Tang Jiyao, Cai E, Li Liejun, and others telegraphed the whole country, announcing independence in Yunnan and sending troops to punish Yuan Shikai for restoring the monarchy.*

He hadn't expected such a big event to happen during his few days in the countryside. Those grassroots tasks could no longer attract Zhuang Jiaxiong's attention. He quickly flipped through the entire newspaper and found no other content about the war. Disappointed, he turned back to the front page, reading and savoring the not-so-long news word by word, imagining the war breaking out in his mind.
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Zhuang Jiaxiong was lost in thought when he saw Wu Youping walk into the office with a gust of cold wind, saying a single word "Go," and then stepping out first. Although Zhuang Jiaxiong didn't know what happened, he hurriedly got up to follow.

Wu Youping walked in a hurry. Zhuang Jiaxiong watched his step carefully, following Wu Youping for quite a distance without time to ask any questions. The two entered another large compound and saw the snow in the courtyard swept clean, so there was no need to worry about slipping.

Passing through the courtyard and pushing open the door, he saw nearly a hundred people sitting in the large room. Sitting in the front row was Xu Jia. Zhuang Jiaxiong knew this Section Chief was a young official with a very important position in Siping. Seeing a row of five Second Lieutenants wearing Beiyang Army uniforms next to him, he guessed this meeting was not ordinary.

Wu Youping introduced simply, "This is Comrade Zhuang Jiaxiong; he has passed the political vetting."

Zhuang Jiaxiong noticed that many people looked at Statistics Section Chief Xu Jia, and many expressions relaxed.

Without further conversation, Wu Youping pulled Zhuang Jiaxiong to sit in the last row. He saw soldiers and officials on both sides of the aisle. The metal badges on their chests proved their identity as Civilization Party members. The unfamiliar youths looked at Zhuang Jiaxiong with surprise and curiosity in their eyes. Wu Youping ignored them and prepared to take notes for the class with Zhuang Jiaxiong.

Some attendees in the front row turned their heads. Before anyone could speak, the main door opened, and a tall soldier walked in. Everyone hurriedly faced forward. A young officer in the first row stood up and shouted, "All rise!"

Amidst the clattering of chairs, Zhuang Jiaxiong stood up with Wu Youping and the others. Everyone greeted in unison, "Good day, Principal."

"Good day, students. Please sit down," the young soldier in front ordered.

Sitting back in his seat, the Fujian youth Zhuang Jiaxiong finally saw that this tall youth had a square face, was clean-shaven, and looked very young and energetic. The military uniform he wore was obviously of a higher rank than a Second Lieutenant. A thought popped into Zhuang Jiaxiong's mind.

Before Zhuang Jiaxiong could ask Wu Youping, the young soldier already spoke. "Comrades, a British merchant ordered 100,000 collar badges, to be shipped within a month. The thread and fabric have been transported here. This is a test of our industrial policy execution capability."

Zhuang Jiaxiong had already guessed that the lecturer must be Governor He Rui. Just as he was marveling at He Rui's youth, he heard He Rui continue, "100,000 collar badges, the processing fee is one silver dollar for a thousand, which means 100 silver dollars. This money is very little to us, but the government's industrial policy prioritizes not making money, but promoting industrial development, promoting production and consumption..."

Zhuang Jiaxiong had expected He Rui to discuss the governance of Siping. While He Rui was indeed doing so, and the content was similar to the documents Zhuang Jiaxiong had read, it was clearly much more profound.

Wu Youping was writing furiously. Zhuang Jiaxiong could only resort to swallowing the information whole to take notes furiously as well.

"Industrial policy refers to the policy of developing a certain or a certain type of industry. Industrial policy must be grounded in reality. Just like this collar badge processing, the raw materials of cloth and thread are transported by British merchants, and the processed collar badges are sold abroad; we only undertake the production process."

After speaking, He Rui wrote "Raw Materials," "Production," and "Sales" on the blackboard. After writing, he listed the ownership of each link for foreign merchants' supplied-material processing, and the ownership of each link for the processing of military uniforms and bedding for Siping troops.

"For the military uniforms we process ourselves, the raw materials, processing, and sales market are all domestic. For foreign orders, the raw materials and sales market are in foreign markets; only the production link is in Siping. Speaking of attracting investment earlier, this 'business' [Shang] includes the sales channels provided by merchants. We do not have the ability to open domestic and international markets outside Siping ourselves, so we must use the commercial channels provided by merchants."

Zhuang Jiaxiong's family sold tea both domestically and abroad, so he already had this market awareness. Now it was just clarifying the terminology, not adding new knowledge. Just as he felt He Rui's course was a bit strange, he heard He Rui continue, "Obtaining profits through commercial channels is using economic interests to prompt Siping people's production mode to develop from a small-peasant economy to a small-market economy. Is this our industrial policy?"

The students gave their own opinions one after another; some said yes, some said no. Zhuang Jiaxiong felt he had fallen into an indescribable state, feeling that both yes and no made sense. But out of habit, Zhuang Jiaxiong shouted loudly, "No."

This Fujian-accented Mandarin caused quite a few people to look back. He Rui glanced at Zhuang Jiaxiong and continued the lecture.

"Industrial policy is to establish a stable capacity for continuous production; this is a subjective action. We execute industrial policy to build, maintain, and develop such production capacity. Historically, when the Great Powers invaded, wanting to open up the sales of foreign goods in China, from a policy level, it was to implement their industrial policy. We boycotted foreign goods and fought foreign invading armies. Although the Manchu Qing and the Republic of China had no industrial policy, our Siping does. We must learn to understand the work we have to complete from the perspective of industrial policy. This way, we won't fall into a confusing situation..."

Zhuang Jiaxiong became more and more fascinated as he listened. From initial confusion and incomprehension, to feeling some explanations were baffling, to finally feeling suddenly enlightened and his vision expanded.

He Rui ended today's class after two sessions. Zhuang Jiaxiong looked at several pages of notes, wanting to savor them again, but was called away by Wu Youping to leave the classroom.

Arriving at the entrance of the headquarters, Zhuang Jiaxiong felt his heart racing, expectant yet uneasy. About to face the knowledgeable and visionary Governor of Siping, Zhuang Jiaxiong didn't know what to say.

When they met, He Rui exchanged simple greetings with Zhuang Jiaxiong and then said, "I've seen your file. You studied mechanical engineering. I want to ask, how much do you understand about weapon manufacturing?"

Unexpectedly being asked this question right off the bat, although excited, Zhuang Jiaxiong thought more carefully for a while before answering, "Governor, in China's weapon production, Tianjin has the highest level. They should have complete manufacturing facilities there."

He Rui thought for a moment and answered, "You listened to my class. Do you have an impression of the production method of 'processing with supplied materials' and 'two ends abroad' [raw materials and markets abroad]?"

Zhuang Jiaxiong hurriedly answered, "Yes!"

"Based on such a production method, can you envision a weapon manufacturing plant?"

Zhuang Jiaxiong was stunned. Thinking for a while, he still felt there were many problems, so he asked, "Governor, weapon production requires highly specialized technology and many skilled workers."

"Correct."

"...Governor, weapon production requires a lot of specialized equipment."

"Yes."

Hearing He Rui answer so readily, Zhuang Jiaxiong felt He Rui couldn't possibly misunderstand how complex it was to build a weapon production factory. At a loss, Zhuang Jiaxiong looked at Wu Youping and saw Wu Youping taking out a notebook.

Now Zhuang Jiaxiong suddenly remembered He Rui's words just now and hurriedly answered, "Governor, if foreign merchants propose the weapon manufacturing process and requirements for equipment, I can talk clearly with them."

After speaking, Zhuang Jiaxiong felt very incompetent and added dejectedly, "I can only do this much."

"Doing this much is enough for the current stage," He Rui replied.

Zhuang Jiaxiong was stunned. Considering for a moment, he realized He Rui's meaning was actually to use the supplied-material processing model of uniform processing to build an arsenal. For a time, Zhuang Jiaxiong couldn't figure out whether the young Governor in front of him was too bold or knew nothing about arsenals.
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January 3, 1916.

This should have been the third day after Yuan Shikai's grand coronation ceremony. Sir John Jordan, the British Minister to China, hosted a cocktail party in Beijing. Diplomatic envoys from all nations except the Central Powers attended. When Morrison arrived at the venue, he saw it was already full of guests.

Seeing Morrison enter, people came up to greet him immediately. Morrison knew what they wanted to ask. Sure enough, everyone was interested in when Yuan Shikai's coronation ceremony, which had been forced to cancel due to the war, would be held.

Morrison smiled bitterly and shook his head. "Oh, I am no longer the President's advisor. How could the President notify me of his decisions?"

The inquirer didn't give up but pressed, "Do you really have no news at all?"

Just then, Jordan's attendant came over and whispered a few words to Morrison. Morrison took the opportunity to escape the trouble and followed the attendant inside.

In a small room, Jordan was waiting for Morrison. Once the door closed, the noise outside was shut out. Jordan handed Morrison a glass of wine and asked about Morrison's contact with Yuan Shikai. Morrison shook his head vigorously. "Your Excellency, I have given up cooperation with him. It is truly hard to imagine that a prominent figure with such long political experience could make such a clumsy political maneuver."

Minister Jordan laughed. "You are too harsh on our friend, Morrison. How do our friend's subordinates view this matter?"

Morrison thought of Yuan Shikai's subordinates, and suddenly He Rui's image popped into his mind, which surprised Morrison himself.

At this moment, Jordan continued, "I agree with your view. I'm afraid our friend won't pass this test. Who do you think will be the next leader of North China?"

Morrison organized his thoughts before answering, "I think Mr. Duan Qirui and Mr. Feng Guozhang are the most likely to take over the presidency."

Jordan's view was similar, so he continued to ask, "What about the South? Can Mr. Sun Yat-sen unify the forces of South China?"

"I think the possibility is very low. Although Mr. Sun Yat-sen has high prestige, when President Yuan Shikai is forced to withdraw from the political stage, the southern warlords won't adopt an election system."

Minister Jordan clearly appreciated this comment and gave a knowing smile. Sipping his wine slowly, Minister Jordan asked, "Do you think there are other candidates in China who might become future leaders?"

"I haven't seen anyone in that regard for the time being," Morrison replied.

"I heard you made a special trip outside the pass to meet a very interesting young man."

"Your Excellency, that was indeed a very interesting young man. When talking with him, I even felt as if I were in a university in London."

Seeing Morrison was very interested in He Rui, Jordan was somewhat curious. "A scholarly soldier?"

"Describing him as a scholar isn't quite appropriate. I feel like I saw a young Napoleon."

"Oh? You actually have such high expectations for him?" Jordan laughed.

A frank smile appeared on Morrison's face. "I hope God doesn't let such a thing happen."

At this time, someone knocked on the door. Morrison stood up and opened it, seeing an officer standing outside. Jordan introduced, "Mr. Morrison, this is the new Military Attaché to China, Lieutenant Wallis. Lieutenant, this is Mr. Morrison."

After shaking hands with Lieutenant Wallis, Morrison took his leave from British Minister Jordan. The ball had already started, and couples were dancing gracefully on the floor. Morrison found a seat nearby to sit down; at least no one would run over to ask questions at this time.

Lighting a cigarette, Morrison became a bit disappointed as he smoked. Even though he used exaggerated descriptions, he still failed to make a deep impression on Jordan regarding He Rui. That meant the British side was unlikely to contact He Rui.

As a political intermediary, Morrison hoped the British government would pay more attention to local Chinese talents. However, British ministers to China had limited interest in this; their attention was basically focused on figures who were already famous in China. He didn't know whether to view their style as arrogance or indolence.

At this time, a gentleman walked up to Morrison with two cocktails. Morrison retracted his legs, which had unknowingly stretched out fully, to avoid blocking the way. However, the gentleman stopped in front of Morrison. "May I sit down?"

Although Morrison didn't know who this gentleman was, his thick, fluffy blond hair reminded Morrison of someone.

After sitting down, the gentleman handed a cocktail to Morrison. Morrison took it, thanked him, and waited for the gentleman to speak first.

"My cousin Johnson mentioned Mr. Morrison in his letter," the gentleman introduced himself.

Now Morrison understood and asked, "Has Mr. Johnson left Siping?"

"No, he said Mr. Morrison thought highly of Siping Governor Mr. He Rui, so he stayed in Siping to see if there were business opportunities. And he kept pestering me to give him some orders."

"May I ask who you are..."

"I am Cameron, serving under His Excellency the Governor of New Zealand."

After chatting for a while, Morrison learned that Cameron had given a small order to Johnson. This puzzled Morrison. "Why didn't Mr. Cameron look for suppliers in New Zealand?"

"Oh!" Cameron had a look of exaggerated disdain. "You know, those workers in the colonies are lazy devils. Five people working probably require three overseers."

Morrison chuckled lightly. Although these words were exaggerated, they were at least a description of a certain fact. So Morrison changed the question. "You could also place orders in Japan."

Cameron didn't answer but asked Morrison instead, "Sir, the price my cousin gave me is even lower than Japan's, very cost-effective. So I am very surprised; does Siping really have a lot of good labor?"

Morrison pursed his lips and shook his head. "For the specific situation in Siping, Mr. Cameron will have to ask your cousin, Mr. Johnson. I can only guarantee that Siping Governor Mr. He Rui is an excellent administrator."

"After reading Johnson's letter, I am very interested in this Governor He. So I wanted to ask Mr. Morrison to tell me more." After speaking, Cameron waved for a waiter carrying wine to come over and placed two more glasses in front of them.

***

*Achoo!* He Rui sneezed. Arriving in front of the British Merchants' Club, as soon as the door curtain was lifted, the smell of cigarettes mixed in the hot air rushed to his face, especially mixed with the smell of local dry pipe tobacco from the Northeast, making He Rui sneeze.

While taking out a handkerchief to wipe his nose, several British merchants came out of the club to welcome him, smiling at He Rui and Zhuang Jiaxiong. "Your Excellency Governor, Happy New Year."
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In the club, a tea table was set up on a dining table. Zhuang Jiaxiong took off his suit jacket and sat in his shirt before the tea table he had brought. He picked up the copper kettle with boiling water in his right hand, and with tongs in his left hand, pinched the edge of a small teacup, scalding and washing the tea set under the stream of boiling water.

The boiling water rinsed the teacups and fell onto the tea tray. The steam dispersed, making the British merchants around the tea table feel much more comfortable.

After scalding a small teapot and six cups, Zhuang Jiaxiong put about 5 grams of black tea leaves into the teapot and began pouring hot water. A moment later, he poured out all the water in the small teapot. The aroma of black tea immediately spread around the tea tray.

The Englishmen watched dumbfounded, not understanding why the perfectly good tea was poured out. Zhuang Jiaxiong quickly rinsed it twice, and on the third time, he handed the first brew of six cups of tea to the six British merchants.

After tasting the tea, the British merchants frowned slightly. It was evident they couldn't quite appreciate the changes in pure black tea prepared with Chinese tea art. But almost all the British merchants Zhuang Jiaxiong had met were like this, so he wasn't anxious.

The second brew wasn't a short 5-10 second infusion, but a three-minute steep. Then, using a tea separator unique to Fujian, he poured out the pure tea liquid and added sugar and milk to blend it.

This time, the British merchants all showed satisfied expressions. One of them, his eyes lighting up, sighed, "It really became delicious!"

More British merchants shook their heads, indicating that the impact of the "kick" was weakened. A dispute even arose between the two sides.

He Rui actively intervened, temporarily stopping both sides. Pulling Zhuang Jiaxiong to his side, He Rui smiled at the British merchants. "There is an old Chinese saying: *Only the drinker knows whether the water is hot or cold*. Everyone's view on tea is different. Mr. Zhuang Jiaxiong here is the young owner of a tea garden in southern China and a university student. I think he can represent a certain sophisticated Chinese perspective on tea. Everyone can chat more."

The merchants were familiar with He Rui. Hearing that the tea this time was brought by Zhuang Jiaxiong, they were quite enthusiastic toward him.

While socializing with the British merchants, Zhuang Jiaxiong felt somewhat surprised in his heart. He didn't like the British at all, including foreigners. Calling a group of Englishmen "brother" and discussing tea art and tea tasting was something Zhuang Jiaxiong had never imagined. If he hadn't undergone several days of training to smile by biting a chopstick with Wu Youping, he probably wouldn't even be able to squeeze out a smile.

But this was work. Zhuang Jiaxiong could only use all the experience he had accumulated to chat with the British merchants.

He Rui's main job today was to bring Zhuang Jiaxiong into the circle of "attracting investment." Just as he was watching Zhuang Jiaxiong chat with the British merchants, the British merchant who had tasted the difference in the tea leaned over. "Your Excellency Governor, I heard you imported a canned food production line from the French?"

"News travels so fast?" He Rui smiled. The British merchants were indeed well-informed, but the accuracy was slightly lacking. The French merchants had indeed proposed building a cannery in Siping, and they were very enthusiastic. But it hadn't been signed yet because the French merchants required Siping to provide a portion of the investment to purchase French equipment.

The risk of this kind of cooperation was too great for Siping; it couldn't be easily agreed to, or rather, it fell into the category of impossible to agree to at present.

Seeing He Rui look as if the contract had already been signed, the British merchant said somewhat urgently, "Your Excellency Governor, if you can get a British bank inside the pass to issue an endorsement, I also want to cooperate with the Governor to open a cannery."

"Where do the tin cans come from? Where does the processing equipment come from? What type of canned food should be produced? Where is the sales market?" He Rui gave a standard inquiry for the current stage.

***

In the afternoon, He Rui and Zhuang Jiaxiong left the British Merchants' Club. Back at the headquarters, Zhuang Jiaxiong sat opposite He Rui, looking exhausted. Drinking a mouthful of tea, Zhuang Jiaxiong sighed, "Governor, attracting investment is actually so hard. Although I thought about it, I didn't expect it to be so troublesome."

He Rui sighed. "This is because Youping completed a lot of work beforehand, and the British merchants have some mutual trust with us. Jiaxiong, do you understand the importance of cadres now?"

Zhuang Jiaxiong nodded repeatedly. "Yes. We have quite a few classmates. Youping said he only invited me, which I actually didn't quite understand. Now I finally understand a little; many classmates have much better academic performance than me but can't do this work."

He Rui didn't mention Zhuang Jiaxiong's classmates. "The mainstream of world liquid capital in the next two years will be seeking manufacturing capacity. As long as we can obtain a tiny bit of the world's liquid capital, it will be enough for us to gain tremendous change."

Zhuang Jiaxiong asked about something he was very curious about. "Why is the Governor so indifferent to the President proclaiming himself Emperor?"

"Because the moment the President proclaims himself Emperor, he is destined to fail, and it opens the era of Chinese civil war. Compared with such huge changes, the proclaiming of Emperor itself is only meaningful for historical analysis; its significance to the real world is very limited."

Zhuang Jiaxiong tried to follow He Rui's train of thought. Thinking of the political situation of the whole of China, he only felt there were thousands of threads and he couldn't think clearly. But hearing He Rui describe such a big event as if it wasn't important at all made Zhuang Jiaxiong feel a surge of emotion. He managed to pick out a slightly clear question from his thoughts. "Governor, what will Beiyang become after Yuan Shikai fails?"

"Essentially similar to the situation of China being in a state of division. Various forces will conquer each other, all wanting to be the one to unify China."

"Shouldn't we do something?" Zhuang Jiaxiong asked carefully.

He Rui chuckled lightly. "The Siping comrades, including you, are making preparations. It's all very hard work."

Zhuang Jiaxiong indeed felt exhausted, but he also realized He Rui had no intention of recounting future plans. Thinking that he had arrived less than a month ago, Zhuang Jiaxiong felt he perhaps shouldn't ask so much. But if he didn't ask anything, he inevitably felt uncomfortable in his heart.

While he was conflicted, he heard He Rui say, "Comrade Jiaxiong, our two major tasks at this stage: first is to obtain regime legitimacy. Second is to rapidly increase our production capacity. Let's make a hypothesis: if President Yuan hands the position of Great President to us after his failure, do we dare to go to the capital?"

Zhuang Jiaxiong was startled by such a hypothesis and answered hurriedly, "Of course we can't go; going would be seeking our own death."

"Since our strength is insufficient, do you feel we should do something within the scope of our strength?"

This was exactly Zhuang Jiaxiong's thought, so he nodded hurriedly. But a moment later, Zhuang Jiaxiong suddenly realized his view of "within the scope of strength" might be vastly different from He Rui's, so he started shaking his head again.

Finally, Zhuang Jiaxiong could only speak his heartfelt words. "The Governor handles so many foreign merchants with ease; I thought the Governor could do more things. But now I only know we *can* do it, but I'm still unclear about *how* specifically. It's hard to avoid having various thoughts."

He Rui knew Zhuang Jiaxiong was speaking from the heart and was satisfied. "What China needs is no longer a system of governing the country through court politics, but an industrialized system of governance. For an industrialized governance system, everything must inevitably be transparent. Attend Party classes on time; what is taught in Party classes is this highly political content."

"Yes," Zhuang Jiaxiong responded, forcing himself to be spirited and preparing psychologically for arduous study.
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In the Mayor's office, Zhuang Jiaxiong and ten other cadres sat in front of Wu Youping. Everyone's emotions were a bit mixed. Tianjin accents, accents from outside the pass, and Fujian accents mixed together, making Wu Youping's head spin a little.

"Money is hard to earn, shit is hard to eat. After all that effort, we only earned a thousand silver dollars," a cadre with an accent from the Henan-Shandong border area outside the pass lamented.

Someone immediately corrected him, "It's not a thousand. We gave grain to the villages, so we actually didn't make money."

"At most, we just broke even," a cadre from Tianjin couldn't help sighing.

Wu Youping could understand everyone's feelings. If this single deal were viewed purely as business, buying grain with silver dollars would still yield a tiny profit. But counting the wages of the cadres and troops participating in this trade, not only would that bit of profit be used up, but they would also lose money.

But this view was wrong from the start.

Production capacity does not equal business, let alone a one-off deal. After the 100,000 collar badges were given to the British merchant Johnson, in his pleasant surprise, Johnson signed an intentional agreement with Siping for another 50,000 sets of military uniforms, shoes, hats, and underwear.

As for the French Merchants' Club opposite the British Merchants' Club, they also signed an order with Siping for 5,000 sets of colonial army uniforms. The best part was that the French merchants actually accepted the use of high-quality Chinese homespun cloth as fabric for the colonial uniforms.

Even 5,000 sets of uniforms was a considerable sum of money. The French merchants indicated that the oil pressing equipment they used as collateral for the advance payment was in transit. Now it was the Siping government's turn not to fully trust the French merchants. Wu Youping put Zhuang Jiaxiong in charge of this cooperation project. If the French merchants truly delivered, and the equipment was installed and debugged, the oil press and uniform production could start.

Seeing the comrades had finished venting, Wu Youping asked, "We gave grain to the villagers responsible for production. This grain wasn't bought by us, but collected through taxes. Did everyone consider this?"

The comrades were stunned, then immediately understood. The cadre from outside the pass who first lamented "only earned a thousand silver dollars" laughed. "I said we earned a thousand!"

The other cadres didn't like hearing this bragging and immediately replied, "You didn't remember the tax matter either."

Wu Youping disliked this nonsense very much and immediately called a stop to the meaningless dialogue. "According to the report, more than six thousand women in Siping have now joined the garment processing. I asked you here to conduct spot checks in the villages during your free time. Did the personnel participating in garment processing receive the full amount of grain according to regulations!"

The expressions of the ten cadres all turned gloomy. Wu Youping described the arrangement for this work. "Report exactly what you find. You don't need to intervene in local personnel issues. If the facts are clear, work with the town cadres to make the village cadres make up for the deficiency. In addition, write a report."

"Exactly how many villages do we need to spot check?" Zhuang Jiaxiong felt this was hard work.

"In every town with cooperative production, at least two villages must be spot-checked. According to the report, there are now a total of 86 villages with more than three thousand people participating in production. We have two goals. The most important is to let the public understand what exactly we are doing. Our industrial policy is not only being promoted but also being implemented. As for the work of village cadres, just write the report truthfully. Don't worry about anything else."

After sending Zhuang Jiaxiong and the other cadres out, Wu Youping started the next task. A batch of Principal Zhao Tianlin's students and a batch of mechanical equipment arrived in Siping. The foundation for the establishment of the Siping Industrial Bureau was finally laid.

Tianjin was once the location of the Beiyang Machinery Bureau, and even now it had the most factories in North China. Wu Youping, who finished higher primary and middle school in Tianjin, had heard too many times about the grand occasion of the Beiyang Machinery Bureau and was heartbroken over its destruction.

Zhao Tianlin was a native of Tianjin and had seen the grand occasion of the Beiyang Machinery Bureau before it was destroyed with his own eyes. Hearing Wu Youping speak of this wish, he couldn't help but feel a surge of emotion and chatted for a while longer.

When Wu Youping returned to the office with joyful anticipation, he saw another stack of official documents piled up on the desk. Setting up candles, Wu Youping planned to finish processing these documents before resting.

Near the end of work, Xu Jia invited Wu Youping over and gave him a plan titled *Regarding the Determination of Siping Cadre Training and Militia Organization Arrangements*.

After reading the plan, Wu Youping couldn't help frowning. "The population under the household registration system in Siping is only 400,000. You want to draw three out of a hundred?"

Xu Jia didn't answer but put another *Siping Farm Recruitment Plan* in front of Wu Youping. Wu Youping looked at the plan to recruit three thousand families and found that this had reached the level of drawing seven out of a hundred. He simply stopped talking and lowered his head to drink tea.

Xu Jia laughed. "Interesting, isn't it? We always felt the population was too large to feed. Now suddenly it has become insufficient population, and even more insufficient training."

Wu Youping raised his head. "Insufficient training is indeed a big issue. But training isn't that easy; it requires sufficient time."

After speaking, Wu Youping suddenly realized something. Seeing only he and Xu Jia were in the room, he still lowered his voice and asked, "Does the Governor want to fight a war?"

Xu Jia hadn't thought about fighting when he first received He Rui's request, but he understood halfway through the planning. According to the plan, the number of troops in Siping would reach 5,000, and the number of cadres would also reach 5,000.

It was easy to understand expanding the troops to this level. Even if the cadres were under a rotation training system now, only one-third were actually put into work. But training would end one day; how could a single Siping use 5,000 cadres?

Seeing Wu Youping's face full of desire for a clear statement, Xu Jia smiled. "Does Mayor Wu think there is any problem?"

Wu Youping wanted to ask if they were really going to fight, but felt it was inappropriate to ask this. The Party admission oath of the Civilization Party required members to "keep Party secrets." At least Xu Jia was an extremely qualified Party member and would absolutely not reveal these things. Wu Youping could only change the subject. "Shouldn't militia matters be managed by the army?"

"The militia is managed by the Armed Forces Department. Both the Armed Forces Department and the army are managed by the Governor. In the latest organizational structure chart, the army manages war. If the militia is not conscripted into the army, they only fight bandits and criminal gangs locally."

Listening to Xu Jia calmly introducing the latest organizational structure, Wu Youping realized he really hadn't studied this aspect carefully. After thinking slightly, he laughed. "If bandits appear, do I command the suppression?"

Xu Jia shook his head. "No. You order the Armed Forces Department to move, and the Armed Forces Department is responsible for bandit suppression."

Wu Youping was very puzzled by this. "Then is this work ultimately responsible layer by layer? The Armed Forces Department answers to me, and I answer to the Governor?"

Xu Jia shook his head again. "We are a centralized system. The City Government answers to the City Committee, the City Committee answers to the higher-level Party Committee, and the Party Committee answers to the Chairman. The Chairman answers to all Party members and the people."

Wu Youping was very supportive of the centralized system, and his attitude became even firmer after learning about this in Party classes. The so-called "being responsible" meant accountability. Just this one point made Wu Youping feel very reassured.

Making mistakes was common. Just like before Wu Youping followed He Rui, he knew something was wrong with China that led to the current situation. But relying on himself, Wu Youping really couldn't find where the mistake was. Compared to that kind of despair, the fear and pain of being punished for doing something wrong seemed insignificant.
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Zhuang Jiaxiong and his squad left Siping and headed south. If possible, Zhuang Jiaxiong really wanted to go to the town where Officer Han Haitao was, and he also missed Militia Captain Li Zhengqing in the village. The fact that the bold and spirited Sister Li could organize the women in the village truly impressed Zhuang Jiaxiong with her leadership ability.

However, the sampling investigation this time adopted a lottery system, and everyone ended up drawing villages they hadn't been to before. Zhuang Jiaxiong was no exception.

In winter outside the pass, everywhere was white snow. Even knowing the direction, the perception of environmental changes was very limited. The group arrived at the destination and immediately started working. The Village Head gave the list of personnel participating in sewing clothes to Zhuang Jiaxiong, and Zhuang Jiaxiong's squad visited them household by household according to the workflow.

"You say the fastest stitcher in the village is a man?" While surprised, Zhuang Jiaxiong also felt it seemed fine, as most tailors were men.

"Yes, Big Brother Song also made us all a wooden jig for sewing collar badges." The family being questioned took out a wooden jig. It was a combination tool with many small holes drilled in it, consisting of inner and outer pieces that could clamp together.

Zhuang Jiaxiong learned from the man of the house to thread the needle from both sides. Even Zhuang Jiaxiong, who had no experience in sewing clothes, could clumsily adopt the double-sided needle method.

After sewing a line along the edge, taking down the collar badge clamped in the wooden jig, pulling the two loose threads tight, and hammering it a few times with a small wooden mallet, a decent seam was completed.

"This Big Brother Song is amazing," Zhuang Jiaxiong praised.

"Isn't he just!" The family praised along. After talking for a while, the man suddenly lowered his voice and asked, "Cadre, sir, I heard other villages give one *jin* of grain for making ten collar badges. Is that true?"

Zhuang Jiaxiong originally wanted to chat a bit more before asking about grain deduction issues. Unexpectedly hearing such a rumor, his expression changed instantly. "Who did you hear that from?"

The man of the house probably saw Zhuang Jiaxiong's expression turn grim and hurriedly explained, "Cadre, sir, our village says twenty for one *jin* of grain. Other villages say fifteen, some say eighteen, and some say ten. I was just asking."

Zhuang Jiaxiong looked at the other two cadres; everyone's face showed surprise. The original purpose of the spot check was to see if cadres were skimming grain. Unexpectedly, things in the village were much more troublesome than imagined. But thinking about it, it wasn't strange. With the government subcontracting work, it would be strange if there were no rumors.

After composing himself, Zhuang Jiaxiong asked, "Are the people saying this the ones sewing collar badges themselves?"

The man thought for a moment and suddenly looked enlightened. "Now that you mention it, Cadre, it really is like that. Those who say this are all people coming to visit. Those who do the work either don't say anything or say the same as the government: twenty for one *jin* of grain."

Just as his voice fell, footsteps suddenly sounded outside. The village Militia Captain rushed into the room and shouted to the personnel of Zhuang Jiaxiong's work group, "Bandits are coming toward the village!"

Hearing there were bandits, Zhuang Jiaxiong wasn't very afraid. When attending school in the capital, he had heard many legends about Shandong mounted bandits and bandits outside the pass. Although the reputation of Fujian bandits wasn't loud, they were truly fierce. In a province like Fujian with many mountains, little land, and a large population, gathering in the forest to become bandits wasn't strange at all. Zhuang Jiaxiong had guns at home. When picking and selling tea every year, besides their own hands, they often hired extra people to ensure safety.

Soon, the group arrived at the village entrance. They saw the village cadres and militia had already come out. There were also some sturdy young men who followed out carrying wooden sticks.

The Militia Captain had a gun in his hand. He fired a shot at a group of people outside the village entrance, instantly stopping their approach.

Zhuang Jiaxiong pulled out his registered self-defense pistol and also fired a shot at the bandits. This gun was given to him by his father for self-defense. He handed it in when he was in Siping, and it was issued to him again for this trip. Zhuang Jiaxiong hated this world where individuals had to rely on guns for self-defense, but unexpectedly, he still used it.

Soon, militiamen with muskets also came out. There were three muskets in the village. The accuracy was poor, but the sound of firing was loud. After a few shots, the bandits knew the village was prepared and dared not continue to approach.

The bandit leader could shoot with both left and right hands and had gained the nickname "Li Shuangqiang" [Two-Gun Li]. Seeing that this village actually had "gunmen" stationed, he was very puzzled. The village in front of him was quite poor, and bandits were usually too lazy to raid it. However, after the beginning of winter this year, he heard from villages in the neighboring Liaoning territory that for some reason, the village had connected with the Siping government, so the Siping government gave cloth and grain.

Originally, the bandits didn't believe it, but several nearby villages said so, so they had to come and try. This village was too poor; let alone enclosure walls, few families even had wooden fence gates. Once they rushed in, they could take whatever they wanted.

The anger brought by the muskets in the village dissipated a little. Li Shuangqiang suddenly figured out one thing, so he shouted to his subordinates, "Brothers, they have muskets and rifles. Then they must have money and grain. Otherwise, which family's gunmen would come to such a place?"

Hearing this, the bandits understood and instantly gained courage. Here, Li Shuangqiang began to shout toward the village, "I wonder which family's gunmen are here; state your name!"

Zhuang Jiaxiong hadn't expected the bandits outside the pass to be quite similar to Fujian bandits. Fujian bandits would also pull this stunt when encountering resistance, first trying to get close with words, hoping to make the guards retreat in the face of difficulties. If they didn't retreat, it was also best to let these guards persuade the master to spend money to avoid disaster.

Now, although Zhuang Jiaxiong wasn't a soldier, he was a member of the government. What he did was protecting the land and the people; how could there be any room for negotiation with bandits?

Zhuang Jiaxiong asked the nervous-looking Militia Captain, "Have you sent people to the town?"

"Sent one wave," the Militia Captain answered.

Zhuang Jiaxiong worried about accidents on the road and ordered, "Send another wave."

The Militia Captain looked at Zhuang Jiaxiong, suspecting that Zhuang Jiaxiong wanted to take the opportunity to slip away while sending the second wave of people.

Unexpectedly, Zhuang Jiaxiong continued, "Captain, you shout back and forth with the bandits first, but absolutely don't believe the bandits' words. We just stall them and wait for the town's Armed Work Team to be sent over. I will guard the village entrance with you; we must block the bandits."

Only then did the Militia Captain relax. He sent someone to deliver the message again, then shouted to the bandits, "Friends opposite, which mountain are you from? Which incense do you burn?"

Zhuang Jiaxiong had absolutely no interest in these words. Seeing the bandits and the Militia Captain shouting back and forth, temporarily stalled, he stepped back a bit and discussed how to defend with the Village Head.

With the experience of his own tea garden, Zhuang Jiaxiong knew that a watertight defense wasn't realistic. A scattered defense wasn't realistic either. The best way was to anticipate the bandits' movements and block them in the direction of their attack. This required someone to coordinate in the middle.

Although the Village Head was nervous, he wasn't scared out of his wits. After communicating with Zhuang Jiaxiong for a moment, he began arranging for strong young men to go to the two entrances of the village to guard and monitor.

Seeing the Village Head so calm, Zhuang Jiaxiong asked again, "Village Head, how many sessions did you study in the training class?"

"Went twice," the Village Head replied.

Night fell, and the village became very quiet. At this time, the villagers had been concentrated in several safe places. Everyone knew life was more important. Besides, the village was so poor that the bandits really had nothing to rob.

Moreover, the talk between the bandits and the Militia Captain had broken down long ago. They tried to attack several times but were scared back by the muskets.

Just then, the Militia Captain actually led a team of people appearing at the safe stronghold. In the snow, Zhuang Jiaxiong felt the leader looked a bit familiar; he seemed to be the Armed Work Team Captain from the town.

The man stepped forward and whispered, "Our Armed Work Team is here; the bandits are done for!"
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"Boss, those gunmen have flanked us!"

Hearing the terrified voice of his bandit, Li Shuangqiang felt his head buzzing. In the past, it was always Li Shuangqiang leading bandits to find ways to break through the defense of village gunmen; the people in the village would not rush out. What kind of incredible wealth was in the village before him to be able to hire such fearless gunmen?

But since the other party had surrounded them, Li Shuangqiang dared not delay. *A hero doesn't suffer immediate losses*; he decided to withdraw with his brothers first. Unexpectedly, just as they retreated, the gunmen defending the front of the village also charged out and began to pursue Li Shuangqiang.

Gunshots rang out in the pursuing team. Bullets flew over the heads of Li Shuangqiang and others, knocking down a lot of snow from an old tree in front. Not only did Li Shuangqiang know the danger, but the bandits also understood. These gunmen chasing them were definitely not bluffing; they held real weapons in their hands.

It didn't take long for the bandits to go from fleeing in a line to scattering in all directions. The pursuing team continued relentlessly. One foot deep, one foot shallow, Li Shuangqiang didn't know how far he had run. At this time, his hat had fallen off, and only one lieutenant was left beside him. He knew that being caught by the relentless pursuers meant death, so Li Shuangqiang could only run forward with all his might.

There was a forest ahead. If he could get in at night, he could evade the pursuers.

Just as he was about to reach the forest, several people suddenly jumped out from behind the dark trees, raising their muskets at Li Shuangqiang. *Bang!* The leader fired a shot in front of Li Shuangqiang with a pistol and shouted in a southern accent, "Hands up!"

The muzzle flash briefly illuminated the man wearing a peculiar style of cotton overcoat. Li Shuangqiang saw he could run no further. The gunmen behind the man opposite him shouted in the local dialect, "Hands up! Surrender!"

Li Shuangqiang's lieutenant had already raised his hands, shouting, "Don't shoot, I surrender!"

Breathing heavily, Li Shuangqiang glanced at the lieutenant with the disdain of the pot calling the kettle black, then raised his own hands high. At this moment, a sense of relief suddenly arose in Li Shuangqiang's heart. If he were to die of exhaustion in the snow like this, surrendering wasn't a bad option.

***

News reached Siping at extreme speed. Not only did the village where Zhuang Jiaxiong went to work encounter bandits, but several villages and towns on the edge of Siping's territory were also attacked by bandits.

After the bandits were escorted to Siping, interrogation began immediately. After compiling the confessions, they were reported immediately. Wu Youping held a meeting overnight to inform everyone of the latest situation.

The faces of the comrades in the army looked a little better after hearing the report. These bandits all came from outside Siping territory. They heard news leaking from villages bordering Siping that life in Siping's local villages had become better, so they came to Siping to rob. This was enough to prove that the anti-crime campaign and bandit suppression work from September to October last year was done very thoroughly.

The faces of the government officials and cadres led by Mayor Wu Youping were very grim. Comparing the anger at this time, He Rui felt that Wu Youping and the others had a strong desire to eliminate the bandits. He smiled. "Calm down, everyone. Think about something happy. Siping now has a reputation for being wealthy; isn't this all due to everyone's hard work?"

"Do good people deserve to be robbed?" Wu Youping asked angrily.

He Rui didn't answer such an impassioned question but ordered Xu Chengfeng and others, "Start preparing for bandit suppression outside Siping."

Although Wu Youping and other government officials were angry, they understood that things weren't simple upon hearing this. To suppress bandits in Jilin outside Siping, one needed the permission of the Jilin Governor. To suppress bandits in the Liaoning region, one needed the permission of the Liaoning Governor.

Siping was located in the center of the area outside the pass. If He Rui only did things in Siping, naturally there was no problem. As soon as he took a step out, according to the rules, he had to get the consent of the General Zhen'an's Office in Fengtian. Although General Zhen'an, Zhang Xiluan, seemed to appreciate He Rui very much, Wu Youping didn't think Zhang Xiluan would really let He Rui act at will.

Xu Chengfeng didn't hesitate at all and accepted the order immediately.

He Rui ordered, "Everyone send the investigation results to the towns and villages to reassure the grassroots comrades. The troops prepare for battle. I will write an official document to the General Zhen'an's Office."

***

Inside the General Zhen'an's Office, Zhang Xiluan looked at the official document sent by He Rui and remained silent. Adjutant Liu wanted to speak but stopped, standing with his hands down in attendance. Before He Rui's letter arrived, the General Zhen'an's Office had already received news. The National Protection Army, led by Cai E, launched an attack on the forces of Wu Xiangzhen, the Defense Commissioner of Southern Sichuan. They not only occupied Hengjiang northwest of Gao County in Sichuan but also seized Xufu (now Yibin). The Beiyang Army counterattacked Xufu (Yibin) from four routes but were all repelled.

Xufu (Yibin) was located at the junction of Yunnan, Guizhou, and Sichuan provinces, where the Jinsha River, Min River, and Yangtze River converged. It was a transportation hub. After occupying this place, the National Protection Army could attack or defend, enough to confront the Beiyang Army.

Besides attacking toward Sichuan, the National Protection Army also had a force attacking Western Hunan, but there was no new news for the time being.

If war hadn't broken out, He Rui's bandit suppression would be a trivial matter. But in the current situation, moving a single soldier had a different meaning. In Adjutant Liu's view, if other governors made such a request, they would definitely be seeking official titles and territory expansion. Adjutant Liu also felt that what He Rui wanted must be these things. But Adjutant Liu just felt that if He Rui wanted to do this, it wasn't unacceptable.

After a long time, Zhang Xiluan finally ordered, "Prepare the car, go to Siping."

Adjutant Liu hurriedly responded, "Marshal, what is this subordinate going to Siping to do?"

Zhang Xiluan ordered, "No need to prepare anything. I will go to Siping personally."

Adjutant Liu was stunned. He wanted to say something, but couldn't say anything.

***

The news that Zhang Xiluan was coming to Siping was announced to everyone in Siping at the meeting. Everyone didn't know what to say for a moment. It was evident that most people were somewhat at a loss.

Xu Jia broke the silence. "Governor, what should we prepare?"

He Rui didn't understand Zhang Xiluan's purpose in running to Siping at this time either, so he ordered, "We must ensure Lord Zhang stays well and rests well. Listen to Lord Zhang's instructions for everything else."

"What about the bandit suppression? Should we have the bandits and their confessions ready?" Cheng Ruofan asked.

He Rui replied, "Of course. The bandits outside the pass must be wiped out completely; it's a matter of sooner or later."

Xu Chengfeng, Zhong Yifu, and others hesitated to speak. It was obvious that what they were thinking couldn't be brought up directly.

He Rui laughed. "If everyone wants to know whether we want to obtain the entire area outside the pass, obtain the entire Manchuria and Mongolia, I can tell you now: of course we do. But this process is by no means the way of rising in chaos like in history, but by the way we liberated Siping so far, obtaining it by constantly expanding grassroots political power. We don't need to consider those sordid maneuverings."

No one raised other opinions; everyone expressed "understood."

On the 28th of the twelfth lunar month, the train Zhang Xiluan took arrived at Siping Station in the wind and snow. He Rui and others lined up to welcome him. As soon as Zhang Xiluan got off the train, He Rui was somewhat surprised. Zhang Xiluan, who had stood tall like a big tree, now had a somewhat stooped back. The wrinkles on his face seemed to have suddenly increased, outlining heavy pressure on this old man's face.

Facing He Rui's warm welcome, Zhang Xiluan only said a few necessary words, then got into the car with He Rui and went straight to the accommodation.

The snow stopped the next day. He Rui went to greet Zhang Xiluan early in the morning. The accommodation was warm as spring, with the scent of incense in the air. Zhang Xiluan had already gotten up, wearing a small vest, tasting tea in the small living room.

Just after He Rui sat down and chatted with Zhang Xiluan for a few sentences, Adjutant Liu walked in quickly with a nervous face. He gave He Rui a complicated look and whispered a few words in Zhang Xiluan's ear.

Zhang Xiluan chuckled after listening and just dismissed Adjutant Liu. Then he asked, "Brother He Rui, Cai E raised troops to rebel, creating quite a momentum. I wonder if Brother He Rui thinks Cai E can get what he wants?"

"Lord Zhang, if we only talk about Cai E's troops, they will definitely lose if they keep fighting. If we talk about whether Cai E can get what he wants, this subordinate doesn't know what Cai E is really seeking, so it's hard to say. But Yuan Gong will lose to the situation."

"What kind of situation?" Zhang Xiluan's gaze became sharp, and even the wrinkles on his face seemed shallower.

He Rui answered frankly, "Lord Zhang, Yuan Gong really has no money. Based on the newspapers this subordinate has read, the issuance of paper currency has increased greatly recently. The exchange rate of paper currency to silver dollars should be one to one, but now the exchange is already lower than ninety cents. To campaign against Cai E, public bonds have to be issued again. I'm afraid no one domestic or foreign is willing to buy the public bonds issued this time. Going on like this, Yuan Gong can't hold on."

Zhang Xiluan's gaze softened. A moment later, General Zhen'an Zhang Xiluan lowered his eyes and sipped his tea carefully.

What He Rui said was exactly the reason that prompted Zhang Xiluan to come to Siping. Yuan Shikai sent an official document to Zhang Xiluan, demanding Zhang Xiluan immediately raise 1 million silver dollars to send to the capital. At the end of the official document, Yuan Shikai also attached a very "sincere" private letter, saying that Yuan Shikai knew this matter was difficult and made things hard for his old brother Zhang Xiluan. So if Zhang Xiluan was willing, Yuan Shikai would send Duan Zhigui outside the pass to help.

Before arriving in Siping, Zhang Xiluan wasn't quite sure of He Rui's view on this matter. At this moment, Zhang Xiluan had already made some decisions in his heart, but felt sentimental. Seeing the young talents, while happy in his heart, he inevitably realized his own age.

After a while, Zhang Xiluan sighed. "I heard Brother He Rui has governed Siping very prosperously. I wonder if Brother He could be a host and let me see what Siping looks like now."

"Lord Zhang commands; I dare not disobey. Only, please wait a while, Lord Zhang. Siping is currently sweeping snow. The roads will be cleared around 10 AM; only then will this subordinate dare to invite Lord Zhang to inspect Siping."

Zhang Xiluan was somewhat satisfied in his heart. For so many years, this was the first time he had been treated with the etiquette of sweeping snow and shoveling roads. He Rui doing this—even if the flattery was so obvious—Zhang Xiluan felt very happy. If it were the common good-for-nothings, they couldn't do it even if they wanted to.

For a time, Zhang Xiluan became interested in the inspection that should have been official business.
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At 10:30 AM, Zhang Xiluan, dressed in a traditional long gown and mandarin jacket, stepped out of the car. Entering a rather large courtyard, he saw nearly a thousand children lined up in neat formation, standing on the snow-swept playground. Zhang Xiluan had come outside the pass forty years ago relying on military merit. At this moment, just a few glances made him feel that the formation of little children and adolescents before him had the feel of a military camp.

"Lord Zhang, please." He Rui invited Zhang Xiluan to walk past the front of the formation.

As Zhang Xiluan walked past, voices of greeting immediately rang out from the ranks he passed: "Hello, Grandpa Zhang."

The children's voices were very tender, especially the little girls'. Hearing so many children greeting him in unison, Zhang Xiluan felt his emotions surging for a moment.

Walking past all the formations and accepting all the children's greetings, Zhang Xiluan walked up to the platform. Looking down for a while, he asked He Rui, who was accompanying him, "He Rui, this Charity Hall has taken in quite a few people. You have truly worked hard."

Adjutant Liu felt Zhang Xiluan's suspicion was very reasonable upon hearing this question. Nearly a thousand people, organized so orderly. It wouldn't be strange to say He Rui got some students from respectable families to pose as them.

It wasn't that Adjutant Liu thought it strange for He Rui to do this. When governors arrived in a locality, they usually started scraping for oil and water. Some governors bought houses and land and took a few concubines after getting money. If He Rui did this, it was called "blending in with the dust" [hiding one's light/conforming to custom].

Others were more ambitious and used the scraped money to recruit soldiers and buy horses. If He Rui did this, it would be "forging ahead with determination."

Getting money but not spending it on himself, nor recruiting soldiers, but using it to take in the lonely and poor and revitalize the locality—it wasn't that it was very strange for He Rui to do so much, but taking in nearly a thousand lonely and poor people was obviously a sham.

This wasn't Adjutant Liu underestimating He Rui's character. After going to the Kwantung Governor-General's Office with He Rui, Adjutant Liu actually approved of He Rui's personal integrity. He felt He Rui was bluffing now because Adjutant Liu felt He Rui was not the type to levy exorbitant taxes.

Running a Charity Hall required money. To make the Charity Hall this big, what kind of ruthless extraction methods would He Rui have to use to rake in so much money!

He Rui didn't defend himself, just smiling. "Lord Zhang, these dolls are about to go to class. This subordinate would like to invite Lord Zhang to see other parts of the Charity Hall."

Zhang Xiluan didn't say much. He followed He Rui to look around the classrooms before leaving the school. Inside the Charity Hall, there were also a few elderly people who had basically completely lost their ability to work. They sat around the fire with dull expressions.

Others who still had some ability to work were doing manual work in large rooms, or slowly collecting glued paper boxes and the like to send to the receiving point.

Just looking at the physical condition of these people, Zhang Xiluan had a judgment. Outside the pass, these frail people would hardly survive this winter.

Zhang Xiluan still said nothing and continued to visit with He Rui. Everyone arrived at the superior department of the Charity Hall, the Health Bureau. The Director of the Health Bureau hurriedly welcomed Zhang Xiluan and took him to the newly established Medical School of Northeast University.

Under the Medical School were two units: the Medical University Affiliated Hospital and the Medical University Affiliated Health School.

Doctors in white coats came and went in the affiliated hospital, while health workers and nurses were in the health school.

In Siping, a health clinic was established in every district. Besides the Medical School, every school had a health clinic, mainly providing medical services for students, and also for the surrounding populace.

Zhang Xiluan had been outside the pass for 40 years and had prestige in governing people and fighting wars. What Adjutant Liu knew, Zhang Xiluan naturally knew inside out; he just didn't want to say it due to his status and the current situation. At this moment, even Zhang Xiluan couldn't stand it anymore and simply asked, "Brother He, I wonder how the tax revenue situation in Siping is?"

He Rui didn't explain much. He invited Zhang Xiluan into the car and drove first to the grain depot outside the city. Zhang Xiluan went in and walked a big circle, sighing slightly.

He Rui laughed. "Lord Zhang, do not think this subordinate is rapacious. This is 30% of Siping's grain this year. It looks like a lot, but it is only this much. Any more, and this subordinate really doesn't have it."

Zhang Xiluan felt He Rui wouldn't tell such a meaningless lie, so he said, "The Jilin Governor highly disapproves of the land reform Brother He did in Siping. There were also quite a few people who went to Fengtian to file complaints against you, but I suppressed them all. I am somewhat puzzled why Brother He had to be so drastic."

"Lord Zhang, this subordinate collected 30% of the grain, which is already a lot. The remaining 70% is just enough not to go hungry. As for what other governors think, this subordinate really can't care less."

Zhang Xiluan knew He Rui's words were correct. But he also felt He Rui didn't tell the truth, at least not the whole truth. If he only collected 30% of the grain, He Rui absolutely couldn't have so much money to do so many things.

He Rui understood Zhang Xiluan's doubts but didn't point it out. He called for the car. At this time, the car wheels were fitted with tire chains. After a few people got in, accompanied by the clattering and crunching sounds on the snowy ground, they drove out along the main road.

Arriving at a town, He Rui invited Zhang Xiluan to get off and led him to nearby households. Zhang Xiluan saw that the roads in the town were also swept of snow, and some townspeople were clearing snow from their roofs. He felt very disbelieving in his heart.

Winter outside the pass meant "Cat Winter" [hibernating indoors]. The whole family squeezed onto the *kang* at home, not moving and going out as little as possible. Moving in winter meant eating more; huddling up meant eating less grain.

Now clearing accumulated snow, clearing snow from roofs, obviously made it convenient to go out and do things. This was already unreasonable.

Entering several households in succession, he saw family members sewing clothes, hats, and the like. Zhang Xiluan frowned at this scene. Zhang Xiluan knew very well what Siping was like. Even wealthy families didn't have so many clothes to sew.

After asking He Rui, Zhang Xiluan learned that He Rui had reached an agreement with foreign merchants. These clothes were piecework distributed to the common people. After sewing according to specifications, they could be exchanged for grain.

He Rui laughed. "Lord Zhang might wonder where this subordinate's money comes from. Actually, this subordinate doesn't spend much money; wages are paid in grain. In fact, grain doesn't sell for much money, but when used as wages, it is valuable."

Zhang Xiluan still felt disbelief. "Brother He, are the people in the village really so obedient?"

"Lord Zhang, this subordinate has his own ways." Saying this, He Rui called over a town cadre beside him and whispered a few instructions.

Not long after, footsteps sounded. Dozens of villagers came with the town cadre from various places. They first lined up and counted off. The town's Militia Captain stepped forward to report, "Report to the Governor. The town actually has sixty militiamen; fifty-nine are present. Please instruct, Governor."

He Rui took a few steps forward and ordered loudly to the militia team, "Squad, attention! Right dress! Right face!"

Zhang Xiluan saw that these people were dressed differently, aged between twenty and forty, all able-bodied men. Although their movements following He Rui's commands weren't very uniform, they had all undergone at least a month or two of training.

When He Rui commanded the sixty men to run a lap around the field, with the town Militia Captain shouting the cadence "One, two, one," the militiamen could actually run with uniform steps. This greatly shocked Zhang Xiluan. Zhang Xiluan came from the military and knew He Rui had been in Siping for only half a year; he was very clear about what such training results meant.

He Rui didn't hide it either. "Lord Zhang, if the town wants to take government contracts, it's not that easy. If they can't do this, hehe, this subordinate won't be polite to them either. Not just militia training; Lord Zhang, please look."

He Rui finished speaking and pointed to the big slogans painted on the town walls. Zhang Xiluan had seen them long ago, just didn't ask. Seeing He Rui point them out personally, he pretended to look carefully for the first time.

*One person becomes a bandit, the whole family goes to jail.*

*One person drops out of school, the whole village pays extra tax.*

*No effort in building water conservancy, difficult to obtain beneficial policies.*

Hearing He Rui explain one by one, Zhang Xiluan didn't respond. After thinking for a while, Zhang Xiluan suddenly clapped his hands and laughed. "Brother He, when I was fighting the Japanese, I went to a place called Niujiapu in Siping. I suddenly remembered it now; I wonder how that village is?"

"Please get in the car, Lord Zhang. This subordinate will revisit the old haunt with Lord Zhang."

Zhang Xiluan didn't go straight to Niujiapu. On the way, whenever he saw a village, he went in to look. Every village had swept snow and cleared roof snow. Although the number of militiamen varied, they had all undergone training.

Niujiapu was a small village by the mountain, with only dozens of people. Zhang Xiluan stopped just at the village entrance, seeing a water diversion canal. Looking at the newly built canal, then at the somewhat bleak village, Zhang Xiluan couldn't help sighing, "Brother He coming to Siping is truly the fortune of the Siping people."

"This subordinate coming to Siping was entirely arranged by Lord Zhang. If the Siping people are grateful, they should also thank Lord Zhang," He Rui replied.

Adjutant Liu had long lost the inclination to expose He Rui's "lies." He couldn't help sighing, "Governor He, with your troops strong and horses sturdy, where are there any bandits to suppress?"

He Rui shook his head solemnly. "Adjutant Liu says this completely based on previous thinking. In the past, bandits robbed ordinary people's homes and couldn't grab anything. Ordinary people actually wouldn't encounter bandits. Now ordinary people have a little grain at home; if bandits rob them, the family will really be ruined and driven to death. Siping must not only suppress bandits but also eradicate evil thoroughly!"
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It was late at night when they returned to Siping from Niujiapu, but Zhang Xiluan couldn't sleep. He Rui was indeed trying hard to show his strength, hoping to gain Zhang Xiluan's recognition. But what shocked Zhang Xiluan the most happened in Niujiapu: after playing, the children in the village took out *wowotou* [steamed corn buns] kept warm by their body heat from inside their shirts and gnawed on them.

In his 40 years outside the pass, this was the first time Zhang Xiluan saw little children from ordinary rural families able to use *wowotou* as snacks. It seemed He Rui's claim of leaving 70% of the grain to the people was actually true.

He didn't sleep too well at night. When Zhang Xiluan woke up, it was already broad daylight. Seeing Zhang Xiluan get up, Adjutant Liu hurriedly reported that He Rui had already sent someone to pay respects and delivered an invitation. Seeing it was noon, Zhang Xiluan smiled. "Let's go to the banquet."

At Huaqing Tower, after three rounds of wine, Zhang Xiluan spoke of Duan Zhigui. "This Duan Zhigui loves mahjong passionately. Every day, he plays from morning to night with officials in the capital; official business is done at the card table. Truly absurd."

He Rui had already heard from Adjutant Liu about Yuan Shikai wanting Duan Zhigui to be the Governor of Liaoning [Fengtian]. He just smiled slightly but didn't interrupt.

"As for Little Duan, he's even more promising now. Refusing to shoulder responsibility when things happen—no wonder among the Dragon, Tiger, and Dog of Beiyang, Feng Guozhang was entrusted with heavy responsibility." As Zhang Xiluan spoke, his expression became increasingly unhappy.

The so-called "Little Duan" naturally referred to Duan Qirui. Zhang Xiluan was Yuan Shikai's sworn brother, so it was proper for him to call Duan Qirui "Little Duan."

After talking about Beiyang matters for a while, Zhang Xiluan changed the subject, speaking of Jilin Governor Meng Enyuan and Heilongjiang Governor Zhu Qinglan. He Rui continued to listen quietly without interrupting.

After Zhang Xiluan finished talking about these two, a burst of frustration suddenly rose in his heart. He asked, "Brother He Rui, I've been rambling on for so long. I suddenly remembered you said Cai E is not to be feared, but the Great President will be crushed by the general trend. I wonder how my brother views the current situation?"

"To answer Lord Zhang. This subordinate said in the newspaper interview before that the reason Yuan Gong wants to proclaim himself Emperor is to obtain legitimacy through the title of Emperor, and then realize his ambitions. But governors everywhere have already compromised and cooperated with local forces. At this time, China's situation has turned into a pattern where the central government relies on customs duties, while localities rely on tax farming. Yuan Gong's direct troops are far superior to Cai E's, but during the war, will the provincial governors step up tax payments to the central government, or withhold them? This subordinate believes they will definitely withhold them. To maintain the Beiyang Army, Yuan Gong can only rely on issuing public bonds and printing more banknotes. In troubled times, people hoard gold and silver. Those who get banknotes will naturally want to exchange them for silver. Does Yuan Gong have that much silver?"

Zhang Xiluan pondered for a long time, then said reluctantly, "The Great President can ban the exchange of banknotes for silver."

"This might work domestically, but customs duties have already been pledged to foreigners; how could they agree? As long as the Diplomatic Corps of various countries forces Yuan Gong to restore exchange, will Yuan Gong agree or not?"

Mentioning foreigners being so arrogant in China, Zhang Xiluan said very unhappily, "If they do that, what happens if he refuses?"

He Rui answered indifferently, "Then the Diplomatic Corps can inform Yuan Gong that they support the Republic and oppose Yuan Gong proclaiming himself Emperor."

Zhang Xiluan was speechless for a moment, the indignation in his heart vanishing in an instant. What He Rui said was very cold, but it made Zhang Xiluan understand that Yuan Shikai proclaiming himself Emperor was really digging a pit to bury himself. Once Yuan Shikai took the step of proclaiming himself Emperor, the monarchy itself became Yuan Shikai's soft underbelly, which anyone could exploit. Others didn't need to defeat Yuan Shikai; as long as Yuan Shikai continued to consume strength for the sake of the monarchy, the heavy financial pressure would cause the Beiyang clique under Yuan Shikai's command to disintegrate from within.

If the monarchy were abolished, all parties could return to the original situation. Everyone, including the Beiyang governors, felt this was acceptable. Even if the price of doing so was abandoning Yuan Shikai, the Beiyang governors would accept it.

Having figured this out, Zhang Xiluan made up his mind. He dismissed the attendants, leaving only himself and He Rui.

On the morning of the 30th of the twelfth lunar month [New Year's Eve], Zhang Xiluan boarded the train back to Fengtian. Everyone saw him off. Returning to the headquarters, Xu Chengfeng wanted to see He Rui privately. He Rui called the core members together. In such a situation, everyone knew something big was about to happen. Xu Chengfeng had no scruples and asked directly, "Governor, there are rumors that the Great President wants to replace General Zhang?"

He Rui laughed. "There is indeed such a thing. Lord Zhang is very disapproving of this."

"Then what does Lord Zhang intend to do?" Xu Chengfeng asked with shining eyes.

Seeing the other young soldiers were much the same, He Rui was really amused. "In two months, how much can we expand the army? What is the training level of officers, and the training level of troops?"

"We have already made a plan to expand the army to three regiments!" Regimental Chief of Staff Zhong Yifu answered immediately.

He Rui pressed, "Then after the troops change equipment, how long will it take for the troops to become familiar with the use of weapons and equipment? What is the situation of the bandit reconnaissance in Liaoning?"

The young officers looked at the usually silent Hu Xiushan. Hu Xiushan replied, "Governor, I have already arranged a reconnaissance plan. Part of the reconnaissance can only be done after entering Liaoning."

"Then how many rural cadres do we have available for deployment to start land reform immediately after entering Liaoning?"

Wu Youping only now confirmed that He Rui really might replace Zhang Xiluan. After a little thought, he answered, "We can allocate 2,000 rural cadres to cooperate with the troops to carry out land reform in the localities."

Before He Rui could continue asking, the usually reticent Hu Xiushan asked, "Governor, if we go south, we must leave a regiment to guard Siping. Our current number of troops is indeed very insufficient. If we want to take over the entire area outside the pass, we must have four divisions, twelve regiments."

"Why four divisions? Three divisions are enough," Xu Chengfeng didn't quite agree.

Hu Xiushan answered calmly, "If the central government dispatches a division through Shanhai Pass, we need a division for defense, while mobilizing other troops to come for reinforcement."

Although Hu Xiushan was usually silent, these few sentences left the other young soldiers speechless. When the youths imagined the future, the figure of the Beiyang Central Army indeed occasionally appeared on the horizon of their thinking. But those were vague shadows, existing only on the edge of imagination.

The youths all admired He Rui's far-reaching vision. Everyone had actually considered slightly whether He Rui would say such things. But when a classmate of their own grade pointed out such a reality, Xu Chengfeng and the others all felt a shock in their hearts. Xu Chengfeng even suddenly felt a kind of self-blame, wondering if he was like Lord Ye who claimed to love dragons [claimed to love dragons but feared the real thing].

Looking at the shock of his young subordinates, He Rui laughed. "Comrades, did we get to where we are today by relying on knowing some incredible prominent figure? Did the hundreds of thousands of people in Siping support us because Lord Zhang gave an order, so the people willingly walked with us to this day?"

The young officers hesitated slightly, then answered immediately, "No!"

"Then what we need to do is obvious. Siping is not a special place. The suffering faced by the people of Siping is no different from the suffering faced by all people outside the pass. The life expected by the people of Siping is also the expectation of the people outside the pass. The so-called 'great events' are composed of one small event after another. What we have done in Siping is exactly what we will do outside the pass in the future. Everyone has participated in such a process and accumulated a lot of experience. If you have any doubts, raise them."
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The Lantern Festival of 1916 was fast approaching. As mid-February arrived, the weather began to warm noticeably. On the tiled roofs of many houses in Fengtian City, the accumulated snow started to melt, with water droplets dripping from the eaves to form small pits in the snow below. Zhang Xiluan's carriage traveled through the streets, making a rumbling sound. The ice and snow on the road surface had melted into water under the crushing weight of pedestrians and carriages, no longer freezing over. This lent a comfortable humidity to the air.

As long as there was no severe late spring cold, spring would arrive in another half month.

Sitting in the office chair of the General of Zhen'an, Zhang Xiluan began to write letters with swift strokes. March 7th by the Western calendar was Zhang Xiluan's birthday, and he was inviting the Military Governors outside the pass and local prominent figures to a banquet.

Receiving the official missives from Marshal Zhang Xiluan, the Military Governors of the various provinces and the leading figures in the army dared not slight the invitation. Especially knowing that Zhang Xiluan might leave the region this year, they hurriedly prepared gifts. Regardless of anything else, Zhang Xiluan had been outside the pass for forty years; his disciples and former subordinates were everywhere. Everyone felt compelled to show their respect at this time.

On March 5th, Jilin Military Governor Meng Enyuan arrived in Fengtian leading his subordinate division commanders. Upon seeing Zhang Xiluan, Meng Enyuan hurriedly stepped forward to salute. "Marshal, I wonder if Military Governor Zhu of Heilongjiang has arrived?"

Zhang Xiluan laughed. "Although Brother Zhu is much younger than you, Brother Meng, young people are clearly lazier. It is Brother Meng who arrived in Fengtian first."

Jilin Military Governor Meng Enyuan, hearing Zhang Xiluan's praise, could not help but smile. "To be honest with the Marshal, I simply wanted to arrive before Brother Zhu to show the sincerity of my birthday congratulations."

Everyone around them laughed, and the atmosphere was very harmonious.

Although Meng Enyuan and the others arrived early, it was only by less than half a day. By evening, Heilongjiang Military Governor Zhu Qinglan and the Commander of the Heilongjiang Provincial Army Division, Xu Lanzhou, also arrived in Fengtian.

That evening, Zhang Xiluan hosted a banquet for everyone who had come to celebrate his birthday. The restaurant was filled with officials and local gentry, who were entertained by local Fengtian officials. The military men were invited to the General of Zhen'an's official residence for the banquet. Zhang Xiluan appeared in person. After three rounds of wine, leaving the adjutants and entourages to drink in the flower hall, Zhang Xiluan invited four men into the rear hall.

Currently, there were four divisions outside the pass: the 27th Division in Fengtian, Feng Linge's 28th Division in Beizhen, Jinzhou, Meng Enyuan's Jilin Provincial Army Division, and Xu Lanzhou's Heilongjiang Provincial Army Division.

At this time, the commander of the 27th Division, Zhang Zuolin, had been transferred to the capital, and the 27th Division was once again completely under Zhang Xiluan's control.

When the four men holding military power—Jilin Military Governor Meng Enyuan, 28th Division Commander Feng Linge, Heilongjiang Provincial Army Division Commander Xu Lanzhou, and Heilongjiang Military Governor Zhu Qinglan—took their seats in the rear hall, they all felt that Zhang Xiluan was going to speak some parting words, and they had all prepared their farewell speeches.

Servants served tea to everyone. After a while, the door curtain was lifted, and Zhang Xiluan, wearing the uniform of the General of Zhen'an, strode into the living room. Sitting on the main seat, he ordered, "Gentlemen, I have a military order."

The four men were stunned. How could there suddenly be a military order when everything seemed fine? However, Feng Linge, commander of the 28th Division, quickly stood up to listen to the order. The other three then remembered that Zhang Xiluan controlled the military affairs of the three provinces outside the pass, and hurriedly stood up together.

Zhang Xiluan looked solemn. "The situation inside the pass is currently chaotic. In order to maintain stability outside the pass, I will conduct a military exercise in Fengtian."

All four were confused. Holding a military exercise was a major event; why had nothing been said before? Xu Lanzhou thought Zhang Xiluan knew that Heilongjiang Military Governor Zhu Qinglan was preparing to secretly raise troops against Yuan Shikai, and his eyes immediately lit up.

Jilin Military Governor Meng Enyuan probed, "I wonder when the Marshal plans to hold the exercise? Does the Ministry of War know?"

"My birthday is as good a day as any," Zhang Xiluan replied indifferently.

Being in high positions, the four naturally knew that things were not that simple. Before the four could react, Adjutant Liu led a squad of guards in amidst the sound of footsteps, standing behind the group.

Zhang Xiluan continued as if he hadn't seen them. "The exercise involves many aspects. I have decided to rotate garrisons first. Two regiments will be transferred from the 27th Division to Heilongjiang for defense duty. Two regiments will be transferred from the 28th Division to Jilin for defense duty. The remaining troops of the 27th and 28th Divisions will conduct exercises together with the Jilin and Heilongjiang Provincial Army Divisions."

Hearing these words, the three big figures from Jilin and Heilongjiang looked blank, completely at a loss. Feng Linge, commander of the 28th Division, was even more puzzled. Such a major event should have been discussed with him, but he knew nothing about it beforehand.

Everyone remained silent, guessing at Zhang Xiluan's intentions. Jilin Military Governor Meng Enyuan could not understand what Zhang Xiluan was plotting by doing this. Zhang Xiluan was the General of Zhen'an and had been outside the pass for forty years; even now, the military affairs of Heilongjiang and Jilin were still under his control. Whether it was an exercise or a change of defense, he really could issue such orders.

But Zhang Xiluan was seventy-three years old this year, already frail with age. Although he had been a hero for a lifetime, his son was truly incompetent and could not take over Zhang Xiluan's military power at all. Stirring up such a big commotion, how did Zhang Xiluan plan to end it?

Amidst the confusion, Heilongjiang Provincial Army Division Commander Xu Lanzhou stepped forward and saluted Zhang Xiluan, then pointed at Heilongjiang Military Governor Zhu Qinglan and shouted, "Marshal, this subordinate wants to report Zhu Qinglan for colluding with the southern rebels and conspiring to rebel..."

Zhu Qinglan of Heilongjiang heard Xu Lanzhou loudly recount how the southern Revolutionary Party had made contact and who had privately met with Zhu Qinglan, and was truly somewhat shocked in his heart. Although this matter was not a complete secret, Zhu Qinglan had thought that no word had leaked out. He had not expected Xu Lanzhou, who should have been his subordinate as the Heilongjiang Provincial Army Division Commander, to state it so clearly.

Seeing Xu Lanzhou's triumphant air, he had evidently prepared for a long time; this was by no means a sudden attack.

Jilin Military Governor Meng Enyuan originally supported Yuan Shikai. Hearing this news, he felt he had found an opening and loudly petitioned Zhang Xiluan, "Marshal, let this subordinate lead the army with Brother Xu to exterminate Zhu Qinglan and the other rebels."

Zhu Qinglan also thought that Zhang Xiluan's so-called exercise was targeted at the anti-Yuan group in Heilongjiang. Seeing the situation had come to this, he simply stepped forward and said seriously, "Marshal, President Yuan is the President of the Republic. Proclaiming himself emperor is a betrayal of the country and a betrayal of the republic. At this time of crisis for the Republic, it is the day for our generation to save the country. The Marshal has always been wise; you definitely cannot fail to understand such a matter."

If he hadn't spoken with He Rui, Zhang Xiluan would probably have felt that Zhu Qinglan had backbone and ideals. Hearing Zhu Qinglan's words now, Zhang Xiluan didn't care at all.

However, at this moment, Heilongjiang Provincial Army Division Commander Xu Lanzhou felt that he had an opportunity to show his loyalty. He went up to grab Zhu Qinglan by the collar. How could Zhu Qinglan let Xu Lanzhou act so wildly? He immediately tried to push away Xu Lanzhou, who was pressing in on him.

"Pull them apart!" Adjutant Liu gave an order, and the personal guards immediately stepped forward to pull the two apart, forcing them back into their seats.

Zhang Xiluan looked at everyone and smiled. "Brothers, I just want to conduct a garrison rotation exercise and have no intention of pursuing anyone. Tomorrow is my birthday. You brothers have come from afar, so let us drink together. For this matter, you brothers only need to sign your names on the official documents."

As soon as the voice fell, Adjutant Liu ordered people to place four official documents on the tea tables beside the four men respectively. While the others were still trying to figure it out, 28th Division Commander Feng Linge was the first to understand: Zhang Xiluan really wanted to take back military power.

Feng Linge hurriedly asked, "Marshal, which blind fool of a subordinate of mine did something wrong to anger the Marshal like this? As long as the Marshal tells this subordinate who it is, I will go back and shoot the bastard."

Zhang Xiluan ignored Feng Linge completely and just said to Jilin Military Governor Meng Enyuan, "Brother Meng, for this exercise, I want to hand over leadership to one person. Brother Meng should be very familiar with this person."

Meng Enyuan began to recall the talents under Zhang Xiluan in his mind, but he racked his brains and could not figure out who Zhang Xiluan would bring out to do the current task.

Before Meng Enyuan could ask, footsteps sounded, and a tall young Lieutenant Colonel walked into the living room. The four big figures from outside the pass realized they didn't recognize him.

They heard the tall young Lieutenant Colonel introduce himself: "Elder brothers, this little brother is the Siping Military Governor, He Rui. I am under orders to preside over this exercise and the garrison rotation affairs."

Although they had never seen He Rui, all four had heard of his reputation. For a moment, they didn't know what to say.
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The train ground to a halt at the Beizhen Station in Jinzhou. As the doors slid open, soldiers poured onto the platform. Song Youzheng, a regimental commander of the 27th Division, walked over to Xu Chengfeng. He glanced at the Siping Army troops, who had already assembled into neat formations, and then at the officers and men of his own 27th Division, who were still noisily struggling to organize themselves. He let out a subtle sigh.

Once the troops were in order, they immediately marched toward the garrison of the 28th Division. Upon reaching the gates, an adjutant from Feng Linge’s staff went forward to announce them. The camp gates swung open, and a major emerged to welcome them.

The group entered the division headquarters. Xu Chengfeng produced the military orders and handed them to the vice-commander of the 28th Division. The directive ordered the 28th Division to immediately dispatch two regiments to Heilongjiang to rotate garrisons with the local forces there.

Even though the vice-commander verified the authenticity of the documents, a look of disbelief remained plastered across his face. He instinctively resorted to a stalling tactic. "Please, brothers, go down and rest first. I need to hold a meeting about this."

Xu Chengfeng asked calmly, "These are General Zhang's military orders, countersigned by Commander Feng Linge of the 28th Division. What is there to discuss? Are you debating whether the 28th Division should obey military orders?"

Although his tone was flat, Xu Chengfeng’s words were anything but polite. In the army, disobedience was a capital offense—let alone disobeying a formal order signed jointly by General Zhang Xiluan, the Zhen'an General who controlled the region beyond the Pass, and Feng Linge, the commander of the 28th Division.

Hearing this, the vice-commander was momentarily at a loss. Commander Feng Linge had gone to Fengtian to celebrate Zhang Xiluan’s birthday. Why would he suddenly send people from other units with orders to immediately rotate garrisons with the Heilongjiang Provincial Army? This was a massive undertaking! If there was to be a garrison rotation, Feng Linge should have returned to command it personally. If the vice-commander acted rashly and Feng Linge blamed him later, what would he do?

Meeting Xu Chengfeng’s sharp gaze, the vice-commander suddenly had an idea. He asked, "Major Xu, please wait a moment. I will send a telegram to Commander Feng to ask how the deployment fees should be handled."

***

Almost simultaneously, Cheng Ruofan, wearing the rank of major and dressed in a handsome military greatcoat made of homespun cloth, walked into the Jilin Provincial Army Headquarters in Changchun. Several regimental commanders of the Jilin Provincial Army finished reading their orders but showed no intention of acting immediately. Their eyes fell upon Cheng Ruofan.

They saw a young major they had never met before. He had delicate features and a refined, scholarly air; he looked less like a soldier and more like a dashing noble scion. Yet the news Cheng Ruofan brought was starkly at odds with his appearance. He was ordering two regiments of the Jilin Provincial Army to proceed to Fengtian to participate in military exercises with the Jilin Military Governor, Meng Enyuan. This seemed entirely too strange.

After discussing it amongst themselves, the regimental commanders asked, "Major Cheng, what exactly is going on here?"

Cheng Ruofan’s face darkened, and he spoke coldly. "What is there to ask? Isn't it stated clearly in the orders! The southern rebels have risen in rebellion. The Great President has ordered military exercises to be organized beyond the Pass so that forces can be ready to advance on the capital to provide support at any moment."

The commanders were naturally aware of Cai E’s uprising, and they knew their own division commander was a staunch supporter of Yuan Shikai’s bid for the monarchy. Although the orders were urgent, they weren't entirely inexplicable. Finally, one said, "It’s just that these deployment fees..."

Cheng Ruofan shot to his feet, startling the commanders. But then, his expression dissolved into a smile, and he instantly became amiable and approachable. "Elder brothers, you only need to prepare to march. Since Marshal Zhang has issued the order, how could he fail to consider these details?"

That night, the regimental commanders deliberated until late but failed to reach a conclusion. The matter was indeed bizarre, but they had no other recourse, so they decided to stall.

Just as the commander of the 2nd Regiment returned home, his guard reported that Cheng Ruofan had arrived.

"How many people did he bring?" The 2nd Regiment Commander became alert.

"Commander Cheng brought only four people."

"...Invite him in."

Cheng Ruofan entered the main hall and wasted no words. He directly pulled out two letters and handed them to the commander. The commander opened them, and his expression instantly turned serious. After finishing both letters, he asked, "Is the situation with Lord Zhang really that critical?"

"When Lord Zhang sent me here, he specifically instructed me to hand this letter to you alone, Commander. You are someone Lord Zhang trusts. The current situation is urgent. If we cannot gather troops quickly, and the rebels within the army seize the chance to cause chaos, it will be difficult to suppress them."

Cheng Ruofan’s tone was sincere, and the 2nd Regiment Commander believed him. More importantly, he was originally a subordinate of Zhang Xiluan. Of the two letters, one was naturally handwritten by Zhang Xiluan, and the other was written by the commander’s own father in Fengtian. He could not mistake their handwriting.

Given the situation, the commander steeled his heart. "I will lead my troops to Fengtian tomorrow. It’s just that the other two regiments..."

Cheng Ruofan answered decisively, "Lord Zhang said in his letter that two regiments going to Fengtian is enough. I will remain in Changchun with troops; I certainly won't let those people cause trouble."

***

The 2nd Regiment Commander slept poorly that night, feeling that something was amiss no matter how he thought about it. At first light, he woke up groggy and read the two letters twice more. Worried he might be being deceived, he took out previous letters from Zhang Xiluan and his father to compare the handwriting. They were indeed authentic.

Although he didn't know what major event had occurred, he had decided to obey the order and proceed to Fengtian.

In the morning, just as he arrived at the barracks, the 3rd Regiment Commander hurried over. Seeing his expression, the 2nd Regiment Commander dismissed his guards. Only then did the 3rd Regiment Commander speak. "Commander Cheng sent me a letter last night. The Marshal privately wrote ordering me to go to Fengtian."

After speaking, he stared at the 2nd Regiment Commander. Seeing no surprise on his colleague's face, he lowered his voice and asked, "You received a letter from the Marshal too?"

The 2nd Regiment Commander nodded. Both he and the 3rd Regiment Commander were from the Yi Battalion of the Xiang Army, old subordinates of Zhang Xiluan, and could be considered part of the Huai Army lineage.

Since Zhang Xiluan had issued orders, the 3rd Regiment Commander asked in a low voice, "I wonder if Commander Gao will go?"

The Jilin Provincial Army was the Beiyang 23rd Division. The 1st Regiment Commander, Gao Shibin, was the nephew of Governor Meng Enyuan. Compared to the commanders of the 2nd and 3rd Regiments, he was a true confidant of Division Commander Meng.

The 2nd Regiment Commander didn't answer the question but asked instead, "If Commander Gao doesn't go, will you go?"

The two commanders exchanged a look, and both formed their own ideas.

At the appointed time that morning, the three regimental commanders of the 23rd Division assembled at division headquarters. Cheng Ruofan arrived leading a detachment of troops and parked several large carts at the entrance.

When the three commanders came out, Cheng Ruofan’s men pulled back the hemp cloth covering the carts, revealing the chests underneath. The lids were thrown open, and the shining silver dollars inside made the three commanders and their subordinates squint involuntarily.

Some of the less disciplined among them stared straight at the silver dollars, practically drooling.

Cheng Ruofan walked up to the three commanders and smiled. "Elder brothers, according to the rules, the deployment fee is double pay. When do you plan to set out?"

Gao Shibin, the 1st Regiment Commander, did not answer immediately. Instead, he called the other two commanders back inside the headquarters and asked, "What do you two think?"

The 2nd and 3rd Regiment Commanders had already made up their minds. They sneered, "We reckon that fellow Cheng wouldn't dare fake the Marshal's orders. We'll take the money and go to Fengtian. If he dares to forge the Marshal's official documents, we'll petition the Marshal, combine our forces, and kill our way back. That Cheng won't be able to stop us."

Gao Shibin hadn't expected them to be so resolved. Although he still found Cheng Ruofan suspicious, the troops accompanying Cheng were indeed from the 27th Division in Fengtian. Gao Shibin had sent someone last night to find an acquaintance and confirmed that the 27th Division troops were indeed there on Zhang Xiluan’s orders for a garrison rotation. And Zhang Xiluan had ordered the Jilin 23rd Division to Fengtian for exercises.

Originally, Gao Shibin wanted to stay in Changchun. However, seeing that the other two commanders were ready to depart, he hesitated. On second thought, his ability to hold his ground in Changchun relied entirely on his uncle, Meng Enyuan. This matter was too strange. If he really went to Fengtian, what if something happened?

Finally, Gao Shibin said, "I will stay in Changchun."

The other two commanders were instantly displeased but didn't show it. They simply bid their farewells and left.

They returned to their respective units to prepare. Once the troops had received their deployment fees at the train station and began boarding, the two commanders began to whisper.

"That fellow Gao actually dares to look down on the Marshal like that!"

"When the Marshal led us in fighting the Russians and the Japanese, that kid was still drinking milk somewhere!"

The soldiers, having received their deployment fees, were all smiles. They boarded the emergency train dispatched for Fengtian. Amidst the whistle of steam, the train slowly pulled out of the station, heading straight for the provincial capital.

Only when the train had disappeared from view did Cheng Ruofan turn his head back. The smile was gone from his face. He spoke seriously to the two regimental commanders from the 27th Division. "Elder brothers, let's go take over the barracks."
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In the Changchun military camp, the two regimental commanders of the 27th Division and Cheng Ruofan's regiment quickly took over the barracks. The two 27th Division commanders invited Cheng Ruofan to their side for tea. After the three sat down, Commander Su of the 27th Division laughed. "Commander Cheng has only been outside the pass for half a year, yet he has been promoted to Regiment Commander. It seems Governor He values Commander Cheng very much."

Cheng Ruofan's rank of Major was genuine, granted by Zhang Xiluan's order before this defense change order was issued. His rank of Regiment Commander was not nonsense either. He Rui had expanded the army to 7,500 men, forming three regiments, in a short time. Cheng Ruofan was already the Commander of the 2nd Regiment.

Hearing the flattery from outsiders, Cheng Ruofan smiled. "Two brothers, this is a change of defense. We will stay in Jilin for two years. I wonder if you two brothers have any thoughts on the station?"

Hearing about dividing territory, the two commanders perked up but soon lost interest. The 27th Division was originally stationed in Fengtian, responsible for the Fengtian and Liaodong regions. This area was the richest region outside the pass. Even if they had territory in Jilin, it was far inferior to their previous station.

Commander Song laughed. "A change of defense always implies a return. When does Brother Cheng think we can return to Fengtian?"

Cheng Ruofan disapproved in his heart but said, "This requires the Marshal's order. I am just acting on orders; what can I know? Two brothers, what is in my heart right now is Marshal Zhang's prestige. With just one sentence, he can make the Jilin Provincial Army obey orders. It is truly admirable."

The two commanders of the 27th Division were stunned. They didn't expect Cheng Ruofan not to boast about himself but instead praise Zhang Xiluan's prestige.

The two of them had suddenly received Zhang Xiluan's order and led troops to Changchun with Cheng Ruofan. Arriving suddenly in strange Changchun, both were somewhat uneasy, not knowing what they would encounter. Now that two of the three regiments of the 23rd Division in Changchun had been ordered to Fengtian, leaving only one regiment locally, they were completely relieved. Hearing Cheng Ruofan say this, they followed suit and praised, "Marshal Zhang traversed the area outside the pass 40 years ago, fighting both Russians and Japanese. Who outside the pass doesn't know Marshal Zhang's prestige?"

Seeing the two commanders' moods were very genuine, Cheng Ruofan went with the flow. "Since that's the case, we will listen to Marshal Zhang's arrangement. You two brothers have followed the Marshal for so long; you will definitely be promoted."

Seeing Cheng Ruofan so humble, Commander Song of the 27th Division also relaxed. The upper echelons of Fengtian had heard that Marshal Zhang appreciated He Rui, and He Rui had indeed done many things that made people sit up and take notice after arriving outside the pass. But these soldiers outside the pass still felt they were Zhang Xiluan's old subordinates, while He Rui was just a newcomer; in terms of seniority, he was inferior to those outside the pass.

After chatting for a while, Cheng Ruofan took his leave. Upon returning to the station, he found the civil administration cadres were already holding a meeting. Cheng Ruofan thought about it and went to the meeting place. He saw Tang Gui speaking to a group of cadres: "...Comrades, start collecting intelligence in Changchun. We have experienced, participated in, and witnessed these tasks in Siping, and studied them in training classes. What the people of Siping like, the people of Changchun will also like. That is organizing municipal administration and the crackdown on crime and evil. Only by collecting intelligence well first can we act freely later."

Cheng Ruofan sat in the back row without saying a word, his heart somewhat churning. These civil administration tasks, without exception, required the troops to conquer the territory first to be pushed forward smoothly. He Rui did exactly this to seize political power in Siping, and now Cheng Ruofan had to do these tasks in Changchun.

Recalling everything He Rui did in Siping, Cheng Ruofan was somewhat worried he couldn't achieve He Rui's level in the provincial capital, Changchun.

***

At this time, He Rui was sitting opposite Zhang Xiluan. Zhang Xiluan put down the telegram and thought for a moment, having already outlined the current situation outside the pass. Of the three regiments of the 27th Division, two were sent to Jilin to rotate garrisons with the 23rd Division. Two regiments of the 28th Division had already set off for Heilongjiang to rotate garrisons with the local garrison.

He Rui now had three regiments in hand. One regiment was split into three battalions, heading to Changchun, Heilongjiang, and the 28th Division's station in Beizhen, Jinzhou, respectively.

If the local provincial army in Heilongjiang could send two regiments to Fengtian, He Rui's two regiments against the four regiments from the two provinces outside would be enough to hold the line. He could only do this much for He Rui; future matters would depend on He Rui's own ability.

Thinking of this, Zhang Xiluan asked, "Brother He Rui, you have many associations with high-level Japanese. I wonder if Brother He has been in touch with them?"

He Rui's face changed. "Who said this to Lord Zhang? I'm afraid that person wants to make Lord Zhang think this subordinate wants to sell out to a foreign country. This subordinate is Chinese and would absolutely never do such a thing!"

Zhang Xiluan was indeed somewhat worried that He Rui would collude with Japan. Seeing He Rui's firm attitude, he continued to ask, "Brother He, I have been outside the pass for so many years and know the difficulties of Manchuria and Mongolia deeply. This place is sandwiched between Japan and Russia, and the country is weak. Resisting the pressure from Russia and Japan is by no means easy."

"Marshal, the opportunity Japan gained after the Meiji Restoration was the opportunity to develop productive forces. The so-called productive forces are by no means simply guns, cannons, and steamships. For a modern country, developing productive forces means shaping the country into an organizational structure for developing productive forces. Yuan Gong said that if he succeeds in proclaiming himself Emperor, he will bury his head in management for ten years, then raise his head to meet Japan. This subordinate believes that what Yuan Gong wants to bury his head in managing is still the Manchu Qing way of doing things. Everything done is to fill the treasury, establish factories and arsenals. After having strength, fight wars with foreign countries. If it were really that simple, there were many famous officials in the Manchu Qing era who engaged in the Self-Strengthening Movement for decades, but none succeeded."

Zhang Xiluan nodded slightly. He was 73 years old this year. He had seen many famous ministers of the Tongzhi Restoration and heard those famous ministers describe how to revitalize the country. There were even quite a few revolutionaries unafraid of death who desperately sought to see Zhang Xiluan and tell him their revolutionary theories.

Those revolutionary principles sounded flowery but had absolutely no feasibility. What the famous ministers of the restoration said and did was exactly the path He Rui described. If it were truly useful, the tragic defeat of the First Sino-Japanese War and the shame of the Boxer Year would not have happened.

"Lord Zhang went to Siping before the New Year and asked why this subordinate insisted on pushing land reform even at the cost of offending so many gentry, and why I wanted to attract investment despite the chaos foreigners might cause in Siping. This subordinate has already explained the reasons to Lord Zhang. Land reform is to eliminate social contradictions, developing Siping from a small-peasant economy society to a small-commodity economy society, thereby developing the domestic market and productive forces. Attracting investment is to use foreign markets, capital, and technology to develop domestic manufacturing capacity. And these things must be done by the government rebuilding the system according to the model of an industrialized society to operate the production methods of an industrialized country."

Hearing this, Zhang Xiluan couldn't help sighing slightly. He Rui also stopped speaking hurriedly at this time.

Zhang Xiluan picked up the teacup and sipped slowly. His expression was calm, but his heart was filled with emotion. He was really old!

Listening to He Rui's explanation and what he saw in Siping, Zhang Xiluan could clearly feel that what He Rui said was sincere, and the results achieved were just as He Rui said. Although the level of industrial development couldn't be seen yet, He Rui had already let the people of Siping live a better life under this new system. Siping's tax revenue not only didn't decrease because of this but increased greatly.

If he were ten years younger... no, five years younger. Zhang Xiluan would give He Rui heavy responsibilities and manage well outside the pass.

However, age was unforgiving. He didn't have such physical strength and energy anymore, and the situation no longer allowed Zhang Xiluan to continue in the area outside the pass. Zhang Xiluan knew very well that he no longer had the ability to clean up the current situation.

Thinking of this, Zhang Xiluan became even more uneasy about what He Rui would do in the future. If he handed the current authority to He Rui, Zhang Xiluan had to consider his reputation after death. Zhang Xiluan roused himself and continued to ask, "Brother He, how do you think we should deal with Russia and Japan?"

He Rui believed Zhang Xiluan had no other choice at this time, so he told the truth. "Russia will have a revolution within two years at most; the Tsarist government won't last. This subordinate will definitely do his best to build six divisions within two years. When the Russian Civil War breaks out, I will march north, not only recovering the Chinese Eastern Railway but also recovering the national territory occupied by Russia. At that time, I ask Lord Zhang to lead the various armies outside the pass to accomplish this great event! When the lost territory is recovered, Lord Zhang's prestige will definitely be no less than that of Lord Zuo!"

Zhang Xiluan's eyes lit up, and his heart moved. But Zhang Xiluan was Zhang Xiluan after all; he was not easily persuaded. But his suspicion of He Rui had basically been eliminated.

Just then, Adjutant Liu delivered a telegram. "Marshal, two regiments of the 28th Division have arrived in Changchun and are heading for Heilongjiang."

Zhang Xiluan already knew that Heilongjiang Governor Zhu Qinglan was a revolutionary, and Heilongjiang Provincial Army Commander Xu Lanzhou opposed Zhu Qinglan raising troops against Yuan Shikai. His face sank, and he ordered, "Invite Zhu Qinglan and Xu Lanzhou over!"
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Everyone in the council hall, including Adjutant Liu who was standing, knew which "one" Zhang Xiluan felt was "capable of assuming heavy responsibility." But no one made a sound. For a moment, the council hall was so quiet it seemed as if no one existed.

Adjutant Liu wasn't anxious. He found a chair and sat down. In the past, he would have had to stand. But Zhang Xiluan was about to leave Fengtian, so Adjutant Liu naturally didn't need to act cautiously anymore. Even sitting down didn't matter.

As for whether He Rui could secure support, Adjutant Liu wasn't worried.

Since accompanying He Rui to the Japanese Kwantung Governor-General's Office, Adjutant Liu knew He Rui was quite capable. This time, He Rui brought a large amount of silver dollars to Fengtian, gaining the support of the 27th Division, and giving mobilization fees to the 28th Division. He also gave 30,000 silver dollars each to the three people in the council hall who held the military power of the three divisions outside the pass. This gave Adjutant Liu more confidence in He Rui.

The only one here who didn't receive money was Heilongjiang Governor Zhu Qinglan, but that didn't matter anymore.

These past few days, when Adjutant Liu helped introduce He Rui to visit the three figures wielding military power, Heilongjiang Provincial Army Commander Xu Lanzhou asked directly about Zhu Qinglan returning to Heilongjiang before accepting the money. He Rui laughed: "Heilongjiang can only be reassuring with Commander Xu sitting in command."

Zhu Qinglan was now kept in Fengtian, powerless. It was already extremely benevolent of He Rui not to throw Zhu Qinglan into jail.

Although no one in the council hall made a sound, Adjutant Liu waited patiently. A person who had silver dollars and knew how to use them, as long as he still had nearly ten thousand troops in his hands, could suppress the situation. What Zhang Xiluan did was just go with the flow and give He Rui a chance.

It was 28th Division Commander Feng Linge who broke the silence. He asked somewhat sullenly, "I wonder who the Marshal thinks is capable of assuming heavy responsibility?"

It was evident that Feng Linge still had some expectation that Zhang Xiluan could change his mind.

Zhang Xiluan pointed at He Rui. "I think Brother He Rui can assume the heavy responsibility. I wonder what you all think?"

Except for Zhu Qinglan, the other three had accepted He Rui's money, and Zhang Xiluan had already made a decision. The three knew they had no chance right now. Jilin Governor Meng Enyuan calculated in his heart that He Rui being in Siping actually counted as Meng Enyuan's subordinate.

The one who sent He Rui outside the pass was Duan Qirui, but Duan Qirui had resigned now, so it was impossible to clarify how deep the relationship between He Rui and Duan Qirui was.

But these weren't problems; endure He Rui for at most half a year. Given the chaos of the current situation, Meng Enyuan believed there would definitely be changes within half a year. It wouldn't be too late to think of a way then.

Heilongjiang Provincial Army Commander Xu Lanzhou's thoughts were simpler. As long as He Rui watched Zhu Qinglan, after the exercise ended, it would be time for Xu Lanzhou to return to Harbin and take charge. Jilin still separated Heilongjiang and Liaoning; whether He Rui could sit firmly in Fengtian wasn't for Heilongjiang to say. Since He Rui was sensible and knew to use enough money, let He Rui and Zhang Xiluan deal with the matters between He Rui and the Beiyang central government.

28th Division Commander Feng Linge had the most complex mood. If possible, Feng Linge wanted to jump up and object. But with the situation as it was, Zhang Xiluan had clearly made a decision, and two regiments of the 28th Division had already gone to Heilongjiang to rotate garrisons on Zhang Xiluan's orders after taking He Rui's mobilization fees. This really wasn't the opportunity to object.

He Rui fully understood the thoughts of these three people, knowing they wanted to stall and wait for changes. And what He Rui needed most right now was precisely time.

Just one month, at most two months. With the number of cadres trained in Siping, they could probably complete land reform in the areas surrounding the railway line from Fengtian to Changchun. At that time, spring plowing would just be starting, and land reform wouldn't delay continuing to deepen cadre training in new areas and militia construction.

Even now, He Rui could deal with them with the three regiments of 7,500 troops he already possessed, but He Rui didn't want to pay a high price. In at most two months, relying on the Fengtian munitions provided by Zhang Xiluan, He Rui's troop numbers could reach twenty thousand. At that time, what the three provincial governors thought would be completely unimportant.

The most important thing right now was to obtain the formal title first, not to really make the three figures holding military power truly support him. Zhang Xiluan happened to be able to provide such an opportunity.

Finally, it was Zhang Xiluan who broke the silence. He asked, "I wonder what you think of the candidate recommended by this Marshal?"

Xu Lanzhou glared fiercely at Heilongjiang Governor Zhu Qinglan and said loudly, "Since it is the candidate recommended by the Marshal, it is naturally good."

Jilin Governor Meng Enyuan and 28th Division Commander Feng Linge expressed approval reluctantly.

Zhang Xiluan laughed. "Since that's the case, this Marshal will send a telegram to the central government."

On March 12, Yuan Shikai received Zhang Xiluan's telegram. In the telegram, Zhang Xiluan clearly stated that he wanted to retire and return home. For the position of Fengtian Governor, he recommended Siping Governor He Rui to take over. And He Rui would control the military affairs of Jilin and Heilongjiang.

Yuan Shikai finished reading and snorted with disgust. He called someone to summon Duan Zhigui.

The next day, March 13. Jilin Governor Meng Enyuan and Heilongjiang Governor Zhu Qinglan sent a joint telegram supporting Zhang Xiluan's recommendation of He Rui to take over as Liaoning Governor.

This compelled Yuan Shikai to suspend the plan to send Duan Zhigui to Fengtian. It even made Yuan Shikai have to temporarily put aside his attention to the war provoked by Cai E and consider what this change meant.

To be honest, Yuan Shikai didn't think at all initially that Zhang Xiluan really wanted to retire and return home. Instead, he thought Zhang Xiluan was making a tactical retreat to advance, blocking the road for Duan Zhigui to go to Fengtian to take over as Liaoning Governor first.

But after discussing it, they couldn't come up with a result. Finally, Yuan Shikai could only send someone to Fengtian. After much consideration, Yuan Shikai picked a person. "Yang Du, go to Fengtian to see Zhang Xiluan and He Rui."

On March 14, before Yang Du set off, He Rui sent a telegram to Yuan Shikai. *"...This subordinate has meager talent and shallow learning, and should not have taken charge of Fengtian. It is just that Lord Zhang is about to retire and return home; this subordinate has to reluctantly accept the difficult task of temporarily acting in the post of Fengtian Governor, stabilizing the Fengtian situation, and waiting for instructions from the central government..."*

Yuan Shikai put down the telegram and laughed instead of getting angry. However, the guards around him didn't dare to breathe loudly, just standing with hands down in attendance. Because when Yuan Shikai laughed like this, it wasn't because he was happy.

But this time, Yuan Shikai couldn't be said to be happy or unhappy. At this moment, Yuan Shikai only felt desolation in his heart; the smile was mostly self-mockery.

The world had really changed. Just yesterday, Feng Guozhang, one of the Dragon, Tiger, and Dog of Beiyang, actually sent a telegram asking Yuan Shikai to restore the Republic.

Feng Guozhang being called "Dog" wasn't someone cursing him, but referred to Feng Guozhang being loyal to Yuan Shikai. Now that Beiyang's loyal dog Feng Guozhang did this, what did it matter if a He Rui dared to ignore the Beiyang central government's order and take over the position of Liaoning Governor without authorization?

However, Yuan Shikai didn't let himself indulge in grief and indignation. He had seen too many storms and waves over so many years. Zhang Xiluan handing over the position to a fledgling youth amidst chaos—such magnanimity actually roused Yuan Shikai's spirit. Zhang Xiluan dared to be like this at 73; Yuan Shikai was 16 years younger than Zhang Xiluan!

Mentioning nothing more about affairs outside the pass, Yuan Shikai ordered, "Send a telegram to Feng Guozhang. Cai E and his ilk are capricious people. They swore allegiance pretentiously in the capital, then started a rebellion upon returning to Yunnan. Such villains are not to be feared. As long as the officers and soldiers on the front line fight hard, the destruction of Cai E and his ilk is right before our eyes! Specifically confer Feng Yuxiang as Baron of the Third Class; specifically grant Zhao Xiling the hereditary rank of Commandant of Light Chariots of the First Class; specifically grant Meng Zhenyuan the hereditary rank of Commandant of Light Chariots of the Third Class."

Yang Du beside him hesitated to speak. Promoting Feng Guozhang's subordinates was just to give Feng Guozhang confidence to keep fighting. But historically, granting titles and promotions at this time was often of no avail. This First Year of Hongxian, I'm afraid, really couldn't be passed.
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March 25. In the waiting room of Fengtian Train Station, Zhang Xiluan bowed with clasped hands to the prominent figures from outside the pass who had come to see him off. He said frankly, "This old man has entrusted the heavy burden of the area outside the pass to Brother He Rui. Leaving at this time, although there is sadness in my heart, there are no regrets. In the future, affairs outside the pass will depend on everyone dealing with them together with Brother He Rui. I hope everyone will keep the people outside the pass in mind and fulfill their duties. Gentlemen, farewell."

The prominent figures of Fengtian hurriedly bade farewell to Zhang Xiluan, then escorted him to the platform and onto the train.

The captain of the guard escorting Zhang Xiluan back to the capital said to He Rui, "The Marshal invites Governor He onto the train for a chat."

There were four carriages on this train; He Rui had booked two for Zhang Xiluan. He Rui followed the guard captain onto the train and arrived at Zhang Xiluan's carriage. While letting He Rui sit down, Zhang Xiluan sighed, "Brother He, just as you predicted, Yuan Xiangcheng [Yuan Shikai] fell after only 82 days as a nominal emperor."

He Rui nodded and couldn't help sighing slightly.

"Oh? Having predicted the trend of such a major event, is Brother He actually unhappy? Young man, that's unexpected."

He Rui sighed. "Alas... Lord Zhang, regarding the proclamation of the Emperor, Yuan Gong was indeed wrong; one must bear the consequences of one's actions. It's just that no matter what others say, this subordinate believes Yuan Gong proclaimed himself Emperor not for his own wealth and glory, but to realize the ambition in his heart. Seeing such a result, this subordinate really doesn't find anything funny about it."

In his decades of military service and officialdom, Zhang Xiluan had seen many figures skilled in worldly wisdom, but those people couldn't say what He Rui said now, nor could they do what He Rui was doing now.

Seeing He Rui genuinely lamenting Yuan Shikai's situation, Zhang Xiluan was also somewhat moved. But he heard He Rui continue, "Lord Zhang, the area inside the pass is turbulent right now. Why not wait until the storm calms down before considering returning inside the pass?"

At this time, Zhang Xiluan had let go of everything outside the pass. Although he was very reluctant to part, he also felt some relief of liberation. Hearing He Rui's suggestion, he sighed, "Brother He, no one in Yuan Xiangcheng's family has lived past 57 for four generations. This old man is Yuan Xiangcheng's sworn brother. He has suffered such a setback; I am returning to the capital at this time precisely to see Yuan Xiangcheng one last time, to fulfill the brotherhood."

"Lord Zhang truly values friendship deeply," He Rui sighed.

Zhang Xiluan waved his hand and called over a person—a youth in a student suit, in his early twenties. Seeing He Rui, the youth greeted, "Hello, Governor He."

He Rui hadn't seen this person before. After returning the greeting, he looked at Zhang Xiluan. Zhang Xiluan said, "Brother He. This old man has worked for the country all his life, traveling extensively, neglecting discipline at home. My sons are all disappointing. Only this grandson of mine, Zhang Tingfang, is now studying at the Imperial University of Peking [Peking University] and can be considered to have truly settled down to study. He is graduating this year; my son sent him here this time to escort this old man back to the capital."

He Rui nodded and asked what major Zhang Tingfang was studying. Learning that Zhang Tingfang studied mathematics, he smiled at Zhang Xiluan. "Lord Zhang, this subordinate has set up an Investment Promotion Office, which is short of talent. Mathematics is a major with great potential in business. Why not let this nephew stay outside the pass and lend this subordinate a hand?"

"What use is mathematics to business?" Zhang Xiluan was puzzled.

"The details inside are very complicated; I'm afraid it would take days and nights to explain. Generally speaking, *preparedness ensures success, and lack of it ensures failure*. Mathematics is ignoring all delusions and calculating purely from reality. It is extremely useful learning. Lord Zhang, this subordinate is urgently short of talent right now; I ask Lord Zhang to leave this nephew here."

Zhang Tingfang's eyes brightened, and he looked expectantly at his grandfather Zhang Xiluan. Zhang Xiluan was silent for a while before saying to his grandson Zhang Tingfang, "The Fengtian Governor is Governor He. If you think Governor He is my subordinate, then return to the capital with this old man."

"Grandfather, naturally I understand this," Zhang Tingfang answered decisively.

Zhang Xiluan turned to He Rui. "Brother He, I don't ask for Tingfang to make a meteoric rise. As long as he can learn ten percent of Brother He's broadmindedness and insight, his life will not be in vain."

He Rui responded, "Please rest assured, Lord Zhang. I see this nephew has a pure nature; he is a young man of great promise."

Zhang Xiluan stood up and laughed. "Brother He, since that's the case, this old man has no more concerns. Let us part here."

"Lord Zhang, this subordinate takes his leave. I wish Lord Zhang a smooth journey." After speaking, He Rui gave a military salute to Zhang Xiluan, then took his leave of Zhang Tingfang and stood up.

Watching He Rui's unhesitating steps, Zhang Xiluan sighed in his heart; He Rui was indeed an honorable person. When He Rui reached the end of the carriage and was about to get off, Zhang Xiluan asked the guard escorting him to the capital to call He Rui back.

At this time, He Rui had already gone down two steps, only to be called back by the guard. Zhang Xiluan waited for He Rui to walk in front of him, stood up, held He Rui's hand, and sighed softly, "Brother He, this old man has one more thing; I almost forgot. I left an item in the station reception room. This item is useless to this old man now. If Brother He isn't busy, why not go take a look?"

***

Amidst the whistle, the train started slowly. Everyone watched Zhang Xiluan's train start with complex expressions. When the train went far, everyone's eyes fell on He Rui.

He Rui didn't say much and went straight to the reception room Zhang Xiluan mentioned. This was where Zhang Xiluan had rested not long ago. The two guards at the door hadn't left. Seeing He Rui, the two solemnly made way. He Rui entered the door, searched slightly, and saw a small package in the corner Zhang Xiluan mentioned.

Carrying the package out of the reception room, He Rui opened the package in front of everyone. Inside were impressively the seal of the Jilin Governor, as well as Zhang Xiluan's General Zhen'an seal and rank insignia.

A low sigh came from the crowd. For these past days, the official documents issued by He Rui had used He Rui's Siping Governor seal. Quite a few people had inquired in various ways and received news that He Rui hadn't obtained the seals of the Jilin Governor and General Zhen'an. This made many people feel they might still have a chance.

Seeing now that Zhang Xiluan had indeed given all these to He Rui, they inevitably felt great disappointment in their hearts.

He Rui smiled slightly, raised the seals, and said loudly to everyone, "Gentlemen, Lord Zhang entrusted the area outside the pass to me; I will definitely not let Lord Zhang down. From now on, He will cooperate fully with everyone to govern the region to ensure national prosperity and peace for the people."

He Rui's subordinates had long been prepared and shouted loudly, "We will follow Marshal He!"

Seeing this situation, some people agreed reluctantly. Others remained silent, just listening to the others shouting slogans of loyalty silently. They only clapped a few times reluctantly when everyone applauded.

On the contrary, Zhang Tingfang, although his voice wasn't loud and his expression was a bit awkward, shouted the slogan "We will follow Marshal He" and clapped quite seriously.

The train Zhang Xiluan took traveled all the way and returned to the capital in three days. The next day, Yuan Shikai received Zhang Xiluan's visiting card. After thinking for a moment, Yuan Shikai ordered, "Send a car to pick up Lord Zhang."

In less than an hour, Zhang Xiluan, dressed in casual clothes, appeared in front of Yuan Shikai's main hall with his wife and son. Yuan Shikai invited his wife out to entertain Zhang Xiluan's family. After exchanging a few pleasantries himself, he led Zhang Xiluan into the secret room behind.

Once the door closed, Yuan Shikai laughed. "Is Brother here to laugh at my misfortune?"
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Yuan Shikai asked if Zhang Xiluan had come to laugh at his misfortune. If he had heard this before, Zhang Xiluan would probably have been very unhappy, along with a little uneasiness. However, at this moment, Zhang Xiluan not only didn't feel Yuan Shikai was being hypocritical, but actually felt a trace of sympathy.

Feng Guozhang was considered the "loyal dog of Beiyang" and Yuan Shikai's confidant. Feng Guozhang himself didn't agree with Yuan Shikai proclaiming himself Emperor, but initially said nothing, merely claiming illness and staying home. When Cai E raised troops against Yuan, Feng Guozhang, seeing the rise of the anti-Yuan movement across the country, stopped feigning illness. He telegraphed Yuan Shikai on March 9th to cancel his leave and resume duty, and from then on emboldened himself to publicly oppose the monarchy.

What this so-called loyal dog did made even Zhang Xiluan feel it was unjustifiable.

On March 19, when Zhu Jiabao, the Civil Governor of Zhili, presented the "Secret Telegram of Five Generals" to Yuan Shikai for perusal, the content of this secret telegram, led by Feng Guozhang and jointly signed by Shandong General Jin Yunpeng, Jiangxi General Li Chun, Zhejiang General Zhu Rui, and Hunan General Tang Xiangming, was a unanimous demand that Yuan Shikai must "cancel the monarchy quickly to calm the people's hearts." This secret telegram also became the famous "Secret Telegram of Five Generals" in the history of the Republic of China.

When Yuan saw the telegram, he almost fainted from anger. The monarchists were also speechless upon seeing this telegram.

No wonder when Yuan Shikai saw Zhang Xiluan coming, he said, "Is Brother here to laugh at my misfortune?"

Tea was served. Zhang Xiluan didn't answer immediately but took a slow sip, taking the opportunity to size up Yuan Shikai. Yuan Shikai was obviously fatter, his complexion yellowish, looking somewhat edematous. He had neither the leanness expected of a 57-year-old nor the robust physique of his youth. Zhang Xiluan knew Yuan Shikai's body was really collapsing rapidly under heavy pressure.

Originally, when Zhang Xiluan recalled his grievances and gratitudes with Yuan Shikai over the decades, he inevitably felt some indignation in his heart. But knowing that Yuan Shikai probably didn't have long to live, these emotions suddenly vanished without a trace, and a feeling of nostalgia welled up.

"Brother Xiangcheng, twenty years ago you were the Resident in Korea. During the First Sino-Japanese War, you fought side by side with this brother outside the pass. This brother still remembers that Brother Xiangcheng often couldn't help frowning. Whenever you had free time, you would read. The past events seem like yesterday."

Yuan Shikai was stunned. His time as Resident in Korea was a period of his life that was quite praised by others. Even now, being mentioned, his mood improved slightly. Seeing Zhang Xiluan looked composed and he couldn't tell what he was after, Yuan Shikai asked, "Brother, I heard you handed over the area outside the pass to a young man like He Rui. He Rui is young and his character is unsettled; how could Brother be so hasty?"

Zhang Xiluan didn't speak but took out two letters. Yuan Shikai opened them and scanned them; it turned out to be the "IOU" He Rui wrote to Zhang Xiluan. Zhang Xiluan explained a little, and Yuan Shikai was stunned for a moment.

Zhang Xiluan took back the IOU and smiled. "Although He Rui is full of vigor, his actions are very tactful and well-rounded; he can be entrusted with great responsibilities."

Hearing this, Yuan Shikai's thoughts surged. Finally, he forced himself to ask, "I wonder who Brother thinks can be entrusted within Beiyang?"

Zhang Xiluan sighed slightly. In the upper echelons of Beiyang, below Yuan Shikai were the Dragon, Tiger, and Dog of Beiyang. At this time, Feng Guozhang had openly opposed Yuan Shikai. Although Wang Shizhen seemed to be helping with all his might, Zhang Xiluan felt he couldn't see through Wang Shizhen's mind and it was hard to judge.

Moreover, compared with He Rui, Wang Shizhen was far inferior in insight, which made Zhang Xiluan look down on him.

Before Yuan Shikai proclaimed himself Emperor, Duan Qirui had advised against it five times; he was refused three times and shut out twice. He advised Yuan Shikai against proclaiming himself Emperor, saying this matter concerned national security and the lives of the Yuan family and must not be done. At this time, Yuan Shikai had already appointed Duan Qirui as Secretary of State and Minister of the Army...

Seeing Yuan Shikai looked a bit dull, Zhang Xiluan couldn't bear it in his heart and answered reluctantly, "If I hadn't met He Rui, this brother would think Duan Zhiquan [Duan Qirui] could undertake this heavy responsibility. Now... Duan Qirui lacks sufficient virtue; I'm afraid he can't convince the public."

Hearing this, Yuan Shikai looked up at Zhang Xiluan, then lowered his head again.

Seeing Yuan Shikai actually utterly despondent, Zhang Xiluan couldn't stand it. Was this still the high-spirited Yuan Shikai of the past? Was this still the Yuan Xiangcheng who relied on the Beiyang New Army to force the Qing court to abdicate and defeated the Revolutionary Party that once controlled half of the south?

Although this sworn brother in front of him was 17 years younger than him, that despair made Zhang Xiluan unable to bear looking. Having reached their current status, Yuan Shikai and Zhang Xiluan only sought a reputation after death. His sworn brother's legacy was already completely ruined.

Zhang Xiluan picked up Yuan Shikai's tea cup and handed it to him. "Brother, it's time to raise the tea."

Yuan Shikai's body trembled slightly, and he asked in surprise, "Brother is leaving so soon?"

As soon as the words left his mouth, Yuan Shikai realized he had lost his dignity. He held the tea cup and said as calmly as possible, "Please have tea." [^1]

Zhang Xiluan stood up and replied, "Thanks for the tea. Farewell."

Leaving the Presidential Palace, Zhang Xiluan looked back at the sparse military personnel entering and exiting the President's gate. In the strong wind of Beijing's spring, the flag of the Republic was lifted by the gale, fluttering irregularly.

Zhang Xiluan let out a long sigh. Zhang Xiluan's wife asked in confusion, "Why is Master so sad?"

Zhang Xiluan smiled bitterly. "I have been inferior to Yuan Xiangcheng all my life; I didn't expect to beat him once in old age."

Madam Zhang blinked in confusion, not understanding whether Zhang Xiluan's words meant he was happy or unhappy.

After prominent figures stepped down, they would basically go to be wealthy recluses. This was long past the era of returning to one's hometown; Shanghai and Tianjin, the two most modern big cities in China, were where prominent figures went.

Zhang Xiluan was the same. He bought a house in Tianjin and moved his whole family there. By May, Zhang Xiluan received a telegram; Duan Qirui invited Zhang Xiluan to Beijing. Zhang Xiluan thought for a moment and ordered a reply: "Body weak, unable to travel."

Three days later, Duan Qirui actually appeared outside Zhang Xiluan's door personally. Since seeing Yuan Shikai last time, Zhang Xiluan felt his state of mind had changed a lot. Although this little brother Duan Qirui hadn't persecuted Yuan Shikai excessively like Feng Guozhang, in Zhang Xiluan's eyes, Duan Qirui and Feng Guozhang were birds of a feather.

After chatting with Zhang Xiluan for just a few sentences, Duan Qirui clearly felt Zhang Xiluan's attitude. The current Premier of the Beiyang government smiled bitterly. "I wonder why Lord Zhang handed the area outside the pass to He Rui?"

Zhang Xiluan deliberately showed a surprised look. "Brother Duan, He Rui was sent to my command by you. This brother always thought this was Brother Duan's intention."

Seeing Duan Qirui stumped by these words, Zhang Xiluan felt a sense of relief in his heart.

Recently, some old friends visited Zhang Xiluan. Talking about the latest changes, they all wrung their hands. On April 1st and 16th, telegrams were publicly sent to the Beijing government, advising Yuan Shikai to abdicate early. Warlords in various provinces followed suit, sending telegrams successively advising Yuan Shikai to abdicate quickly. Yuan Shikai had to send his confidant Ruan Zhongshu south to plead with Feng Guozhang for leniency.

A dignified Great President reduced to such a state was truly worse than death.

Even a figure like Yuan Shikai ended up like this after making the wrong choice; He Rui was even more so. Zhang Xiluan indeed didn't want to end up with a reputation for not knowing people.

Since Duan Qirui was forced to come see Zhang Xiluan because of He Rui, needless to say, He Rui must have done the right thing. It was just that Zhang Xiluan didn't know what He Rui had done right.

At this time in Fengtian, He Rui ordered Xu Chengfeng, "Chengfeng, you lead two regiments to go outside Shanhai Pass, join forces with Silang, and conduct a grand exercise with four regiments."

"Governor, this..." Xu Chengfeng stopped, thought for a moment, and continued to ask, "Our equipment is not enough yet."

He Rui smiled slightly. "This is not a military battle, but a political battle. Since Minister of War Duan refuses to give us a reply, we can only trouble Minister Duan again."

Xu Chengfeng advised, "Governor, why not let Cheng Ruofan bring a regiment back to Fengtian first? I'll go for the exercise after he returns."

"No need. As long as you perform the exercise well, Fengtian will be safe and sound. The reason the Governors of Jilin and Heilongjiang are somewhat unhappy right now is not because we don't have enough troops, but because they have ideas since no order has come from the capital yet. It's time to urge Minister Duan."

Seeing He Rui didn't care at all, Xu Chengfeng also understood He Rui's meaning and answered immediately, "Yes. I will set off immediately!"

***

[^1]: "Please tea" (请茶) or "Serve tea" (端茶) is a traditional Chinese custom. When the host lifts the tea cup to signal the guest to drink, it is often a polite signal that the meeting is over and the guest should leave (端茶送客 - lifting the tea cup to see off the guest).
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"Papers! Papers! *Ta Kung Pao*, *Shen Bao*, we have them all! One copper coin a copy, one copper coin a copy!"

Early in the morning, the crisp voices of newspaper boys began to ring out on the streets of Tianjin. Not only did they shout along the streets, but on streets where big families like Zhang Xiluan lived, the newspaper boys delivered newspapers door to door. Hearing the newspaper boys' shouts, servants would open the door, wait for the boy to run up, hand over the prepared copper coins, and buy the newspapers the master wanted to read.

After finishing breakfast and watching the servants take his little grandson to school, Zhang Xiluan walked slowly to the study. He sat leisurely behind the desk and picked up the May 14th *Ta Kung Pao*. Seeing the second page, Zhang Xiluan's spirits rose. He laid the newspaper flat on the desk, his finger tracing line by line over the news *Governor He Rui Holds Exercises at Shanhai Pass*, his eyes quickly scanning the content following his finger.

After finishing reading, Zhang Xiluan chuckled. He shouted outside, "Call the Third One here."

Zhang Xiluan's third son soon walked into the room with a servant and bowed to Zhang Xiluan. "Father called me over; what are your instructions?"

"Go back and prepare," Zhang Xiluan ordered with a straight face. "But I'll say it again: if you think being an official means throwing your weight around, or acting recklessly after having a backer, then don't go!"

Although Zhang Xiluan's third son couldn't suppress the smile on his face, he still tried his best to answer seriously, "Father, this son will definitely be law-abiding and work hard."

Zhang Xiluan wanted to exhort him further, but felt he lacked the energy, so he simply didn't say anything and just ordered his third son to prepare.

When Zhang Xiluan was the only one left in the study of the new residence, he read the news about He Rui conducting military exercises several times. Each time he read it, the smile on his face increased a bit.

In the familiar flower hall of the Minister of War's Office, where he hadn't been for half a year, Duan Qirui was also reading the newspaper. Each time he read it, his face looked uglier. Even in the current chaotic situation, changing the Fengtian Governor was a major event. The Ministry of War naturally couldn't pretend not to see it for nearly two months. He Rui naturally wanted recognition from the Beiyang central government. The Beiyang central government knew this well, so the Ministry of War's view was to "stall for time."

Stalling had many benefits, but only for the Beiyang central government. He Rui was clearly demonstrating to the Beiyang central government for his own status. Moreover, *Ta Kung Pao* interviewed He Rui twice, obviously leaning towards him. By getting this matter into the newspaper this time, He Rui intended to bring this conflict into the open.

Putting down the newspaper, Duan Qirui understood how the situation would develop next. The exercise making the newspaper was by no means He Rui's last resort; this was just the beginning. If Duan Qirui couldn't reply immediately, things would develop in a direction unfavorable to him.

But having been in a high position for so many years, Duan Qirui was really unwilling to be manipulated by a young brat. He raised his hand several times to pick up the official document paper, but put it down again.

In the afternoon, an aide hurried over to request a meeting. Duan Qirui dealt with the official business at hand and didn't call the next person in. The aide then hurriedly said, "Minister, I heard Chief Feng [Feng Guozhang] is sending people out of the pass to see He Rui."

Duan Qirui pursed his lips slightly, revealing a trace of murderous intent in his capable appearance. On May 18, Feng Guozhang gathered representatives from provinces that had not declared independence to hold a meeting in Nanjing. Feng Guozhang intended to force Yuan Shikai to step down through the Nanjing Conference and replace him.

Due to the changes outside the pass, Feng Guozhang hadn't found a governor to support him there for a while. But He Rui conducting military exercises at Shanhai Pass made Feng Guozhang see an opportunity.

*He Rui! You've got guts!*

Without saying anything, Duan Qirui picked up the official document paper and wrote swiftly. The document was sent to the telegraph room, ignoring Duan Qirui's urgent mood, and was transmitted from one telegraph station to another at the speed of the telegraph operator's hand. It traveled from the capital to Fengtian in one day.

At this time in Fengtian, He Rui was coming out of the Fengtian Arsenal with the French merchant Magloire. The scale of the Fengtian Arsenal seemed pitifully small to He Rui. Just stepping out of the workshop door, the roar of machinery could no longer be heard. Magloire sat in the car, shaking his head and sighing with a slightly exaggerated tone, "Your Excellency Governor, the arsenal's equipment is really too backward. I can't believe this place can produce qualified rifles."

This Magloire had some connections within the French government. According to British merchants, this French merchant, less than thirty years old, had slept his way into favor with the fifty-something wife of a French cabinet minister; this lady was Magloire's middle school teacher. Relying on this connection, Magloire could get French government orders at a young age.

He Rui didn't care about such scandalous matters at all, and the credibility of rumors was always low. From another angle, maybe Magloire was that lady's illegitimate son.

So He Rui smiled in a businesslike manner. "In that case, what suggestions does dear Mr. Magloire have?"

Magloire answered confidently, "I can provide a batch of used equipment that can greatly improve the efficiency of the arsenal."

He Rui continued to ask, "Is it steam-driven or electric-driven?"

Magloire's eyes lit up. "Has the Governor talked with Dr. Zhao?"

He Rui smiled without answering, very satisfied in his heart. At the previous investment attraction meeting, He Rui's proposal to "catch up with the technology of the Second Industrial Revolution" was passed unanimously. Under the same conditions, resolutely introduce electrified equipment. If there is no electrified equipment, try to introduce complete sets of steam-powered equipment. From Magloire's words, it could be heard that Zhao Tianlin had implemented the spirit of the meeting.

As for the details, He Rui didn't intervene; the comrades had to negotiate themselves.

Magloire waited for a good while. Seeing He Rui remain silent on the negotiation details, he said somewhat disappointedly, "Your Excellency Governor. I have a friend who has very good connections in Russia. He is on his way to Fengtian. I wonder if Your Excellency is interested in meeting him?"

"It is a pleasure to have friends coming from afar. Of course, I welcome friends," He Rui laughed.

At this time, the car arrived at the Governor's Office. He Rui said to the driver, "Take Mr. Magloire to his residence." Then he got out of the car.

Just entering the Governor's Office, Tang Gui came up to welcome him with a telegram. This young man was overly excited, and the Tianjin accent in his voice was heavier. "It's here! Governor! It's here!"

He Rui took the telegram and looked at it. Duan Qirui's tone in the telegram was very severe, accusing He Rui of ignoring the busy schedule of the central government at this time and repeatedly disturbing them with such trivial matters as his own position; he truly didn't understand the big picture.

"Record. This subordinate has fulfilled his duties and worked day and night, stabilizing the situation outside the pass. Precisely because the situation inside the pass is turbulent, I request Secretary of State Duan to decide on the appointments outside the pass as soon as possible to set the record straight. Making the country reunite around the central government as soon as possible. Therefore, I ask Minister Duan to issue an order as soon as possible; this subordinate waits anxiously."

Tang Gui had finished recording here. When He Rui finished reading the message and asked Tang Gui to send it out, Tang Gui asked, "Marshal, what is the purpose of writing like this? I think the Marshal's tone is very impolite."

"Hehe. Those who think this message is impolite are those who think Minister Duan is my superior. Minister Duan will understand the implication."

Tang Gui was stunned hearing this. He Rui patted Tang Gui's shoulder. "Once Minister Duan replies to the telegram, we can act freely. So don't take this little trick to heart at all. Comrade Tang Gui, the effect of the land reform work you are engaged in now is by no means inferior to that of any central Secretary of State."

Tang Gui was both happy and excited, and hurriedly replied, "I'll go send the telegram draft now."

"By the way. After sending the telegram, send a copy of Minister Duan's telegram to your fellow townsman," He Rui laughed.

Jilin Governor Meng Enyuan was from Tianjin. After reading Duan Qirui's telegram, his eyes darted around, and he laughed in Tianjin dialect, "Brother Tang, are you married?"

Tang Gui smiled without answering. Seeing he couldn't get any information out of him, Meng Enyuan changed the subject. "Brother Tang, how long have you been with Governor He?"

"One year."

"Becoming Governor He's confidant in one year; Brother, you are impressive."

Tang Gui didn't want to be questioned further, so he replied, "Governor Meng, I came here this time under orders to deliver the telegram to the Governor. Since it has been delivered, I will take my leave."

Seeing Tang Gui was impervious, Meng Enyuan's expression turned sour. However, he forced a smile. "Since Minister Duan said so, presumably the appointment order will arrive in a few days. Brother Tang, congratulate Governor He for me first."

Tang Gui responded with a smile and left decisively. When he went out, Tang Gui felt that these governors' understanding of Beiyang indeed greatly exceeded his own. Meng Enyuan understood Duan Qirui's mind with just one look, while he himself was influenced by the tone in the telegram, thinking Duan Qirui was going to get angry.

Going out the door, he saw people coming and going on the street, very lively. Tang Gui didn't like those intrigues to begin with, and at this time he was even less willing to think about it. The area outside the pass was so vast; with the efforts of two thousand cadres for nearly two months, the area where land reform was completed was less than one-sixth of the area outside the pass. Whether comprehensive land reform could be completed this year depended on the speed of training cadres and organizing education in the countryside next. Where was the energy to care about this trivial nonsense?

Striding forward, Tang Gui walked quickly into the bustling crowd, seizing the time to handle the next task.
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In the conference room of the Governor's Office, He Rui, dressed in military uniform, spoke to the Party, government, and military cadres who had rushed back to Fengtian from various places.

"Establishing and perfecting the Party, government, and military systems, launching land reform, and developing the economy—these are our current key tasks. There will be no more Warlord system outside the pass; instead, there will be a system where the Party leads the government and the Party leads the army. The system of old China is completely terminated outside the pass; we will begin a new era of Industrial China!"

There were nearly a hundred Party, government, and military cadres in the audience. Hearing this epoch-making declaration, Zhao Tianlin began to applaud almost simultaneously with Xu Chengfeng. Both had strong enthusiasm on their faces. Zhao Tianlin, a J.D. from the United States, hadn't expected He Rui to start a brand-new political system in China just one year after returning. Xu Chengfeng's heart was boiling with the expectation of displaying his skills fully.

With someone taking the lead, other leading cadres applauded along. As one of them, Tang Gui was equally excited, but he also felt some shame at this moment. Three days ago, when Tang Gui went to Jilin Governor Meng Enyuan to deliver the telegram copy, he hadn't realized that what he delivered was an ultimatum to Meng Enyuan.

Tang Gui was 20 years old this year and came from the lower class. He increasingly found that he didn't understand the minds of the upper class at all. Looking back now, Meng Enyuan was 61 years old. Why would a warlord of the old era, old enough to be Tang Gui's grandfather, try to get close to Tang Gui like a neighborly uncle? Naturally, it was because Meng Enyuan already understood what had happened: He Rui completely controlled the power outside the pass, and the Beiyang central government was helpless against He Rui.

He Rui was born in 1890 and was 26 years old this year, 35 years younger than Meng Enyuan. Tang Gui realized that the gap between him and He Rui was by no means 6 years, but 30 years.

If he studied hard, how long would it take to reach He Rui's level? Tang Gui had no confidence in this.

With things on his mind, it was hard to concentrate. By the time Tang Gui forced himself to shake off the feeling of shame, He Rui's speech had reached the end.

"...The Party must be responsible for the organizational structure, selecting Party members, educating Party members, vetting Party members, and promoting the Party's philosophy. The government's work is to push forward land reform, develop education, and revitalize industry. Make the area outside the pass quickly change from an agricultural region to an industrial region. As for the troops, they must create a peaceful environment for national development. This is our work starting from now. The progress of the work is by no means 'play it by ear,' but must be completed by formulating and realizing a Five-Year Plan."

Hearing He Rui mention specific work, Tang Gui's attention focused immediately. Ever since following He Rui to carry out land reform, Tang Gui felt he had found what he wanted to do—distributing land to the poor masses. Seeing the joy and hope on the villagers' faces, Tang Gui felt incredibly satisfied.

The meeting lasted for two days. Tang Gui was assigned by the Party Committee to the Jilin Provincial Committee. Wu Youping and others were also in Jilin with him. Everyone didn't stay; they set off directly after being assigned tasks. Neither He Rui, who presided over the meeting, nor the leading cadres attending the meeting discussed Duan Qirui's telegram appointing He Rui as Liaoning Governor. The value of this matter stopped at the telegram itself; the moment the telegram was sent, Duan Qirui's significance became negligible.

At the station, Tang Gui saw Chen Deli and hurriedly went up to greet him. Both were land reform cadres who received attention during the Siping land reform and communicated a lot during work. Tang Gui asked, "Deli, tell me more about your method of dealing with the Japanese South Manchuria Railway Company."

Chen Deli thought for a moment and laughed. "The Governor asked me to write about how to deal with Russian companies after arriving in Heilongjiang. I'll write it all for the Party Committee then."

"Do you have anything written now?" Tang Gui was a bit impatient.

The two chatted concisely. Because of the war, the Qing government signed humiliating treaties after defeat, and the railways outside the pass were basically controlled by Russia and Japan. The current railway lines were roughly T-shaped. The east-west Chinese Eastern Railway was under Russian control, and the north-south railway was under Japanese control.

The two countries established chambers of commerce, schools, and hospitals in the railway zones carved out on both sides of the railway, infiltrating deeper and deeper outside the pass. This affected the Civilization Party's control outside the pass, such as grain procurement and commodity circulation.

Chen Deli had made many attempts regarding this during the land reform, and the results were quite good. Tang Gui felt he was weaker in this aspect, but previously he had partnered with Chen Deli in Siping. Now that they were suddenly separating, he could only hurriedly ask for advice at the last minute.

But the train wouldn't wait. The two chatted for less than twenty minutes before the train whistle sounded. Chen Deli smiled and extended his hand to Tang Gui. "Write often; I look forward to hearing your good news."

Tang Gui grasped the hand of his fellow Tianjin townsman who had come outside the pass with him. "Don't worry, I definitely won't be worse than you."

While the two were bidding farewell, another Tianjin townsman, Mo Yang, was interviewing another Tianjin townsman, Meng Enyuan. At this time, Mo Yang had already resigned from *Ta Kung Pao* and gone to Fengtian to participate in the founding of *Northeast Daily*.

As an interview not long after the newspaper's founding, Mo Yang attached great importance to this interview. Jilin Governor Meng Enyuan resigning from the governorship was considered a major event newsworthy outside the pass.

Old man Meng Enyuan looked no different from an amiable uncle from Tianjin. When Mo Yang asked what he would do after resigning as Jilin Governor, Meng Enyuan sighed, "When I was young, my family was poor, and I worked as a waiter in a restaurant. Once I bought a sesame flatbread. While eating, a sesame seed fell into a crack in the table. I wanted to pick it out to eat but felt embarrassed. Just then, the storyteller in the restaurant reached a good part, and everyone cheered. I followed suit and slapped the table hard, bouncing the sesame seed out of the crack, and quickly picked it up with my finger and put it in my mouth. It tasted so good."

Mo Yang hadn't expected this old man Meng Enyuan not only to be able to lower his status but also to have the unique humor of Tianjin people; he couldn't help smiling.

After speaking, Meng Enyuan sighed deeply. "Arriving outside the pass and seeing the people living bitter lives, I thought about doing something for the folks outside the pass. It just so happened that Marshal He graciously invited me to be the Director of the Agriculture Department, so I reluctantly accepted it. If I can really accomplish something, it will also be a merit."

"Oh? Governor Meng, do you have any plans as Director of the Agriculture Department?" Mo Yang pressed with a smile.

"Hehe, it's not good to say this first. If I can't do it, wouldn't I cause Marshal He to lose face? But the Agriculture Department indeed has many things to do. President Mo can wait and see whether I, this Director of the Agriculture Department, am qualified or not."

Hearing Meng Enyuan respond quite calmly, Mo Yang also felt some admiration in his heart.

After interviewing Meng Enyuan, Mo Yang went on to interview Heilongjiang Governor Zhu Qinglan. Compared to Meng Enyuan, who had a pointed face, Zhu Qinglan had a square face and looked quite solemn. Unlike Meng Enyuan, Zhu Qinglan looked somewhat depressed. Not long into the interview, Zhu Qinglan said, "I thank Governor He for his gracious invitation to appoint me as Director of the Water Conservancy Department, but I have spent my life in the military and truly cannot do it. I have already asked Governor He several times to find someone more capable. Fortunately, Governor He agreed. I will leave for the capital in a few days."

Since some people could be interviewed in the newspaper, naturally some remained obscure. The Siping Statistics Section had been upgraded to the Northeast Statistics Bureau. After submitting the data summary of rural grassroots government cadres for the past two months, Bureau Chief Xu Jia took the opportunity to ask, "Chairman He, are we really not going to keep Division Commanders Xu Lanzhou and Feng Linge?"

"Everyone has their own ambitions," He Rui smiled. After speaking, seeing Bureau Chief Xu Jia's gaze was quite serious, He Rui replied, "What is the result of the Statistics Bureau's analysis?"

Xu Jia answered immediately, "Both will defect to Zhang Zuolin. Zhang Zuolin has always wanted to contend for the Liaoning Governorship. He has prestige inside the pass and knows many people; I'm afraid he won't let go easily. If they join forces, it might be a big trouble."

"I don't think so. There is a story: *three monks have no water to drink*..." He Rui looked at Xu Jia's confused expression and knew this story probably didn't exist in this era yet.

"Everyone says *when three people are of one heart, their sharpness can cut gold*. A team formed with pure profit rather than philosophy as the core has very questionable combat effectiveness. Sending Division Commanders Xu Lanzhou and Feng Linge to Zhang Zuolin makes it easier for us to control the situation. Enemies who huddle together for warmth are easier to locate. Xu Jia, take this as an experience. The so-called prominent figures are actually not as formidable as everyone thinks; they are just ordinary people too."

Xu Jia agreed very much. "We will treat this as a very good experience. Chairman, now that there are no regular troops hostile to us outside the pass, why still keep the industrial base in Siping instead of moving it to Fengtian?"

"Let me ask you a term: what is a 'Complex Industrial Center'?"

Xu Jia frowned slightly, thought for a moment, and answered, "I don't know."

"Siping has a relatively good social foundation and will be a small-scale complex industrial center. Other cities will first replicate Siping's model. Once Siping's complex industrial center develops to a certain level, we will start transferring. Let Siping continue to develop for now."

This answer was beyond Xu Jia's imagination, but Xu Jia unexpectedly didn't ask more. When it came to the unknown, Xu Jia preferred to see what it would look like first.
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Finally arriving at the Beijing Train Station, Xu Lanzhou and Feng Linge rushed straight to Zhang Zuolin's residence in the capital according to the address as soon as they got off the train. Arriving at the gate of the mansion, they happened to see Zhang Zuolin coming out neatly dressed.

Seeing the two, Zhang Zuolin was stunned, then hurriedly stepped forward to hold Feng Linge's hand. "Big Brother, you have suffered!"

Feng Linge was Zhang Zuolin's sworn elder brother, a relatively upright man and a tough guy. After being sidelined by Zhang Xiluan, stripped of military power by He Rui, and politely escorted out of the territory, he hadn't said much along the way. Seeing his brother's consolation now, his eyes finally turned red.

Xu Lanzhou didn't have a good relationship with Zhang Zuolin, but he had no other choice at this time. Seeing Zhang Zuolin was somewhat emotional, he hurriedly stepped forward and said, "Brother Zhang, we are waiting to follow you to fight back inside the pass!"

Zhang Zuolin sighed. "Alas, you two came just in time. Let's go mourn the Great President."

"What? The Great President has passed away?" Xu Lanzhou was bewildered by this news. Along the way, he and Feng Linge were worried about being assassinated by He Rui, so they dared not leave their sleeper cabins at all. They had no idea what had happened outside.

Zhang Zuolin nodded. "You two follow me to mourn. Show your faces in front of everyone, let the figures in the capital know you have arrived."

The mourning hall was not set up in the Presidential Palace residence. Seeing the beautiful building, Feng Linge and Xu Lanzhou were somewhat stunned. Presumably, mourning Yuan Shikai was not an easy task. Although Zhang Zuolin, Feng Linge, and Xu Lanzhou had all been Division Commanders and were considered figures of some standing, this was the capital. Among these three, only Zhang Zuolin counted as a figure here. A Major at the door didn't want to let the two unfamiliar faces, Feng Linge and Xu Lanzhou, in.

Just as the situation became awkward, the Major suddenly ran off to welcome a new mourner. Xu Lanzhou turned his head to look and felt a burst of anger rush to his head. He saw Zhang Xiluan, who had caused him to fall to this state today, arriving at the door.

Zhang Zuolin hurriedly stepped forward to greet him, "Minister Duan, you've come."

Hearing this address, Xu Lanzhou dared not act rashly immediately. He never expected that the person beside Zhang Xiluan was actually the current Secretary of State and Minister of War, Duan Qirui.

Zhang Xiluan saw Zhang Zuolin, Feng Linge, and Xu Lanzhou, but didn't greet them. He just said to Duan Qirui, "Brother Duan, I'll go in to mourn first."

Duan Qirui nodded. After Zhang Xiluan stepped inside, Zhang Zuolin hurriedly waved to Feng Linge and Xu Lanzhou, letting them come over. He then introduced the two to Duan Qirui. Duan Qirui looked them up and down, then said to the Major, "They are with me."

The Major saluted immediately. Duan Qirui led the three through the main gate. Zhang Zuolin whispered, "I wonder when Minister Duan will be free?"

"After the *First Seven Days* [first week of mourning]," Duan Qirui replied, continuing forward as he spoke. Xu Lanzhou wanted to follow, but was stopped by Zhang Zuolin. "Minister Duan is busy; let's not be a nuisance."

Indeed, Duan Qirui was very busy now. Arriving before Yuan Shikai's spirit tablet, he knelt and bowed. After rising, he offered incense. Outside the mourning hall, meeting Zhang Xiluan again who had finished paying his respects, Duan Qirui sighed, "When the Great President was critically ill, he refused to go to the hospital and refused to take medicine. Alas... if he had been willing to go to the hospital, I'm afraid it wouldn't be like this."

Zhang Xiluan didn't agree with Duan Qirui's statement; instead, he admired Yuan Shikai's unyielding nature in his heart. How could Yuan Shikai not know his own physical condition? Doing so was just to seek a quick death. Weren't the people who forced Yuan Shikai to such a state Feng Guozhang and Duan Qirui? Now that Yuan Shikai could no longer mobilize Beiyang at all, if he lived a few more years, who knew how he would be humiliated by these Beiyang figures!

Unhappy in his heart, Zhang Xiluan asked, "Brother Duan, how come I heard that in the Great President's posthumous edict, Li Yuanhong is ranked first among the successors?"

Duan Qirui's expression was full of helplessness. Yuan Shikai was still the President of the Republic when he died. According to the system, the President determined the successor. So many superficial people thought Yuan Shikai would let his son succeed as President. But when the box containing the list of successors was opened, there were three successors inside: Li Yuanhong, Xu Shichang, and Duan Qirui.

This list showed that Yuan Shikai's political wisdom had not disappeared. If one assumed an extreme situation where Yuan Shikai published this successor list before proclaiming himself Emperor, and then clearly stated the reason for using the monarchy to obtain legitimacy, I'm afraid Cai E's reasons for rebellion would really have been fewer.

But these were all assumptions. With the situation as it was, everyone could only dance on the already determined stage. Just as he wanted to probe Zhang Xiluan's view on He Rui's stance, he saw Zhang Xiluan frowning. Following Zhang Xiluan's gaze, he saw a foreigner wearing a traditional long gown and mandarin jacket coming to pay respects. He heard Zhang Xiluan ask, "Brother Duan, who is that foreigner?"

Duan Qirui snorted coldly. "This person is called Morrison. He was the one who incited the Great President to proclaim himself Emperor."

"Oh?" Zhang Xiluan had been outside the pass for a long time and wasn't familiar with affairs inside the pass. He saw that Morrison didn't kneel and bow in the Chinese way, but bowed three times, then turned and left the mourning hall.

Duan Qirui snorted again and said, "This Morrison has a close relationship with He Rui. I wonder if you knew that, old brother?"

Zhang Xiluan shook his head. He Rui attracted investment outside the pass and did business with many foreigners. Morrison was just one of them in Zhang Xiluan's eyes.

Morrison wasn't unaware of Chinese mourning etiquette, but he was in low spirits and didn't want to follow local customs. The people coming to mourn were all prominent figures within Beiyang, but in Morrison's view, with Yuan Shikai dead, the most valuable Chinese prominent figure Morrison knew had exited the stage. Regardless of the future of the Beiyang prominent figures, they were not cards in Morrison's own hand.

Leaving the mourning hall, Morrison returned to his residence and changed into a suit. To express his proper attitude, the suit was black. His family had already prepared his luggage. Morrison went straight to the train station and boarded the train to Fengtian.

Lying on the sleeper, Morrison had thousands of thoughts in his mind. Would the next prominent figure really be He Rui? Morrison didn't dare to be sure.

But Morrison had to place a bet. If a political intermediary didn't establish a relationship with valuable people, he would be unable to perform, like a gambler without a copper coin in his pocket. Now the Beiyang figures were very wary of Morrison, and Morrison had no interest in establishing relationships with the Southern Revolutionaries. The only person left to choose was He Rui.

Two days passed in a flash. Morrison walked out of the Fengtian Train Station and was stunned for a moment. This was Fengtian, not Siping, but there was already the feeling that He Rui would bring.

That was the feeling of order.

Traffic police on the streets, vehicles moving on the right, street signs at intersections. Just one glance, and one could understand that there was a force here leading order and maintaining order. And this force never hid its existence.

The pressure suddenly lightened a lot, and Morrison's mood even relaxed to the point of being somewhat cheerful. Arriving at the shops outside the Fengtian Train Station, he saw a row of shops with open doors. Walking into one at random, he saw quite a few newspapers placed in a conspicuous place on the counter. Morrison asked, "Boss, are there any new newspapers?"

Seeing this foreigner speaking decent Chinese, although somewhat surprised, the boss answered, "The newest newspaper is the *Northeast Daily*."

Hearing the name, Morrison understood that He Rui had already established a firm foothold in Fengtian. He smiled. "Give me a copy."

Opening the newspaper handed over by the boss, he saw the headline wasn't the news of Yuan Shikai's death, but a news article with a photo: *Northeast Land Reform Advances Rapidly, the Day of Land to the Tiller Is Being Realized*.

In the photo, the people of the Northeast were measuring land. Everyone was busy, with looks of full concentration.
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When Morrison met He Rui again, his attention was momentarily captured by He Rui's new military uniform. It was a very, very European-style uniform, distinctly different from traditional Chinese attire.

Similarly, this uniform also had significant differences from the uniforms of European countries and even countries around the world. For example, regarding the peaked cap, which was basically the same style across countries, the one He Rui wore had considerable distinctions. The front upper part of this military cap was raised, creating an almost vertical line at the front. The cap badge on it was very striking.

The turned-down collar of the uniform exposed his Adam's apple, making He Rui's face look thinner and his neck longer. Since He Rui himself had a scholarly air, wearing this uniform made him look more like a university professor in military dress.

Not only He Rui, but other soldiers also gave off a similar feeling. Just this scholarly air filled with military style calmed Morrison's mood considerably.

After taking a seat, Morrison didn't beat around the bush. "Marshal He, I came this time to seek a position under the Marshal."

He Rui smiled, a smile that seemed quite sincere to Morrison. Sure enough, Morrison heard He Rui reply, "Our Investment Promotion Bureau lacks a Director right now. I wonder if Mr. Morrison is interested."

"Investment Promotion Bureau?" Morrison thought of the investment attraction activities He Rui had personally participated in and felt he understood somewhat. But he wasn't quite sure, so he asked, "What is the relationship between the Investment Promotion Bureau and the Ministry of Commerce?"

He Rui found an organizational chart of the Investment Promotion Bureau and handed it to Morrison. Morrison took it and looked at it. Looking up again, he saw He Rui smiling. "Keep reading; it doesn't affect my work."

So Morrison read the document while He Rui wrote documents. For a while, only the faint sound of paper friction against the pen tip and pages turning could be heard in the office.

Morrison didn't like the work of the Investment Promotion Bureau; it differed greatly from the traditional work content of a political intermediary. After reading the organizational plan, Morrison said, "Marshal He, perhaps there is a job more suitable for me."

He Rui looked up. "Mr. Morrison, I think this job suits you best. What is the most important work in the world right now? Is it for you to use your connections to make Britain consider the situation in China amidst its busy schedule? No, no, no. The most important work in the world right now is how to let the Allied Powers defeat the Central Powers. The manufacturing capacity outside the pass can play a big role in promoting this work. The Director of the Investment Promotion Bureau is not about letting merchants run outside the pass to invest, but making the area outside the pass an important product supply base for the Allied Powers."

"The Investment Promotion Bureau isn't for developing industry outside the pass?" Morrison was unwilling to believe He Rui's words, so his answer became blunt.

He Rui waved his hand. "As the Director of the Investment Promotion Bureau, understanding it this way is wrong. The industrial upgrading of the Northeast is a byproduct of the Allied Powers defeating the Central Powers; it is the Northeast industry contributing strength to the Allied Powers, not the other way around, the Northeast extracting strength from the Allied Powers. I hope that when Mr. Morrison writes to Minister Jordan, you must understand this logical relationship."

Looking at Morrison's surprised expression, He Rui answered seriously, "Mr. Morrison, please view this issue from a global perspective. China is part of the world, and China must make choices that conform to the general trend of the world. Or do we need to have a discussion on the current major trends of the world?"

Morrison thought for a moment and decided to test He Rui's magnanimity, so he asked, "Does Marshal He not look forward to strengthening the industrial strength outside the pass? The subordinates of Marshal He that I have met are all sincere patriots."

"Precisely because they are patriots, I chose them to be my comrades. But this does not mean the world will revolve around China. As I said before, China is only a part of the world; China has no ability to dominate the world situation, nor any reason to dominate the world situation. As I said before, providing strength for the victory of the Allied Powers is the direction of the world now, and also the direction we must devote ourselves to, rather than using the needs of the Allied Powers to strengthen ourselves. Do you think this is a cooperative attitude?"

"A cooperative attitude..." Only now did Morrison feel his thoughts clear, but he still dared not quite believe it. After thinking for a moment, he asked, "Marshal He, can I write the content of our conversation in the letter?"

"Of course, it must be written in," He Rui answered clearly.

Four days later, Morrison's letter was delivered to Sir John Jordan, the British Minister to China. Jordan picked up the letter, then put it down. He called the counselor in. "Take a look at this letter. If there is any news worth telling me, tell me."

The counselor took the letter. Seeing it was written by Morrison, he was somewhat surprised. Looking at the sender's address, he was even more surprised. "Your Excellency, why did Morrison run outside the pass?"

There was some sarcasm in Jordan's tone. "This fellow fully supported Yuan Shikai proclaiming himself Emperor and has lost influence in Beijing. Morrison liked He Rui very much before; now he should be running outside the pass to try his luck. If He Rui can gain greater power, Morrison can also return to the Beijing circle."

The counselor didn't continue to say anything. Jordan's view was already very clear; this letter was probably Morrison boasting for He Rui. Now that Yuan Shikai was dead, all factions of Beiyang were vying to become the supreme ruler of China, and obtaining British support was also a very important choice for them.

Opening the letter, the counselor began to read. Reading on, the counselor couldn't help but be surprised. After reading it all, the counselor thought about it and still delivered the letter to Minister Jordan.

Jordan trusted this counselor's ability very much. Since the counselor thought this letter had value, Jordan picked it up and read it.

After reading only a few paragraphs, Jordan couldn't help laughing. "This guy became the Director of the Investment Promotion Bureau in He Rui's local government."

The counselor nodded but said nothing. This letter indeed moved the counselor somewhat. The war in Europe was fought more brutally. The Battle of Verdun, the Battle of Jutland—Germany fought brutal wars with Britain and France on land and sea.

Especially the Battle of Jutland. Although Germany failed to break the blockade of the British Grand Fleet, the German Navy displayed amazing combat effectiveness. Whether in tonnage of sunken ships or number of casualties, Britain's losses were more than double Germany's. What unsettled Britain even more was that Germany's capital ships were not heavily damaged; only one battlecruiser and one pre-dreadnought battleship were sunk. Britain, on the other hand, lost three battlecruisers and three armored cruisers.

The counselor's younger brother was a gunnery officer on one of the three sunken battlecruisers. It was heard that only 9 people on the ship were rescued, and the name of the counselor's brother did not appear on the list of 9.

Germany was not defeated; instead, it showed stronger power. This war not only showed no signs of ending but was heading in an increasingly brutal direction.

Relationships between nations are based on interest. This is just one of the most basic knowledge points in the British diplomatic circle. He Rui was able to clearly propose a cooperative attitude on this basis, which already placed him above the vast majority of the Beiyang high-level officials.

At least, He Rui told the British side very clearly: *I know you have needs, and I am willing to do my best to meet your needs. Do you want to cooperate?*

Jordan finished reading the letter and didn't evaluate the content of the letter. Instead, he asked, "Has that He Rui always advocated for China to join the Allied Powers as soon as possible?"

The counselor was stunned. He recalled carefully and found he actually knew little about He Rui. But this wasn't a problem. The counselor hurriedly took his leave temporarily and went to the archivist to seek He Rui's file. Soon, the counselor returned to Jordan with a file of only a little over one page. "Your Excellency, He Rui clearly stated in an exclusive interview last year that China should join the Allied Powers as soon as possible."
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He Rui's stance on joining the Allied Powers did not surprise Sir John Jordan, the British Minister to China. Given He Rui's background as a graduate of the Japanese Army War College, having such an international vision was a performance consistent with his education. In the end, Jordan only sighed, "If only those people in Beiyang could understand this."

The counselor nodded slightly. Thinking that just one letter could persuade the Minister to give He Rui some benefits would be underestimating these "China Hands."

However, the counselor still suggested, "Why don't you send a congratulatory telegram to He Rui, Minister?"

Jordan thought this was feasible. But on second thought, he replied, "Wait until He Rui sends us a telegram; we can congratulate him in passing when we reply."

The counselor smiled, feeling this was indeed a very clever way to handle it.

What Jordan didn't know was that the printing presses in London were printing the latest issue of *The Times*, which prominently featured an article titled "A New Supporter of the British Empire: He Rui, Chief Executive of Northeast China."

Morrison was nominally the Far East correspondent for *The Times*, submitting articles every month. This article naturally concerned Morrison's own interests, but it wasn't a fabrication by Morrison either. The content was indeed written based on Morrison's understanding of He Rui. Among Chinese political figures who explicitly and publicly supported the victory of the Allied Powers, He Rui was the first among local leaders, if not the very first. This kind of support and cooperation was exactly what Britain needed most right now.

With the influence of *The Times*, He Rui's name quickly gained the attention of Allied politicians interested in the Far East. The report clearly stated He Rui's resume, and soon, British politicians went to the Japanese Embassy and the Chinese Embassy to seek verification.

MP Churchill left the Chinese Embassy in the UK and went to the office of the British Secretary of State for War, Lloyd George. Lloyd George frowned slightly upon seeing Churchill. When this young MP was in office, he along with those shortsighted bastard MPs seized the battleships that should have been given to the Ottoman Empire, and then promised Russia rewards including Constantinople after the war, directly leading to the evil consequence of the Germans enticing the Ottoman Empire to join the Central Powers with two battlecruisers.

That was January 1915. Churchill was still the First Lord of the Admiralty. He looked down on the Ottoman Empire completely and forcefully pushed for the Dardanelles Campaign [Gallipoli], trying to force the Ottoman Empire out of the war. However, the Ottoman Empire, considered the "Sick Man of Europe," fought bravely under the leadership of Kemal, and the war result was the complete opposite of what Britain thought.

In the Battle of the Dardanelles, about 500,000 Allied troops participated, including 410,000 British (including Commonwealth troops) and 79,000 French, with a total of 252,000 casualties. The Ottoman Empire had 500,000 participants and also 250,000 casualties. The number of participants and losses on both sides were similar.

Leaving aside the failure of the campaign, the fact that the Anglo-French forces lost to the Ottoman Empire was a heavy blow to the confidence of the Allied Powers. And seeing the British cabinet member, the Russian ambassador immediately put on a sour face.

Because the Ottoman Empire joined the Central Powers, coupled with the failure of the Dardanelles Campaign, Russia's transportation lines were completely cut off, and it had to deal with the war on its own strength.

Although Churchill was only the representative of that group of MPs and didn't make the strategic decision willfully alone, Churchill still had to resign as First Lord of the Admiralty and MP. He ran to the French front line to be a battalion commander for a year and only recently returned to London as a war hero, getting re-elected as an MP.

With this prior record, Secretary of State for War Lloyd George braced himself and mentally prepared for MP Churchill's visit.

"Your Excellency, this person is very interesting and can become an asset to the British side." Churchill finished speaking straightforwardly and placed *The Times* in front of Lloyd George.

Secretary of State for War Lloyd George looked at the report; he had an impression. The title of the report was exaggerated, but the content was quite substantial. And most importantly, Churchill finally proposed suggestions to unite allies instead of making enemies everywhere, which made Lloyd George feel that Churchill had learned his lesson.

But Lloyd George was not swayed by this meager benefit. He asked calmly, "Then where does the MP think the value of this Chinese local administrator lies?"

Churchill looked cold. "We don't need to give him anything; we just need to give this person a hint, and the rest depends on his performance."

Lloyd George couldn't help frowning slightly. Even in Britain, Churchill was a recognized hard-line imperialist. In Churchill's view, the interests of the British Empire were paramount. To maintain Britain's interests, Churchill could do anything. This political attitude was appreciated by many upper-class figures, which was why Churchill could return to British politics despite bearing such great responsibility politically.

Anyone can make mistakes, but the political stance cannot be wrong. As long as the politics are firm, there is a chance to return to the center of power.

But this approach didn't please Lloyd George. Since He Rui was an elite figure with an international vision, and the friendly attitude He Rui showed was beneficial to the British Empire, he should receive due respect. Churchill's approach lacked respect. As far as Lloyd George guessed, Churchill's purpose in doing this was to salvage his own reputation.

"I will talk to the Foreign Secretary..." Lloyd George looked at the newspaper, "...about this man He Rui."

Churchill knew he was still in the eye of the storm. Although he had regained his MP status, Parliament would form an investigation team to investigate the Dardanelles Campaign. At this time, he had to serve with all his might and deal with the investigation carefully. Since he had already expressed his attitude to Secretary of State for War Lloyd George, he should withdraw obediently.

Although unwilling in his heart, Churchill still politely bade farewell to Lloyd George.

***

He Rui didn't know he was recommended by Churchill, but even if he knew, it wouldn't affect He Rui's mood. At this time, He Rui was discussing the diplomatic work about to be carried out in Fengtian with Xu Jia, Hu Xiushan, Zheng Silang, and Zhong Yifu.

Zhong Yifu was now the Beizhen Garrison Commander, responsible for reorganizing the 28th Division. Zhong Yifu finished introducing the reorganization process. Only more than 4,000 men in the 28th Division could truly be considered soldiers. After screening, those willing to go home to farm were disbanded. The problematic officers and soldiers had been controlled, leaving less than 1,000 usable men. About 4,000 more men were conscripted in the land reform areas of Shenyang [Fengtian], forming two regiments.

After talking about work, Zhong Yifu probed, "The Governor seems to be striving to get recognition from the Great Powers now."

"Mm. When I was young, I had a misconception, which was anthropomorphizing nations," He Rui answered frankly.

The issue of anthropomorphizing nations had been discussed in Party classes, so Zhong Yifu and other officers understood He Rui's meaning.

"So as long as that country's policy is hostile to China, I feel everyone in that country is a bad person. Those who directly confront China are enemies we must kill. If someone expresses goodwill towards China, that must be a well-trained spy, needing to be eliminated as soon as possible."

Hearing this, Xu Jia couldn't help smiling. But Zhong Yifu still looked serious. "Chairman, I don't think there's anything wrong with thinking that way."

"There is indeed nothing wrong with thinking so, but it is not seeking truth from facts, and the vision is too narrow. Yifu, if China were not so weak now, but the strongest in the world, more powerful than all other countries combined—if I ordered you now to take troops and kill everyone outside China, would you obey the order?"

Zhong Yifu raised his eyebrows, appearing ready to express willingness to obey the order, but a moment later he sighed and lowered his gaze.

He Rui continued, "Since we are part of the world, we must look at China with a global perspective. We must let the whole world know our stance and believe in our stance. This is the diplomatic work to be done now."

Zhong Yifu looked up. "Chairman, I don't think we need to be so nice to foreigners."

"Being nice to whoever we cooperate with is a view that often appears in immature periods of diplomacy. The foundation of cooperation is interest, and the foundation of interest is demand. It's just that previously, the Great Powers forced their demands on China, and China, unable to resist, could only submit to their every demand. Let alone you, when I think of this past, I also burn with anger."

Hearing this, the Party members, including Zhong Yifu, nodded repeatedly.

"So we Party members clarified this matter through internal study. Our position of cooperation with the Great Powers absolutely does not equal selling out our interests, but achieving interests through each taking what we need. Precisely because of this, our stance needs to be very clear. But for things like a stance, there is no need to sell out anything; just explaining it verbally is enough. This is the main focus of our upcoming diplomatic work."
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Zhong Yifu didn't want to argue with He Rui, but hearing He Rui talk about cooperating with Britain, the rage in his heart could barely be suppressed.

He heard He Rui say to Xu Jia, "Britain has Morrison of *The Times*. We also need to find journalists who can publish news in major French newspapers. It would be best if journalists from *Le Figaro* are willing to cooperate..."

Zhong Yifu really couldn't bear it and finally snapped. "Chairman, isn't doing this too subservient? Even if we really support Britain, cooperation is enough; why make such a fuss in the newspapers... I even feel embarrassed."

The group of young officers looked at Zhong Yifu, but no one spoke. He Rui knew this was because the young officers shared Zhong Yifu's sentiments. He laughed. "This proves you are politically immature and still can't help using that set of moral judgments. International politics is about the principle of strength."

"I think those foreign devils are all morally bankrupt bastards," Zhong Yifu finally exploded.

He Rui didn't give Zhong Yifu a chance to vent and asked directly, "Yifu, what is the population of Britain?"

Zhong Yifu was stunned. Xu Jia, however, remained calm and answered, "About 40 million."

He Rui continued to ask, "Not counting the elderly and children, and ignoring the number of women in the army. How many soldiers do you think Britain can mobilize, Yifu?"

Zhong Yifu frowned, not knowing what He Rui wanted to say for a moment. Xu Jia made a calm calculation and answered, "Probably between 6 to 7 million."

Now Zhong Yifu also felt something was wrong. After a little mental calculation, he was a bit dazed. "A one-in-six mobilization rate for the entire population?"

Xu Jia and Hu Xiushan remained calm, while Zheng Silang had the same expression as Zhong Yifu; both were shocked by this terrifying ratio.

"Without our help, the Allied Powers can still fight on and win the war. Can everyone understand now why we need to publicize more in British and French domestic newspapers? Facing the ordeal of war, the Allied Powers need support. Even if this support is more moral than material, the Allied Powers will need it."

Zhong Yifu was still fuming but found he could completely understand what He Rui was saying. After adjusting his mindset for a while, Zhong Yifu continued to ask, "Chairman, I know helping people means providing timely help in a crisis. But if we develop ourselves in this process, won't the Allied Powers realize it?"

He Rui laughed. "If we don't have strong manufacturing capacity, how can we help the Allied Powers? If we just sell them a few hundred military uniforms, isn't that a mockery?"

"Chairman, I'm talking about our own development. For national liberation, we have to cooperate with Britain and France..." Speaking of this, Zhong Yifu paused. He found his train of thought was indeed different from He Rui's. After thinking for a while longer, Zhong Yifu suddenly had an epiphany. Although there was some hesitation in his tone, he began to speak with conviction, "If we are not strong, we can't help even if we want to. To help better, of course, we have to let Britain and France help us develop industry. This... this is only logical."

He Rui looked at the other young officers. Seeing that everyone also understood this line of thought, he replied, "This is grasping the principal contradiction and seeking the basis for cooperation. If the Allied Powers are defeated, they will lose everything. To win, the Allied Powers naturally hope to receive all effective help. We want to establish a military industry through the Five-Year Plan and use this military industry to support our army in protecting China's national interests. Finding the overlap of interests between the two and establishing a direction of cooperation based on this interest is diplomacy."

Zhong Yifu pondered He Rui's words and suddenly felt somewhat resigned. "It seems I am indeed not cut out for diplomacy."

Other young officers also agreed with Zhong Yifu, only they didn't say it out loud.

He Rui felt a little more relaxed because the subsequent work would inevitably make Chinese nationalists very unhappy. If the core Party members couldn't understand the necessity of diplomacy, the work would be very difficult.

After talking with the Party members, He Rui met with the two deputy editors-in-chief of *Northeast Daily*. The editor-in-chief of *Northeast Daily* was now Zhao Tianlin. Among the five deputy editors-in-chief, Morrison was one, and Mo Yang and Tong Bokang from *Shen Bao* became two others after coming over.

He Rui met with Mo Yang and Tong Bokang. Without pleasantries, He Rui went straight to the point. "Editor Tong, I want you to return to Shanghai as the Bureau Chief of *Northeast Daily* in Shanghai."

Tong Bokang was stunned. He had traveled thousands of miles from Shanghai to Fengtian; returning to Shanghai so soon, he didn't know how to answer for a moment.

"Our Northeast is a good place, but people in Shanghai think this place is a bitter cold land. So we must vigorously promote the Northeast in Shanghai. Can Editor Tong understand?"

Tong Bokang understood He Rui's arrangement and was somewhat disappointed. "Marshal, I still want to look around more in the Northeast."

"Whenever there is big news in the Northeast, I will naturally let you come back. But establishing a branch office in Shanghai requires you to lead the team."

Hearing this, Mo Yang couldn't help asking, "Marshal, what about me? Do I have to go back to Tianjin too?"

"If you are willing, that would be best. The Northeast has a very important task right now, which is recruiting skilled workers. If you two can establish branch offices in Tianjin and Shanghai, you can pass the most accurate news to these two largest cities in China. Provide employment opportunities for skilled workers in the two cities and also help the Northeast obtain suitable manpower. Moreover, the reputation of the Northeast also needs you two to promote it."

Hearing this, Tong Bokang's expression became serious. "Marshal, did something happen?"

He Rui very much liked Tong Bokang's keenness and asked, "You have both covered the distribution of Land Use Certificates, right?"

'Land Use Certificate Distribution' was an official name for land reform; the two journalists understood the implication immediately.

He Rui continued, "Some local tyrants and evil gentry falsely accused the government of seizing their land. They went to Minister Duan to complain and published untrue statements in various newspapers, deliberately smearing the Northeast government and the Northeast people. We absolutely cannot sit idly by regarding such matters. If you two return to Shanghai and Tianjin, you must expose the evil deeds of these people by publicizing the actual situation."

Mo Yang and Tong Bokang looked at each other. Mo Yang was still hesitant, but Tong Bokang answered readily, "I will obey your orders, Marshal. I wonder who the Marshal plans to send with me back to Shanghai."

After discussing work, Mo Yang went to Tong Bokang's office and whispered, "Brother Tong, are you really going back to Shanghai?"

"The land reform is right." Tong Bokang's expression became serious. "I have wanted to see a reality where 'land to the tiller' is realized all my life, and finally saw it beyond the Pass. Returning to Shanghai to vindicate the land reform beyond the Pass is my duty-bound responsibility."

Mo Yang was speechless for a moment. Among the various policies underway in the Northeast, the one Mo Yang found hardest to accept was land reform. However, this didn't mean Mo Yang opposed land reform; if he really opposed it, Mo Yang would have left.

It was just that the land reform was too drastic. Regardless of how the land was acquired, the government took it away just by saying so. Even though the land was truly distributed to the farmers, and He Rui and the government didn't keep an inch for themselves, Mo Yang still felt this policy was too cold and ruthless.

In comparison, subcontracting clothing production to rural households was the part Mo Yang appreciated most. Every household could get an extra way to make money without anything sordid happening between them, just happening simply and purely. It made Mo Yang feel the beauty of the pastoral ideal of 'men plowing and women weaving'.

Seeing Mo Yang remain silent, Tong Bokang looked even more serious. "Brother Mo, land reform is justice. Don't you want to speak out for justice?"

Being spoken to like this by his old classmate, Mo Yang felt a bit ashamed and could only answer, "Say no more; I understand. We'll set off together—you go to Shanghai, I return to Tianjin."
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Leaving Tong Bokang's office, Mo Yang felt a bit unhappy in his heart. Sitting down in his own office, Mo Yang first stewed for a while, then felt this anger was quite baffling. People have different ideas, and there seemed to be no fundamental contradiction between him and Tong Bokang.

Near the end of work, Mo Yang arranged the content of tomorrow's newspaper, then went to the door of Tong Bokang's office and knocked on the half-open door. When Tong Bokang looked up, Mo Yang asked, "Want to have a late-night snack?"

"Which place?" Tong Bokang asked.

"Let's go to the Hui Merchant Guild."

Hearing this place, Tong Bokang couldn't help smiling.

Even in the Northeast, where the Shanxi merchants were powerful, the Anhui merchants [Hui merchants] also had their own guild. The Hui Merchant Guild's restaurant in Fengtian was called Tongfu Restaurant. The two old classmates found a seat. Hearing the familiar southern accent, Tong Bokang couldn't help chatting a few sentences with the waiter in the Jiangsu-Zhejiang dialect.

Before long, a man wearing a traditional long gown and mandarin jacket walked to their table and bowed with clasped hands first. This capable-looking man asked, "I am the shopkeeper of the restaurant, surnamed Qian. May I ask this gentleman's honored name?"

Tong Bokang was a friendly person; he stood up, stated his name, and invited the shopkeeper to sit. After chatting for a moment, Shopkeeper Qian became somewhat respectful. "I didn't expect the two gentlemen to be colleagues of President Zhao Tianlin. Disrespectful, disrespectful."

Mo Yang and Tong Bokang looked at each other; neither answered, just waiting for Shopkeeper Qian to continue. Sure enough, Shopkeeper Qian paused for a moment. Seeing that neither of them picked up the thread, he smiled apologetically. "Gentlemen, we businessmen dare not talk about Marshal He. Besides, there are so many people talking about Marshal He; one less of me won't matter. But President Zhao Tianlin's great name is known to everyone in families with children of school age. I have two children at home who are about to enter higher primary school. If I said something that caused a misunderstanding, it was because I didn't explain clearly."

Only then did Mo Yang and Tong Bokang reply, "We also arrived in Fengtian not long ago and aren't clear about schooling matters."

Seeing the misunderstanding resolved, Shopkeeper Qian stood up and said, "I was presumptuous. Your dishes are coming up, so I won't disturb you."

After Shopkeeper Qian left, both Mo Yang and Tong Bokang wanted to say something but didn't know how to start. When the dishes were all served, Tong Bokang finally said, "I originally only saw the land reform. I didn't expect the changes in the Northeast to be much more than what I saw."

Mo Yang understood that his old classmate wanted to resolve the conflict and responded, "Indeed. I also only saw a small part of the changes outside the pass; it's inevitable to be incomplete."

Both were sensible people. A few sentences untied the knot, and the two began to eat. The chef at Tongfu Restaurant had good skills; even using ingredients from outside the pass, one could clearly feel that Jiangnan flavor. The two chatted while eating, discussing the need to ask for advice and clarify He Rui's arrangements before setting off.

The next day, the two went to see He Rui again. He Rui also arranged for comrades to go with them to establish the *Northeast Daily* branch offices in Shanghai and Tianjin.

Hearing He Rui asking the branch offices in both places to write more advertisements, especially "soft articles" [advertorials], Tong Bokang was puzzled. "What is a soft article?"

"We want to recruit skilled workers. Just dryly publishing recruitment news is indeed useful, but the effect isn't too good. If we change the method, for example, writing about the happy life of skilled workers who arrived in the Northeast—living in a pigeonhole room [cramped apartment] in Shanghai, but having a suite or even a separate small courtyard in the Northeast. Even if living in a community, the community has various greenery, convenient shopping, and convenient transportation. It looks like writing a character report, but the purpose is still to promote the Northeast. This is a soft article. To spark everyone's interest."

Tong Bokang knew this news model, so he replied, "That is a good method."

He Rui laughed. "Are you worried we can't achieve it?"

As a reporter for *Shen Bao*, Tong Bokang had seen too much false propaganda and naturally had such worries. But since He Rui asked this way, Tong Bokang chuckled but didn't answer.

He Rui didn't make any guarantees either. He called the two to go to the Fengtian Arsenal with him. Arriving at the arsenal, seeing that relocation was underway, He Rui ignored the workshop matters and took the two straight into a large factory building.

There was no roar of machines in the huge factory building. Inside, it was divided into four sections, each with a dismantled machine in the center. A large number of workers were busy around the machines. He Rui greeted the workers and shook hands warmly with the technicians and workers.

The leader was heard saying, "Marshal, we have completed the measurement of 70% of the parts. In another four or five days, we can finish measuring."

He Rui replied, "That's good, no need to rush. Slow work yields fine products."

At this time, the workers gathered around one after another. He Rui shook hands with the workers one by one, speaking words of encouragement.

Seeing that he had shaken hands with almost all the workers, he saw a few workers wiping their hands vigorously with cotton yarn. He Rui stepped forward and directly held the worker's hand. Tong Bokang saw the worker's hand was stained with a lot of oil stains, looking dark and unclean. But He Rui held the worker's hand high, letting everyone see clearly.

Immediately, He Rui stood on a high place and said loudly to the gathered workers: "Some people think our workers deal with oil and dirt every day and are unclean. Those who say such things, no matter how clean they look, have dirty hearts. The laboring people are the most beautiful because the laboring people dare to work in such an environment and dare to get their hands dirty. If hands get dirty, they can be washed clean with soap. Can those with dirty hearts be washed clean with soap?"

The workers' emotions were obviously aroused, and they applauded and cheered one after another. Seeing He Rui speak calmly and naturally, seemingly from the heart, Tong Bokang couldn't help but feel admiration.

When He Rui came out, Tong Bokang asked, "Marshal, what is the purpose of this trip to the factory? If we write news, where should we start?"

He Rui asked back, "Haven't you considered the purpose of so many people measuring machine parts?"

"This..." Tong Bokang didn't understand for a moment. After thinking for a while, Tong Bokang and Mo Yang couldn't help looking at each other. Suddenly, Mo Yang remembered something and asked hurriedly, "Could it be to copy foreign machines?"

"Hehe, this isn't called copying; this is called reverse engineering," He Rui laughed.

The three chatted along the way and returned to He Rui's office. The three continued to chat for a long time. Tong Bokang listened with beaming brows, but soon frowned again. "Marshal, you also said this requires a lot of foundation; there is no way to simply copy."

"A part of reverse engineering is copying, but copying is not the whole of reverse engineering. I asked you two to go to Shanghai and Tianjin to run *Northeast Daily* branch offices and asked everyone to write soft articles; the purpose is to obtain more skilled workers as soon as possible."

Mo Yang understood his responsibility at this time. He only felt this responsibility was quite heavy, but he was happy in his heart. "Please rest assured, Marshal; there are plenty of skilled workers in Tianjin..."

After speaking, he remembered many recruitment advertisements and became a little unconfident. "It's just that skilled workers live very well in Tianjin locally. Those willing to come outside the pass are probably those who find it hard to get by locally."

"Don't be afraid; we have political vetting. As long as they can pass the political vetting, slightly inferior skill is not a problem. Aren't we running education outside the pass to improve everyone's knowledge level through education? Arriving outside the pass, there are plenty of learning opportunities."

Tong Bokang thought of Shopkeeper Qian coming to strike up a conversation while eating at Tongfu Restaurant, just to let his children attend the school run by Zhao Tianlin. Moreover, the political vetting work was very meticulous and would definitely not recruit riffraff to the outside of the pass, so he felt more confident. "Please rest assured, Marshal. With the current practical work in the Northeast, I am not worried at all. As for writing some soft articles, this subordinate makes a living by this and will definitely not let the Marshal down."

Seeing his old classmate speak like this, Mo Yang also felt he might have worried too much, so he made a guarantee along with him.

He Rui laughed. "It is a good thing that you two are so confident. However, you two should think more now about what other doubts and concerns there are. If we don't believe the words we say ourselves, how can we make others believe them?"
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Japan's Kwantung Leased Territory is located at the southernmost tip of China's Liaodong Peninsula. Mitsui Yasuki, Vice President of the Mitsui Zaibatsu, did not make a fuss. He arrived quietly and boarded the train to Fengtian.

Inside the train carriage, there were many Chinese carrying large and small bags, looking like they were traveling far. The Japanese Kwantung Leased Territory had been recruiting Chinese people, so the cities were expanding rapidly. Judging by their tattered clothes, these Chinese were poor and did not meet the criteria for immigrants recruited by the Kwantung Territory. It seemed their destination was Outside the Pass, where General Zhen'an, He Rui, was located.

Thinking of He Rui, Mitsui Yasuki was truly looking forward to meeting him again. Hearing the news that He Rui had been appointed General Zhen'an by Duan Qirui and had become the highest official Outside the Pass, Mitsui Yasuki immediately cancelled an important meeting on June 24th and took a ship to the Kwantung Territory.

If it were anyone else, reaching such a high position at the age of 26 would surely make them smug. But this was He Rui. Mitsui Yasuki believed that He Rui must be feeling the heavy pressure brought by this status. At such a moment, what was needed was absolutely not flattery, but tangible support.

On the way here by ship, Mitsui Yasuki had already considered various possibilities and was organizing his thoughts. At this moment, his attendant stood up, interrupting Mitsui Yasuki's contemplation. Looking up, a Japanese Major was standing in the aisle next to Mitsui Yasuki's seat.

"May I ask what is the matter, Major?" the attendant asked.

"Excuse me, are you Mr. Mitsui Yasuki?" the Major asked Mitsui Yasuki.

Mitsui Yasuki had no impression of this Major at all, but seeing the oval badge on the Major's chest, Mitsui Yasuki could not refuse directly. The bottom of the oval badge featured radiating lines representing a chrysanthemum. Although Mitsui Yasuki didn't think the lines looked like a chrysanthemum, since the badge was named 'Chrysanthemum and Star', he would accept it as such. Above the curved chrysanthemum pattern was a gold five-pointed star. This was the badge of a graduate of the Imperial Japanese Army War College. Possessing this badge meant a huge gap in the path of promotion.

Since the other party had such an identity, Mitsui Yasuki stood up and asked politely, "May I ask how to address you, Major?"

The Major raised his hand to salute Mitsui Yasuki. "I am Itagaki Seishirō. I met Mr. Mitsui once when seeing off... Senior He Rui."

When He Rui left Japan, it was indeed Mitsui Yasuki's car that took him to the pier. There were many military personnel seeing him off at the time, and Mitsui Yasuki was focused on He Rui's evaluation of the methods to deal with the economic crisis. He didn't remember a person named Itagaki Seishirō at all.

However, since Itagaki Seishirō wore the Chrysanthemum and Star badge and referred to He Rui as 'Senior', he must be a War College graduate. Mitsui Yasuki continued to ask, "May I ask the purpose of your trip, Itagaki-kun?"

Itagaki Seishirō replied, "I graduated this year and have been assigned to serve in the Kwantung Territory. I have been ordered by the Kwantung Governor-General's Office to deliver congratulations to Senior He. Additionally, Major General Kawai Misao, the Principal of the Army War College, also ordered me to bring a congratulatory letter."

Unexpectedly meeting someone also going to see He Rui, Mitsui Yasuki thought for a moment and invited Itagaki Seishirō to sit opposite him. After chatting for a few sentences, the topic turned to He Rui. Although Itagaki Seishirō was six years older than He Rui, a junior was a junior, and Itagaki Seishirō was indeed very concerned about He Rui, mentioning many things about He Rui's time at school during their conversation.

Perhaps Itagaki Seishirō didn't notice it himself, but Mitsui Yasuki felt his deep wariness of He Rui. So he asked seemingly casually, "Since Itagaki-kun is a War College graduate, I wonder if you support the New Asia Doctrine or the Continental Policy?"

Itagaki Seishirō was stunned. He thought for a moment before replying, "I support the Continental Policy more."

This confirmed Itagaki Seishirō's stance for Mitsui Yasuki. Japanese military men who supported the New Asia Doctrine believed that a new Asian order should be built with Japan as the core, leading Asian countries to confront Western powers and achieve world hegemony. Those supporting the Continental Policy believed that Manchuria and Mongolia were Japan's lifeline, and that Japan must seize control of the regions Outside the Pass and Mongolia to obtain vast territory and quickly strengthen Japan.

The problem facing the New Asia Doctrine was that if China's elites did not support it, unifying Asia was a delusion. And the Continental Policy, because it involved seizing Manchuria and Mongolia from China, was destined to face China's opposition. He Rui was a member of China's elite and would never let it happen. Not to mention that He Rui himself was now the highest official in the Northeast.

Having determined Itagaki Seishirō's stance, Mitsui suddenly wanted to know He Rui's military strength among the War College graduates. With this thought, Mitsui Yasuki laughed candidly, "Listening to Itagaki-kun, He-kun's academic performance was extremely excellent. As far as I know, He-kun has never fought a battle. I wonder how his actual command ability is?"

Itagaki Seishirō had participated in the Russo-Japanese War as a platoon leader. He was sent to the hospital due to injuries shortly after entering the war, and by the time he recovered, the war was over. Being asked this, Itagaki Seishirō felt he was stronger than He Rui, but in all exercises at the War College, whether paper exercises or others, He Rui had never lost. Itagaki Seishirō couldn't find a reason to support his own view.

Sensing Mitsui Yasuki's focus, Itagaki Seishirō asked, "I wonder if Mr. Mitsui supports the New Asia Doctrine or the Continental Policy?"

Mitsui Yasuki did not answer this question. Which policy he supported made no difference to him; what truly decided Mitsui Yasuki's direction was whether he could make money. He would unhesitatingly support whichever policy allowed him to make more money, and would unhesitatingly abandon the other.

If not to make money, Mitsui Yasuki had no reason to travel thousands of miles across the sea to the Northeast.

Fortunately, Itagaki Seishirō looked quite sharp. Seeing Mitsui Yasuki's perfunctory response, he didn't pursue it. They chatted a few more sentences, and Itagaki Seishirō stood up to take his leave and returned to his seat.

Mitsui Yasuki looked at Itagaki Seishirō's back, considering which forces would be interested in He Rui, the highest official in Northeast China.

Arriving in Fengtian, Noguchi Nobuo, the Mitsui family's trade representative in the Northeast, was already waiting at the Fengtian train station. On the way to the hotel, Noguchi Nobuo informed Mitsui Yasuki of recent important events. Hearing that French merchants had actually shipped arsenal equipment over, Mitsui Yasuki couldn't help but frown slightly.

Noguchi Nobuo continued, "Sir, those equipments have been sent to Siping, not kept in Fengtian."

Now Mitsui Yasuki was even more puzzled. But this was not the time for detailed questioning. Mitsui Yasuki continued to inquire, only to learn that the equipment brought by British and French merchants had all been sent to Siping to establish factories there. The matter was too strange. Mitsui Yasuki asked Noguchi Nobuo, "Did He-kun mention any intention of moving the factories in Siping to Fengtian?"

Noguchi Nobuo shook his head, "I asked Mayor Wu Youping several times, and he always said no. It can be seen that Mayor Wu Youping also feels very surprised about this."

Although Mitsui Yasuki found it very strange, he felt this question would be a good entry point when meeting with He Rui.

At the agreed time the next day, Mitsui Yasuki went to He Rui's office. He saw the General Zhen'an's office was bustling with people coming and going. Right at the entrance, Mitsui Yasuki saw Itagaki Seishirō coming out, with He Rui personally seeing him off. From Itagaki Seishirō's earnest salute posture, it was evident he attached great importance to He Rui.

When Mitsui Yasuki met with He Rui, He Rui spoke first, "Brother Mitsui, I heard from Itagaki that he came on the same train as you."

Mitsui Yasuki smiled, "Indeed. I was quite surprised to learn that Itagaki-kun was also coming to congratulate He-kun. My purpose for this trip is also to congratulate He-kun in person."

"That must have been tiring for you, Brother Mitsui."

As they talked, they arrived at the office. He Rui asked directly, "I wonder what I can do for you, Brother Mitsui?"

Mitsui Yasuki didn't hide anything either. "Does He-kun know that a large coal field has been explored in Hegang?"

He Rui nodded, indicating he knew.

Hegang was located in Heilongjiang Province near the border. The exploration was naturally not done by He Rui, but by the South Manchuria Railway Company. For He Rui, the Hegang Coal Mine must absolutely not fall into Japanese hands. He Rui had already started taking action.

Mitsui was extremely frank at this moment. "If I'm not guessing wrong, He-kun will not let me invest for shares."

"I will use coal to repay the loan. To use a Chinese saying, with Brother Mitsui's strength, providing complete sets of equipment is just a piece of cake."

Mitsui Yasuki really wanted He Rui to accept a joint investment plan, but no matter what Mitsui Yasuki said, He Rui did not relax at all on this matter. Mitsui Yasuki knew this wasn't because He Rui became the Military Governor; he was this tough when he was in Siping.

After trying several times without shaking He Rui's decision, Mitsui Yasuki could only settle for the next best thing. "He-kun, I want to invest in building power stations in the Northeast. With He-kun's foresight, you must know the importance of power stations."

After speaking, Mitsui Yasuki looked at He Rui, expecting quite a bit in his heart. Then he heard He Rui say, "Brother Mitsui, I have already reached an agreement with Mr. Tesla from the United States to build an AC power grid in the Northeast."

"Americans?" Mitsui Yasuki was very surprised. A moment later he understood that he couldn't compete with the United States.

He Rui nodded but said no more. Being able to invite Tesla was itself very miraculous. As a person from the future, He Rui knew some of Tesla's deeds but had never particularly cared about them. Having Zhao Tianlin's connections in the US, He Rui asked Zhao Tianlin for help.

However, unexpectedly, the Serbian-born American scientist Nikola Tesla had reached a low point in his life. The once-renowned famous electrical engineer had become a mad scientist nearing sixty in the eyes of Americans.

Moreover, the Wardenclyffe Tower he once wanted to build for wireless power transmission was confiscated as collateral for debt and demolished last year. This was undoubtedly a heavy blow to Tesla. So after receiving He Rui's invitation letter, this old gentleman actually agreed. He Rui naturally welcomed the world's top electrical engineer, but he was also prepared for whatever requests Tesla might make after arriving in the Northeast.

Of course, he naturally wouldn't tell Mitsui Yasuki these things. He Rui just clearly told Mitsui Yasuki that the Mitsui family's investment was not needed for the power plant matters.

Mitsui Yasuki didn't care who Tesla was. He clearly felt that General Zhen'an He Rui was very different from Military Governor He Rui of Siping. Or rather, there were many things He Rui no longer needed to hide.

But this didn't make Mitsui Yasuki uncomfortable. This conversation confirmed at least one thing: He Rui, who was originally confined to Siping, was now cooperating with Mitsui Yasuki with the entire Northeast. The Siping Military Governor He Rui would never have discussed the development of the Hegang Coal Mine in distant Heilongjiang with Mitsui Yasuki.

With such a satisfactory result, Mitsui Yasuki felt the trip was not in vain. However, before preparing to take his leave, Mitsui Yasuki asked a question that puzzled him greatly. "Why is He-kun cooperating with the French to build an arsenal?"

"Is Brother Mitsui interested in cooperating to build an arsenal?" He Rui laughed.

Mitsui Yasuki indeed thought this was a good business, but on second thought he knew it was obviously impossible. If the Mitsui family built an arsenal overseas, even if just the news leaked out, the General Staff Headquarters would immediately send someone to question him and demand Mitsui Yasuki terminate such a project.

So Mitsui Yasuki stood up and extended his hand to He Rui. "Congratulations again to He-kun on being promoted to such a status. I wish He-kun continued success and promotion."

He Rui shook Mitsui Yasuki's hand. "Welcome again, Brother Mitsui, to invest in the Northeast."

The two looked at each other and smiled; everything was understood without words.
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Mitsui Yasuki stepped out from He Rui's place and, after walking only a few steps, felt himself sweating under the baking heat of the sun. Recalling the bitter cold of the winter outside the pass, Mitsui was somewhat surprised by the intensity of the summer; even in Japan, the temperature didn't reach this level.

Noguchi Nobuo caught up and, seeing Mitsui Yasuki in a good mood, asked, "Mr. Mitsui, did Marshal He like the gift you gave him?"

Mitsui thought for a moment and couldn't recall He Rui even glancing at the gift. Mitsui ordered Noguchi, "Go ahead and do it. No matter what, we must get the coal mines in Hegang operational as soon as possible."

"The mine shafts in Siping have also been developed, but the cost was higher than expected. Could Mr. Mitsui speak to Marshal He about this?"

Mitsui Yasuki then began to understand why Noguchi Nobuo had asked if He Rui liked the gift. Recalling the penny-pinching and greed of those in charge of procurement at the Japanese General Staff Headquarters, Mitsui was somewhat surprised. "Do He-kun's subordinates not accept gifts?"

"Yes. I have tried my best, but no officer of any value accepts money."

Looking at the pedestrians on the streets of Fengtian dressed in light clothing and feeling the blazing heat, Mitsui Yasuki felt that this was truly an interesting place with truly interesting people.

What Mitsui didn't know was that He Rui, at this moment, was also lamenting that there were indeed many interesting people in this world.

Even though he had already heard about the French merchant Terezhov from Wu Youping, seeing this somewhat carefree fellow now, He Rui couldn't help but be impressed.

Organizing his thoughts, He Rui asked, "Mr. Terezhov, you mean to say that you used the advance payment Mr. Magloire gave you, and you didn't use it to purchase equipment. Is my understanding correct?"

Faced with such an accusation, Terezhov showed not the slightest shame. Instead, he replied self-righteously, "Yes, I bought jewelry from Jewish merchants and gave it to the wife of the Russian Quartermaster General."

He Rui understood what this meant. Accepting bribes was a European tradition. Since Terezhov was so self-righteous, he was either an excellent swindler or he truly had connections.

So He Rui smiled and asked, "Did the Jewish profiteers give a reasonable price?"

Seeing He Rui ask this, Terezhov smiled. "That set of jewelry was a family heirloom of a great French noble family. It was a treasure that wasn't even sold during the French Revolution. This time, they really had no choice but to sell it. The Countess had seen this piece of jewelry at a ball..."

While Terezhov spoke with exuberance, the French merchant Magloire beside him had a complicated expression. He Rui recalled the rumor that young Magloire had achieved his current position by sleeping with a minister's wife, and couldn't help but find both of them very interesting.

Fortunately, Magloire also felt that Terezhov's rambling was boring, so he interrupted Terezhov's narrative and made a concluding statement to He Rui himself. "Your Excellency, can you start stocking up?"

He Rui felt he could understand Wu Youping's difficulty. In the initial agreement, Magloire still needed to provide a batch of equipment, and He Rui would produce a batch of weapons for Magloire. Risk sharing. Now that the money Magloire gave Terezhov to buy equipment had been embezzled by Terezhov for gifts, regardless of how many orders Terezhov could get after greasing the wheels, all the risk now fell on He Rui.

Since this fellow Terezhov already had a record, He Rui couldn't trust him. "Mr. Terezhov, are there any other joints that haven't been greased?"

Hearing He Rui ask this, Terezhov immediately looked pleasantly surprised. "Your Excellency, you are too understanding. I still need a sum of money. You know, the Russians have a large appetite, especially those generals."

Magloire covered his forehead with his hand and closed his eyes. It was visible that this brother was already somewhat desperate.

Even He Rui found it hard to believe Terezhov. But He Rui still asked, "Then how much will this sum be?"

"One hundred and eighty thousand, no, two hundred thousand francs. I will make up for any shortfall," Terezhov replied.

After Terezhov was led out first, Magloire almost collapsed onto the sofa. After a good while, Magloire barely managed to say, "Your Excellency, you heard it all."

"Yes, I heard it all," He Rui smiled. "That is why my desire to serve you has become stronger."

Magloire was stunned, thinking he had misheard. He Rui smiled and said, "Since Mr. Magloire dared to bring Mr. Terezhov here, presumably you hope that I can trust Mr. Terezhov. Mr. Magloire, what is your assessment of Mr. Terezhov?"

"He wants to succeed too much," Magloire sighed. Then Magloire recounted Terezhov's background to He Rui.

This guy's ancestors were French who went to serve in Russia during the time of Catherine the Great and became nobles. In the Napoleonic era, another of Terezhov's ancestors first participated in the war, defeating Napoleon in the ice and snow, and later, as a Russian officer, led Russian cavalry into Paris. However, this ancestor of Terezhov later joined the Decembrist revolt, and the whole family was exiled to Siberia. Later, Terezhov's grandfather was born in Siberia, lost his father when he was young, and returned to France with his mother.

With these connections, it was hard to say whether Terezhov was Russian or French. In short, he had contacts on both sides.

Hearing this, He Rui smiled. "It seems Mr. Magloire is still willing to trust Mr. Terezhov."

"But this guy is too much!" Magloire sighed. "I knew Russia was corrupt, but I didn't expect it to be this corrupt."

He Rui smiled again but said nothing. Even in the 21st century, Russia was still surprisingly corrupt. Even so, two hundred thousand francs was not a small amount. He Rui couldn't pay this money for no reason, not to mention that He Rui didn't have that much money.

Silence fell in the office, but Magloire quickly broke it. He asked with the desperation of a last-ditch effort, "Your Excellency, I have another technology here. I wonder if you are interested."

"Please speak."

"I told a friend about the situation here. That friend said that Your Excellency has vast farms here and should need fertilizer. Has Your Excellency heard of synthetic ammonia technology?"

He Rui did not answer, only staring at Magloire. Magloire became even more guilty under He Rui's sharp gaze, but he still forced himself to say, "My friend can provide complete sets of synthetic ammonia equipment. I believe that is very valuable."

After speaking, Magloire looked at He Rui expectantly.

He Rui did not answer. The value of synthetic ammonia equipment was not worth discussing for He Rui; it was invaluable. But the authenticity of this matter made He Rui afraid to believe it easily. Finally, He Rui decided to gamble. He asked, "Is it a complete set of equipment?"

Magloire was overjoyed and quickly said, "Yes, my friend already has the complete set of equipment. If Your Excellency has patience, I can ship a complete set of steel mill equipment within six months, but there really isn't enough time. The only equipment I can ship now is synthetic ammonia."

"Then can Your Excellency sign a grain export agreement for one million francs under the certification of the French Minister?" Magloire continued to ask.

He Rui laughed. "Mr. Magloire, can the agreements I sign be used as securities in Europe?"

Magloire smiled bitterly. "Although Jews are hateful, their commercial vision is indeed very different. Among the Jews I know, there are indeed some who can probably mortgage this kind of agreement at a 50% discount."

"The interest must be very high, right?" He Rui asked.

Magloire did not answer, only sighing, a look of anger appearing on his face.

He Rui knew that this kind of business was what Jews were best at, so it was not without reason that they faced a total liquidation during World War II. But none of this mattered. What surprised He Rui was that the financial industry of this era had reached such a level that even someone of He Rui's status could obtain high-risk financing in the financial market. He didn't know whether to say that the finance of this era was aggressive enough or terrifying enough.

"Then let us invite Mr. Terezhov in," He Rui said to Magloire.

With the agreement reached, Magloire and Terezhov did not delay and immediately mobilized. Although Terezhov was somewhat unreliable in doing things, he wasn't unreliable in every aspect. This guy had come to Fengtian with blueprints. Samples of Russian standard rifles were not difficult to obtain, but blueprints for individual parts were not so easy.

Terezhov left the blueprints and promised to get some technical personnel from Russian arsenals as soon as possible.

He Rui didn't believe it at all. Russia was now so short of weapons that it had to import them from abroad; the country must be producing desperately. But He Rui still encouraged him, "I believe in Mr. Terezhov. I wish you swift success."

After Terezhov and Magloire left, He Rui immediately called Wu Youping and the person in charge of the Siping Arsenal from Siping.

The person in charge of the arsenal was very young, a graduate from when Zhao Tianlin was the president of Peiyang University. Now Zhao Tianlin was writing letters every day, inviting graduates of science and engineering from Peiyang University to the Northeast.

The young man's name was Chu Zuoping. He was slightly reserved when he saw He Rui, but as soon as he saw the blueprints, his eyes lit up.

Wu Youping was also somewhat excited, but the content of his excitement was obviously different. Leaving Chu Zuoping to look at the blueprints, Wu Youping pointed outside the door. The two went to the next room, and Wu Youping immediately said, "Chairman, it is not appropriate to do this. If attracting investment goes to such lengths, if subordinates follow the example of superiors, I am afraid there will be trouble."

He Rui was very satisfied. "You are right. This matter need not be promoted as a case study for now. The introduction of complete sets of equipment and engineers must continue to be trained."

Wu Youping nodded, but still did not understand why He Rui was so bold. "Chairman, will Russia really be that bad in the future?"

"Firstly, the situation is bad. Secondly, once a civil war breaks out in Russia, we must quickly recover the Chinese Eastern Railway. Our current weapons production capacity is too weak. We must use the current opportunity to improve our production capacity. Making money is not our goal; our goal is to improve production capacity. We are currently just borrowing a hen to lay eggs. The eggs are for hatching chicks, not for eating."

Wu Youping nodded, but his brows could not help but furrow. "Chairman, we all understand. But now Director Morrison of the Investment Promotion Bureau obviously wants to expand the influence of British and French merchants here."

"Then let him do it. What are you worried about?"

Wu Youping didn't want to speak ill of anyone behind their back, but the situation forced him to voice his concerns. "Those British and French merchants have started bribing our cadres, and the Mitsui family is also bribing. Although many cadres now take pride in refusing bribes, I don't think this will last long. If this goes on, something will happen."

"Don't worry, things won't turn out the way you think," He Rui answered decisively.

Wu Youping was stunned. He came from a merchant family and knew very well about bribery. Preventing trouble before it happened was indeed useful, but the relaxation of discipline was also inevitable. He Rui's confident answer did increase Wu Youping's confidence, but these words did not put Wu Youping at ease.

"Youping, we will fight foreign countries sooner or later, and the faster our construction speed, the sooner the war will be fought. If our strength reaches the Japanese level now, rest assured, I will mobilize troops now."

"Really?" Wu Youping couldn't help but feel joy in his heart. But after a moment, Wu Youping turned his attention back to the present. "Chairman, but what does this have to do with what we are talking about?"

"With the current income of officials and cadres, if those merchants casually give some money, it could be a year or even two years of income for the cadres. If this continues for a long time, no one can withstand the temptation. But why does everyone take pride in refusing bribes now?"

"...Uh, everyone has high spirits," Wu Youping gave his opinion.

"Because cadre training is going well, proving that the work of you and the comrades is very effective. Everyone understands that accepting bribes is wrong."

Being praised by He Rui to his face, Wu Youping blushed and smiled somewhat embarrassedly.

"Another reason is that everyone has benefited from the current construction of the new system, and everyone identifies with our new system. This is what you call high spirits. Now, the more complete sets of equipment are introduced, and the higher our ability to learn to use these equipment and copy them through reverse engineering, the higher everyone's morale will be. I am not saying that there will be no corrupt elements in the future. As long as some people feel they have no future development, corruption will immediately become their choice. When the number of cadres increases, we will establish an Anti-Corruption Bureau. For now, education and encouragement are the main focus."

Wu Youping felt he couldn't be as optimistic as He Rui, but he liked He Rui's optimism. After thinking for a while, Wu Youping asked, "Chairman, many comrades now have many views on what the First Five-Year Plan actually is. I also often think about it now. But looking through the documents, I still don't quite understand what the core of the First Five-Year Plan is. Could the Chairman please explain it?"

He Rui answered without thinking, "The essence of the Five-Year Plan is an investment plan. The documents talk about investment directions. If you can't understand it, the reason may lie here."
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Wu Youping had spent some time in the Chamber of Commerce. He originally disliked merchants, and after that experience, his evaluation of them dropped even lower. So, hearing a rather commercial term like "investment," he inevitably felt a sense of displeasure.

Although these words were spoken by He Rui, Wu Youping even felt a twinge of resentment. If it were He Rui, Wu Youping expected him to be able to use different terminology.

But Wu Youping could not see any intention from He Rui to change his wording, so he could only say somewhat helplessly, "Chairman, I don't like this word."

"What you dislike is the operating principle within it, right? If it were a command-style execution to make China strong, would you like this word?" He Rui replied with a smile.

Seeing that He Rui completely understood his thoughts, Wu Youping's spirit lifted. "Chairman, shouldn't our goal be the rejuvenation of China?"

"For people with a lack of knowledge systems, the word 'rejuvenation' is very attractive. But for you, for Comrade Wu Youping, looking at the problem this way is very narrow. Does 'rejuvenation' refer to a relative status? Or actual existing technology and capabilities? Can you tell me?"

Wu Youping had considered this question long ago and immediately answered, "It is China's status leading the world."

"If it is a leading status, the status of which dynasty? The Qing Dynasty? The Ming Dynasty? The Tang or Song? The Qin or Han? Or the Yu, Xia, Shang, or Zhou?"

Wu Youping was stunned. Every time specific issues were discussed, there had to be a very clear objective. Once entering such detailed links, Wu Youping felt he could not grasp the key points.

The current Q&A was the same. He Rui's definition of "rejuvenation" left Wu Youping unable to parry. For a moment, Wu Youping only felt his face starting to burn, a sense of shame arising spontaneously. He couldn't help but lower his head.

"Do not be ashamed, there is no need to be ashamed. Rejuvenating China is a technical job, a matter in the field of engineering. That China has fallen to today's situation is firstly because China's development stagnated, and technological iteration completely stopped. While foreign countries, by establishing scientific systems, possessed very effective methodologies, causing the speed of technological iteration to greatly increase. Can you understand this?"

Wu Youping was suddenly moved by the term "technological iteration" and immediately raised his head. "Yes! Our speed of technological iteration has indeed stagnated; we must learn from foreign countries."

"Youping, Morrison wants to use investment attraction to gain greater influence. From an individual's perspective, is that wrong? Even looking at it from a normal commercial behavior perspective, did Morrison do anything wrong? If you are very dissatisfied with Morrison, then what is your starting point? Can we analyze it from this angle?"

Wu Youping pondered for a while, not knowing how to express his displeasure with Morrison, so his spoke his mind. "I feel that the money has all been earned by those foreign merchants."

He Rui made no comment on this evaluation but instead asked, "How do you think foreign merchants earned the money?"

Speaking of this, Wu Youping felt he was quite well-prepared. "They first suppressed our prices, and then by providing these products, they made a profit from it. Chairman, I have been thinking it over and over during this time. I feel these devices are indeed important, but they did not teach us how to manufacture the equipment, nor the principles... Right, they did not teach us the ability for technological iteration."

"Everything you said is correct. But I want to ask you a question: what benefits did we actually give them in exchange for the foreign merchants giving us the ability for technological iteration?"

Wu Youping felt his thoughts clarify at this moment. The unhappiness in his heart finally found a reason, and he answered loudly, "So I am very unhappy."

"I spoke about the direction in this regard at the National Congress. How much do you still remember?" He Rui asked.

Wu Youping recalled He Rui's statement. "Um... establish a military industry system as soon as possible... the mining industry must develop..."

"You don't need to recall. I will say it again based on your current view. Based on the current technological level, there are two major directions for the objects we serve. One is the local armies in the British and French colonies in Asia. When Britain and France arm these armies, they will not give them the most advanced equipment. Their purchasing requirements for quality are not high; this is our opportunity. We can use low prices to fight for orders. The other is possible Russian orders. Because Russia's industrial capacity is relatively weak, Britain and France, in order to keep Russia fighting, might give Russia money to let Russia purchase freely."

Hearing this, Wu Youping suddenly remembered He Rui's previous description of this part of the content and couldn't help but interrupt, "I remember now, the Chairman did indeed say that..."

"Let me finish." He Rui interrupted Wu Youping.

Wu Youping pursed his lips and spoke no more, trying hard to focus on listening to He Rui's narration.

"The demand for this part of the equipment is at most for two million people. If we can secure five hundred thousand of that, we should thank Heaven and Earth. Just as you can understand now, due to exploitation at every level, the money we earn from it is very little. But the reason we want to continue attracting investment is to obtain foreign complete factory construction, complete sets of equipment, and the production management brought by their accompanying experts. Learn first, then through reverse engineering, establish our own team of workers and engineers."

Wu Youping completely recalled the content He Rui had spoken of at this time, and for a moment felt ashamed again. This was the third or fourth time listening to He Rui explain this content. Wu Youping discovered that listening the previous few times, as well as reading the First Five-Year Plan documents multiple times afterward, he had actually failed to understand completely.

Just then, Wu Youping heard He Rui say again, "Do not treat shame as the most important thing right now. If even you have to go through several times to understand more, then other comrades are the same as you. It is even possible that while you need four times, they need five, six, seven, or eight times. This is the process of human learning and progress; there is nothing to be embarrassed about. As the Secretary of the Siping Municipal Committee and as the Mayor of Siping, if shame makes you feel a deep impression, then remember, comrades are about the same as you when recognizing new knowledge. You must learn to understand the comrades."

"...Yes," Wu Youping answered reluctantly.

He Rui sighed in his heart. Wu Youping was already considered quite good; the current work was still too much pressure for this idealistic youth. But this was also something that couldn't be helped. From an organizational perspective, those leading the work should be idealists as much as possible, because idealists will firmly believe that the status quo must change. This internal drive is their advantage, though of course, it also brings negative effects.

"Youping, I want you to tell me frankly. If we set aside Morrison and foreign merchants, what do you feel is most unacceptable right now? Say whatever comes to mind; you don't need to look for any deeper meaning according to your currently known knowledge. Because no matter how deep you dig, it is all content generated based on your current knowledge system."

Wu Youping felt He Rui's words made sense, so he tried to find the object of his displeasure. Soon, Wu Youping found the content he disliked very much, but he hesitated again.

"Say whatever it is," He Rui urged, taking out his pocket watch to check the time.

Now Wu Youping dared not hesitate again and answered, "The comrades have strong opinions; they feel we haven't made any money."

"Heh, go back and announce that this year's wages will be raised by 10%."

Wu Youping was completely stunned, feeling deeply ashamed of his loose tongue for a moment. But the words had already been spoken, and Wu Youping had no way to take them back, so he could only try to say, "...Chairman, that's not what I meant."

He Rui did not feel there was anything to be embarrassed about at all. "I know that's not what you meant. I am speaking of the solution to the comrades' dissatisfaction. After we complete the land reform in the entire Northeast and establish a relatively complete system, we must formulate more detailed wage standards."

Wu Youping was very resistant in his heart. "How can one care so much about remuneration when serving the country? Moreover, the current wages are already not low."

"Youping, you are a staunch patriot, a comrade willing to spare nothing for change. Of course, you are also very wealthy and do not care about livelihood at all..."

Wu Youping was initially surprised by He Rui's praise, but hearing He Rui mention not lacking money, he became even more unhappy. This unhappiness was not directed at He Rui, but because Wu Youping knew that many comrades actually had strong opinions on this matter. So Wu Youping wanted to state his position, but before he could speak, He Rui interrupted him, "Listen to me until I finish!"

"Yes!" Wu Youping decided to listen to He Rui finish first, and then express that he wanted to donate his family assets.

He Rui continued, "If I haven't guessed wrong, you want to donate your family assets."

Wu Youping was stunned; he completely hadn't expected He Rui to say such words.

"Our Civilization Party will absolutely not accept private donations. Everything has pros and cons; for a political party to accept private donations is harmful. Moreover, so-called philanthropy, scattering one's family fortune, can be seen as personal behavior to those outside the organization. Within the organization, it will definitely be treated as an organizational behavior. This is also a matter where the harm outweighs the benefit. Furthermore, donating family assets is an act of impulse. Do you think it is appropriate to act on impulse within the organization?"

Emotions surged in Wu Youping's heart, and he finally answered reluctantly, "Inappropriate."

After saying this, he still felt somewhat aggrieved and added a sentence, "It is already very strenuous to manage emotional conflicts within the organization."

"So we will talk about this issue later when there is a chance. Let's return to the current problem. You are definitely not the only one in the Northeast dissatisfied with foreign merchants; most comrades are dissatisfied. But where is the reason? In our attracting investment, are we earning money from the domestic market or the foreign market?"

"Earning from the domestic? No!" Wu Youping tried hard to make a judgment. "The Chairman said, we are now earning money from the foreign market."

"With our current production capacity and bargaining power, we cannot earn money from the foreign market. So we might as well cast aside earning currency and adopt a bookkeeping method to conduct barter trade. On the surface, we use pounds, francs, and silver dollars for bookkeeping, but in reality, there is no cash flow in the trade at all. And what truly has cash flow is domestic trade. Although we lack cash, we still have to pay currency to issue wages after all. Adding the currency portion in taxes, the money we truly have in circulation is only this much. If you can understand, if comrades have similar dissatisfaction again, talk to them about this."

Wu Youping followed He Rui's train of thought. He originally felt that although many things were unpleasant, they were still understandable. Hearing He Rui's narration on cash flow, his thoughts suddenly became chaotic.

However, Wu Youping had been doing work in this area for the past year, so it didn't take long for him to understand. After clarifying this new knowledge point, Wu Youping had a feeling of sudden enlightenment. For a moment, emotions of excitement, joy, and shame mixed together, but finally converged into one sentence: "Increasing wages by 10% is really quite a lot."

After saying this, Wu Youping just felt very surprised that he would actually sigh with emotion over money. This was completely unimaginable before.

"That's right, an increase of 10% in cash acquisition is indeed quite a lot. Many comrades look at their own income, and then hear those large transaction numbers; how can their hearts be balanced? So to let the comrades understand this, the Siping Municipal Committee must add this content during training."

Wu Youping felt as if he had just woken from a dream, but also felt something was inappropriate, so he hurriedly asked, "What about other regions?"

"The speed of income increase for the masses and cadres in other regions is faster than you think. I am talking about the speed of increase. Because the land reform system itself, by streamlining production relations and the allocation of means of production, causes the income of the masses and cadres to increase greatly. Furthermore, the Siping region has the highest proportion of full-time and part-time cadres in the entire Northeast. The income of these cadres relies more on government finance; they are the group most sensitive to wage income."

Hearing this, Wu Youping felt he couldn't stand it again. He said, "Wait, Chairman, let me think again."

He Rui sighed but said nothing. He picked up the documents and began reading. Regardless of what Wu Youping thought, the recent news, in He Rui's view, was mostly very good news. For example, the number of workers in Siping had increased greatly, and the technical tackling—that is, the work of measuring all existing equipment and drawing blueprints—was proceeding exceptionally smoothly.

Seeing these reports, He Rui prepared to send people down for spot checks. Things were proceeding too smoothly, so smoothly that He Rui felt it was somewhat unbelievable. If there was no fraud down below, it meant that in the second half of this year, the second half of 1916, they could begin attempting to manufacture replacement parts for existing equipment.

Once processing technology improved during the imitation process, they could begin the formulation of Northeast industrial standard parts.

Currently, Northeast equipment was also a "hodgepodge of international makes," with British imperial units and metric units. Once the formulation of Northeast standard parts began, it would be equivalent to establishing China's industrial standards. Having one's own industrial standards did not mean having a powerful industry; it was just using 20th-century industrial thinking to build industry.

He Rui was considering these issues when he heard Wu Youping speak. "Chairman, I understand a bit now. But I am very dissatisfied now. Everyone is doing revolution; why is the difference a bit large?"

He Rui looked up. Seeing Wu Youping's sincere expression, He Rui decided to take a bit of a risk. "Comrade Youping, there is a strong idealistic temperament in your character. So I hope you just listen and do not treat what I am about to say as a standard to require of yourself or others. Because at this stage, you do not yet have the ability to control such cognition. Do you hear me?"

Wu Youping immediately answered, "I will do my best."

Looking at this youth who wanted to know more knowledge, He Rui sighed. "The idealistic temperament is a strong internal impulse. You think transforming the world into the appearance you expect is a need, but more people do not have such an impulse. What they hope for is to live a bit better and a bit more comfortably in this world. So I emphasize again, after hearing this, just know that such a thing exists. Do not use these terms to require and define yourself and others. That you can know what others want, and others can know what you want, is already very good. Many comrades probably cannot feel the feeling in your chest like a burning fire, and you also cannot feel their expectation for a stable and happy life, as well as the endurance to endure all kinds of unhappiness to achieve that expectation."

Wu Youping was very unhappy in his heart. He Rui's words pointed out many things Wu Youping didn't understand before, making Wu Youping even more unable to accept them.

But looking at He Rui's serious expression, Wu Youping decided to obey He Rui's request, but he still couldn't help asking, "Chairman, do you also have a fire in your heart?"

He Rui couldn't help but smile. "If you feel I understand you very well, then it means I have such a fire."
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On July 2nd, the Republic of China's Minister of Foreign Affairs, Tang Shaoyi, had just arrived at his office when his secretary came to report, "Minister, Chancellor Zhao Tianlin has sent someone to deliver a letter."

Tang Shaoyi had only assumed the post of Foreign Minister on June 30th. It had been no more than three days. Hearing that Zhao Tianlin had sent a letter, he hesitated slightly about whether to see the messenger.

Seeing Tang Shaoyi's hesitation, the secretary asked, "Should I go out and accept the letter on your behalf?"

Tang Shaoyi still appreciated Zhao Tianlin, so he replied, "Let him in."

After the secretary left, Tang Shaoyi sighed slightly. That Zhao Tianlin chose to follow He Rui was something Tang Shaoyi had completely not expected.

Tang Shaoyi and Yuan Shikai had a mutual appreciation for each other. In the 20th year of Guangxu (1894), Japan used the Donghak Peasant Revolution as a pretext to send troops to Korea. Since Yuan Shikai had been stationed in Korea for over ten years and had always been hostile to Japan, he was seen as a major obstacle, and Japan wanted to eliminate him quickly. Yuan Shikai telegraphed Li Hongzhang requesting to be recalled and proposed that Tang Shaoyi act in his stead.

When the Japanese learned of this news, they plotted to assassinate Yuan. Upon hearing the news, Tang Shaoyi immediately sought help from the British Minister to Korea, John Jordan, and together they planned a rescue operation for Yuan. On June 16th (July 18th), Yuan Shikai disguised himself and fled. Tang Shaoyi escorted him to the Han River, where he boarded a British warship prepared by John Jordan.

Therefore, Tang Shaoyi actually appreciated He Rui's interview last October, believing that He Rui was trying his best to dissuade Yuan Shikai at the time. But this young upstart He Rui had seized power in the Northeast, causing quite a shock within the Beiyang government.

At present, the ambitious Feng Guozhang had finally revealed his true colors. On May 18th, Feng Guozhang invited representatives from provinces that had not declared independence to convene a meeting in Nanjing. Feng Guozhang intended to force Yuan to step down through the Nanjing Conference and replace him. However, due to Ni Sichong's sabotage and the differing strategies of the generals' representatives from various provinces, the Nanjing Conference was aborted. Feng Guozhang had outsmarted himself and was denounced by public opinion: "Rather than calling it a conference to resolve the status of Yuan, it would be better to call it a conference to resolve his own status."

However, He Rui, this 25-year-old young upstart, had unexpectedly seized power in the Northeast at this delicate moment, making the warlords everywhere feel very jealous. For a time, all kinds of rumors were boiling over, and He Rui's deployment of troops for exercises outside Shanhai Pass in order to obtain Duan Qirui's authorization made those warlords who commanded heavy troops feel all sorts of expectations.

While he was considering these things, the messenger had already been led in. The visitor bowed and presented the letter. In the letter, Zhao Tianlin congratulated Tang Shaoyi on his assumption of the post of Foreign Minister and greatly praised Tang Shaoyi's past achievements. Tang Shaoyi became one of the third batch of young students sent to study in the United States in the 13th year of Tongzhi (1874), later entering Columbia University. Seeing this junior alumnus who had studied in the US more than ten years later than him being so sincere, he felt a bit of fondness in his heart.

After reading the letter, Tang Shaoyi asked about Zhao Tianlin's current situation. The messenger briefly introduced Zhao Tianlin's recent situation and continued, "Chancellor Zhao has now assumed the post of Director of the Education Bureau outside the pass and is preparing a railway academy to cultivate railway talents, preparing personnel for the future construction of our country's own railways."

"Oh?" Tang Shaoyi felt a bit more excited. In the 33rd year of Guangxu (1907), Tang Shaoyi was appointed Governor of Fengtian and was responsible for foreign negotiations in the Northeast region. He intended to introduce British and American capital to build a railway running through the entire territory of the Northeast to check Japan. But Japan wooed the United States and signed the Root-Takahira Agreement first, causing Tang Shaoyi's plan to fail.

Hearing that Zhao Tianlin had actually started doing the same thing, Tang Shaoyi praised, "This is a good thing. Go back and tell Chancellor Zhao, please ask him to be diligent. If there is anything the Ministry of Foreign Affairs can assist with, the Ministry will certainly do its best."

Hearing this, the messenger said respectfully, "Railways require a large amount of surveying. The surveying equipment outside the pass is of various types and complex. Chancellor Zhao wants to unify the standards. He has already prepared the money and contacted people in Paris, France, and can pay at any time. However, the General Conference on Weights and Measures is an organization for sovereign states. We still need Minister Tang to send a telegram to the Republic of China's Minister to France, asking him to contact the members of the General Conference on Weights and Measures, so that the General Conference can issue a set of certified platinum-iridium alloy prototypes and nickel-steel secondary prototypes for the instrument factory to use."

Listening to Zhao Tianlin's request, Tang Shaoyi felt this was just a small matter, so he continued to ask, "Did Chancellor Zhao send you for any other matters?"

"Chancellor Zhao said that this time is to congratulate Minister Tang on his new appointment. Troubling Minister Tang already makes him feel very apologetic. If you can assist, we would be overjoyed."

Tang Shaoyi felt that the guy in front of him probably wasn't telling the truth. The current He Rui was already a famous figure in the Republic of China, yet a year ago, probably only the Ministry of Foreign Affairs knew much about He Rui. Since this guy wouldn't tell the truth, Tang Shaoyi simply went with the flow, called his secretary, and asked him to immediately take this messenger to handle the matter.

In the afternoon, the secretary returned. "Minister, Chancellor Zhao's matter has been settled."

Tang Shaoyi was stunned for a moment before remembering the matter handled today. "Where is the person sent by Chancellor Zhao?"

The secretary had received a gratuity from the messenger and had eaten a good meal at a restaurant in the capital at noon, so he reported truthfully, "The messenger saw that the matter was done and has already left."

"Did he... say anything else?" Tang Shaoyi was a bit surprised.

"He just thanked the Minister for his help," the secretary replied.

"He Rui actually didn't ask him to say anything?" Tang Shaoyi was even more puzzled. Receiving a clear answer from the secretary, this person had indeed just come to ask Tang Shaoyi to send a telegram to let the Republic of China's Minister to France help obtain a set of certified platinum-iridium alloy prototypes and nickel-steel secondary prototypes from the General Conference on Weights and Measures for the instrument factory to use.

This time, Tang Shaoyi was greatly surprised. There were so many warlords in the Republic of China, rich ones and poor ones, but Tang Shaoyi had never seen a warlord who would lift a finger for the matter of standard weights and measures. As far as Tang Shaoyi knew, let alone doing it, those warlords wouldn't even think about it. What these warlords thought about was entirely their own territory, troops, and power status. They had truly never even heard of a purely technical organization like the General Conference on Weights and Measures.

In 1908 (the 34th year of Guangxu), a request was made to the International Bureau of Weights and Measures to custom-make a construction ruler (32 cm) and a Kuping tael weight (37.301 g) platinum-iridium alloy prototype and a nickel-steel secondary prototype each. In 1909 (the first year of Xuantong), the prototypes and secondary prototypes were accurately calibrated by the International Bureau of Weights and Measures, given certificates, and brought to China. The Qing government manufactured local prototypes based on the secondary prototypes and issued them to all directly controlled provinces as standards for verifying various weights and measures, so that the values of weights and measures units in the late Qing Dynasty could have a metric production standard.

It was also at that time that Tang Shaoyi learned of the existence of such an organization as the 'General Conference on Weights and Measures'.

For a time, Tang Shaoyi's impression of He Rui shifted. It seemed that this young warlord was truly different.

But Tang Shaoyi dared not believe this matter was true. He changed his thought; perhaps this matter was merely being pushed by Zhao Tianlin.
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In mid-September, a cool autumn breeze dispelled the summer heat. Zhao Tianlin stepped down from a heavily guarded train carriage, and Wu Youping, Secretary of the Siping Municipal Committee and Mayor, along with Jilin Military District Commander Cheng Ruofan, hurriedly stepped forward to meet him.

Two relatively small boxes were lifted down and, escorted by a platoon of soldiers, left the station. The boxes were carefully placed onto a rubber-tired flatbed cart. Rubber-tired vehicles were not common in the Northeast at this time, and the soldiers' posture of high alert surprised the onlookers, whose gazes all fell upon the cart.

Wu Youping said to Zhao Tianlin and Cheng Ruofan, "Let's go to the instrument factory and wait for them."

The three set off in a car. Upon arriving at the instrument factory, they found Lu Daoming, Deputy Director of the Northeast Water Conservancy Department and Principal of the Siping Surveying and Mapping School, along with other technical personnel, already waiting.

Without exchanging pleasantries, Zhao Tianlin asked directly, "How are the preparations?"

Lu Daoming's skin was tanned dark, but his spirits were high. Hearing Zhao Tianlin's question, he called a young technician over before replying to Zhao, "Engineer Zhang Dunyi and the factory's skilled workers have been preparing for over two months. They've figured out about seventy or eighty percent of the production process for measuring equipment. We can't handle vernier calipers and micrometers yet, but ordinary wooden rulers, metal rulers, and tape measures can be mass-produced. Principal Zhao, we are now ready; all is ready except for the east wind."

Zhao Tianlin looked at Lu Daoming's confident expression, then turned to Zhang Dunyi. Zhang Dunyi was from Zhejiang. After seeing the newspaper published by the *Northeast Daily* Shanghai branch, he had applied according to the recruitment advertisement. After passing political review, he arrived in Fengtian in mid-July and was then assigned to Siping.

The young man looked to be in his twenties, quiet and refined, yet possessing that astute shrewdness typical of Zhejiang people. Zhao said, "Engineer Zhang, thank you for your hard work."

Zhang Dunyi replied, "Director Zhao, we are just waiting for the primary and secondary standards to arrive."

"The primary standard cannot be used. Once you master the technology for making secondary standards, you can go and replicate them. Chairman He said that because our basic smelting technology isn't up to par, there are many things we can't do yet. However, the mining engineers contacted by the French merchants have arrived and are working at the Anshan Iron Mine and Hegang Coal Mine. Once the engineers and technicians they train can stand on their own—especially once the ore analysis laboratory is completed—we can try our hand at refining."

A look of disappointment flickered across Zhang Dunyi's face, but he tried to smile as he replied, "That would be wonderful."

Just as they were speaking, Lu Daoming exclaimed with joy, "Here it is! Here it is! The east wind has arrived!"

Everyone followed Lu Daoming's gaze and saw that the military escort had already entered the workshop. Immediately, the large doors were thrown open, and two flatbed carts were escorted inside by the troops.

The leading officer stepped forward and saluted Cheng Ruofan. "Report, Commander! We have escorted the equipment here!"

Under the gaze of the group of leading cadres, the box was opened. Inside the mass of soft packing material was a more exquisite packaging box. Opening the second box, the staff removed an even smaller, more delicate box from the filling. Opening the third layer, inside the packing material was a paper box.

The paper box was placed on a pre-prepared table. When opened, it revealed a soft lining. Resting in the groove of the soft lining was a long object wrapped in silk. The outermost box hadn't been large to begin with, but compared to the object inside, it seemed immense.

The silk was unwrapped, revealing white paper. Cheng Ruofan felt so nervous he wanted to sweat. As the white paper was uncovered, the metallic glint finally appeared.

The group of high-ranking military and political officials gathered around this secondary standard. They saw a metal bar with a cross-section approximating an X-shape. Cheng Ruofan had expected it to be covered in dense graduation marks, but this oddly shaped metal bar was perfectly smooth, with no visible markings.

At this moment, Lu Daoming, the principal of the Surveying and Mapping School, cried out happily, "I see them!"

Cheng Ruofan looked closely. There seemed to be some marks at the two ends. Leaning in to scrutinize it, he finally saw a single, extremely fine engraved line on each end. Cheng Ruofan guessed that the distance between these two lines was the standard one meter. But he couldn't figure out how one meter could be divided into 1,000 millimeters, or even finer increments.

Since he didn't understand, Cheng Ruofan simply asked. Lu Daoming laughed, "The simplest method is the ruler-and-compass method, dividing it into decimeters, centimeters, and millimeters. If it's more complex, then it's pure engineering technology. We first make molds, then produce rulers of various lengths, which are then graduated by technicians. It's all precision work."

Cheng Ruofan still didn't understand the technical process involved, but he asked, "Director Lu, does this mean that when we do reverse engineering in the future, it will be much more accurate?"

"Of course." Lu Daoming was elated as he spoke. As a water conservancy expert who had studied in the United States, Lu Daoming naturally knew the importance of measurement; a tiny error leads to a huge discrepancy. But Lu Daoming hadn't expected He Rui to obtain the prototype from the General Conference on Weights and Measures so quickly.

Having seen the meter secondary standard, Lu Daoming hurriedly asked for the other box containing a secondary standard to be opened. The disparity between the standard and the box was even greater this time. The kilogram prototype in the box wasn't large; inside a transparent vessel, the prototype shone with a metallic luster.

This time, Cheng Ruofan didn't want to ask more about the technical work. While the other technical personnel looked on obsessively and discussed it, Cheng Ruofan called Wu Youping outside. "Youping, since we have these, when will our weapons production begin?"

Wu Youping looked around to ensure no one was there and whispered, "It's a process. We've just got the arsenal provided by the French up and running. I think after the measuring equipment is finished and that side is debugged, it will take another half month. To try producing our standard weapons, it will be at least a month from now."

"A month... In the next year, can we produce enough equipment to outfit 12 divisions?"

"That many? One of our divisions is ten thousand men!" Wu Youping was shocked by the number.

"Without 120,000 men, what are we going to fight the Russians with? Machine guns, rifles, artillery—I am truly worried."

"Does the Chairman think we need so many troops?"

"It's not that the Chairman thinks so. The General Staff has done a lot of intelligence gathering regarding the recovery of the Chinese Eastern Railway. The Russians have quite a few garrisons inside our territory and along the border. We must eliminate them with lightning speed. Once a siege begins, we will need a large amount of large-caliber artillery. Adding in the recovery of Outer Mongolia, and having to guard against the Japanese, a force of 12 divisions would be relatively sufficient."

Wu Youping had originally been in a very good mood. Up to this point, the progress of industrial and agricultural work had been excellent. Now that the prototype issue was solved, and with previous experience, re-measuring those devices would be even smoother. Machine parts needed time to relieve stress, but it wasn't impossible to adopt temporary methods.

But the annual output of the existing equipment was only around 100,000 rifles. Even if doubled, it would only be 200,000. And the French merchants had said they intended to sell weapons to Russia. Now the French technicians in the arsenal acted like lords all day long, scolding the arsenal for lack of precision and unskilled technique, yet offering no solutions. It was complete nonsense.

Thinking of the comrades' complaints, Wu Youping's good mood reverted to its previous state. But he didn't lose his temper. He replied, "Let's ask the Chairman to arrange it."

Cheng Ruofan knew Wu Youping must be under tremendous pressure, but military training couldn't use fake guns. Now, after the troop expansion, two men were already sharing one gun. If the troop scale were expanded further, four men would have to share one gun, and even marksmanship training couldn't be guaranteed.

Since Wu Youping asked for He Rui to arrange it, Cheng Ruofan also agreed. "Shall we send a joint telegram to the Chairman reporting the start of measurement work?"

In the end, Wu Youping and Cheng Ruofan each wrote a letter to He Rui. In their letters, both frankly raised the problems they were currently encountering, expecting He Rui to provide instructions.

He Rui took the letters from the office staff, glanced at the envelopes, and tucked them into his notebook. Then he looked up at the man sitting opposite him, who had curly, center-parted hair.

"Mr. Tesla, let us continue our previous topic. You are the world's greatest engineer..."

Hearing He Rui say this, Tesla leaned back more relaxedly on the sofa. The corners of his mouth turned up slightly, and his two small mustache tips turned up with them, making his mocking smile even more full of mockery.

Seeing the famous engineer with such an expression, based on his interactions with Tesla over the past few days, He Rui knew Tesla was about to speak, so he simply stopped his own narration.

Tesla waited for a moment, and seeing He Rui was no longer speaking, he rested his chin in his hand and laughed, "Please continue. I know Your Excellency the General does not believe I am the greatest scientist."

He Rui then continued, "An engineer is inherently a part of being a scientist. What you lack now is a scientific laboratory, a laboratory capable of realizing microwave energy transmission. Of course, I don't know if the United States has such a laboratory, but at least we don't have one here."

"But Your Excellency said you prepare to establish a National Laboratory," Tesla said what He Rui was supposed to say.

He Rui smiled slightly. "A foundation for establishing such a laboratory is a power plant, which we do not have. This is also the reason I initially invited you here."

After speaking, He Rui fell silent again. Old Mr. Tesla was very interesting; he was somewhat similar to the image of the "mad scientist" in later generations. That is to say, neurotic.

However, He Rui didn't mind anymore. At least the reason Tesla came to Fengtian this time was really to come to China to relax, and incidentally to see what kind of person the Chinese local official who invited him was. In He Rui's worst-case scenario, Tesla would be peddling his whimsical ideas.

Since Tesla had already begun to enter the "eccentric scientist" phase, what He Rui said didn't matter much anymore; everything depended on Tesla's own mood.

Sure enough, Tesla didn't speak. He continued to size up He Rui. It had to be said, this man's eyes looked a bit sinister. Combined with the big nose, the thick little mustache, and the curly center-parted hair, he radiated a very unfriendly feeling.

Tesla sized up He Rui for a good while before finally speaking. "Your Excellency, your explanation of the photoelectric effect and your understanding of microwave energy transmission make it hard for me to believe you are a soldier."

"I am the genuine article," He Rui laughed.

A look of arrogance couldn't help but appear on Tesla's face. "I do not believe the Japanese military academy would teach you such knowledge. They don't have talent in this area in their own country!"

Seeing Tesla speak like this, He Rui thought for a moment and then said, "Since Mr. Tesla understands Japan so well, I will tell you the reason why. I am a time traveler, coming from another space-time..."

Tesla initially looked surprised, but his expression quickly turned to mockery, and finally, he simply laughed out loud. He Rui ignored Tesla's reaction and continued to tell Tesla about his status as a time traveler.

By the time He Rui finished, Tesla was laughing so hard he was rocking back and forth. With great difficulty, he suppressed his laughter, touched his curly center-parted hair, and let out a long breath. "Your Excellency, I admire your humor."

"It is my greatest merit," He Rui replied with a smile.

Tesla thought for another moment and made up his mind. "Since Mr. Morrison is your Director of the Investment Promotion Bureau, I want to be the Director of the Technology Bureau."

"Permitted," He Rui agreed readily.

"The technology I provide is not free."

"Deal." He Rui extended his hand to Tesla.

Tesla hesitated for a moment, but finally reached out and shook hands with He Rui.

Having reached a cooperation agreement, Tesla let out a long sigh of relief. "I still have some debts in the United States..."

"Once you start working, we will settle them for you," He Rui gave the answer directly.

Only then did Tesla truly feel somewhat at ease. He laughed, "Your Excellency, I also have a secret."

"Oh?"

"Actually, I am also a time traveler," Tesla said with a straight face.

He Rui wasn't surprised at all. He simply said in an exaggerated tone, "If that is the case, Mr. Tesla, in another world, we must be brothers from another mother."

Tesla was stunned. He thought carefully for a while before understanding the meaning behind these words. Perhaps the joke was too dry; Tesla only gave a bitter smile. "Your Excellency, your sense of humor could use some work."
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November 8th, the Start of Winter.

The fishing nets cast into the Shanmen Reservoir were hauled in, and soon, the glimmer of fish scales flashed from within the mesh. By the time the nets were dragged onto the boat, they contained over a dozen grass carp, each weighing more than a jin.

As the cooks began processing the ingredients, the Party, military, and government cadres watching from the shore discussed the progress of artificial fish farming and returned to the venue.

The venue consisted of several tents set up beside the Shanmen Reservoir. Government cadres, especially those responsible for rural work, had all participated in measuring the water storage depth. This reservoir, covering nearly 10 square kilometers with a maximum depth already exceeding two meters, drew admiration and delight from everyone.

Lu Daoming, the Deputy Director of the Water Conservancy Bureau in charge of the project, was filled with joy. As he accepted everyone’s congratulations, a smile naturally spread across his face. Lu Daoming himself hadn't expected that the first reservoir project he would design, construct, and complete the first phase of would be in the region outside the pass, often considered a wild frontier. Moreover, the lack of major rivers in this area, while a problem for hydraulic engineering, also presented an advantage for specific water conservancy projects.

Despite his high spirits, Lu Daoming maintained the calm demeanor of a technical expert when facing the cadres' inquiries. "Reservoir construction must be based on seeking truth from facts and adapting to local conditions. More importantly, for the higher terrain, we must ask the comrades from the Forestry Bureau to guide the afforestation work to conserve water sources."

Zhang Qingshan, Deputy Director of the Siping Forestry Bureau, felt a mix of joy and awkwardness upon hearing this. Outside the pass, everyone was used to cutting down trees; those who planted them were extremely rare. Zhang Qingshan was originally a village cadre. He had stood out from the crowd of village officials—who only had experience in felling trees—simply because his family had planted a dozen trees at the edge of their fields. Thus, he was temporarily acting as the head of the Forestry Bureau.

Seeing the gazes of the other local cadres, Zhang Qingshan knew he actually didn't understand much, let alone have any experience to share.

Fortunately, this exchange didn't last long, and the meeting convened shortly after. At the start of the meeting, He Rui went straight to the point. "Next year is the first year of the First Five-Year Plan. As of now, the main framework of land reform across the entire Northeast is basically complete. The next steps are the mass training of cadres, the strengthening of compulsory education, and the increasing of people's income. In the agricultural training across various regions, comrades must make the concept of investment—that is, the key points of input and output—the focus of training..."

Zhang Qingshan listened with great admiration. As a cadre from a peasant background, knowing how much to sow and what the harvest would be was the most basic form of input and output. But it was only during the rural cadre training that Zhang Qingshan learned the theory of input and output. Even now, he and the rural cadres preferred to use the phrase "how to manage a household" to describe this knowledge.

Learning how to arrange farm work meant growing more grain after receiving land. Learning how to manage one's life meant completing more orders for sewing and other tasks won by the village, earning more grain. Now, Zhang Qingshan was busy every day planning forest farms, collecting seeds, arranging nurseries, and cultivating seedlings. He only knew from letters that his family's life had improved significantly—at least they could eat their fill.

After the agricultural section concluded, the topic shifted to industrial development. The only parts Zhang Qingshan could grasp were "compulsory education" and "strengthening training." Essentially, it meant training, classes, and sending the children to school.

However, in the minds of Wu Youping, Zhao Tianlin, Xu Chengfeng, Lu Daoming, and others, the content He Rui presented was much more complex, even giving them a sense of excessive optimism.

Industry was the capital with which the Great Powers vied for world hegemony. Since the Self-Strengthening Movement, China had failed to truly achieve industrialization despite decades of effort. These young Chinese men, who had received higher education, believed that under He Rui's leadership and through arduous struggle, China could certainly reach the level of the Great Powers. Yet, in He Rui's description, the process of industrialization seemed as clear and straightforward as taking something out of a bag.

Of course, He Rui also described the massive workload and the enormous resources required. But to these comrades, such a workload felt trivial compared to the prospect of industrial progress. No one questioned it, largely because they didn't know what to say.

At noon, fresh and hot *Guobaorou* (Fried Pork in Scoop) and *Suancaiyu* (Sauerkraut Fish) were served at the dining gathering. Paired with multigrain pancakes made of a mixture of sorghum and corn flour, everyone enjoyed a delicious meal.

As they ate the meat, the comrades from the Animal Husbandry Department became the focus. Chen Deli, who was responsible for rural work, couldn't help but sigh. "Although green fodder is good, there's no way to feed it to pigs properly. No matter what we say, there are always farmers who feed pigs with green fodder until the pigs bloat to death or get sick. The farmers, distressed over their lost income, then vent their anger on the village cadres."

Zheng Silang, who had a somewhat impatient temper, couldn't help but ask, "How do those village cadres respond?"

"It's useless to talk to them. The farmers don't care about logic; they cry, make a scene, and threaten suicide. The village cadres are in a very difficult position."

The expressions of the leading cadres, whether they had received higher education or came from rural backgrounds, varied greatly—some were very unhappy, others deeply moved. However, everyone's gaze eventually fell on He Rui.

He Rui was just dipping a pancake into the soup and putting it in his mouth. Seeing everyone's eyes focused on him, he swallowed the bite before speaking. "Emphasizing input-output education during cadre training sounds simple. Obtaining fodder nearby saves a lot of effort; this is human nature. But to raise pigs well, one must have the right methods. During training, we must provide methods and be able to solve problems. This is very heavy work for the cadres; it requires everyone to be patient and capable of enduring grievances."

"We can't just let those people talk nonsense, can we?" Zheng Silang's young face was filled with the indignation characteristic of youth.

He Rui waved his hand. "Let them talk. As long as our cadres disseminate the content we need to propagate, other matters depend on whether the masses can accept it. And for the masses who can accept it, it depends on whether they can receive further support. There will always be people who make trouble, but there are also those who focus on the matter itself. We shouldn't get into emotional disputes with those who talk nonsense. Instead, those who focus on the task itself should receive the matching knowledge and education. I believe that in the face of interests, the eyes of the masses are sharp."

"...In the face of interests," Zheng Silang repeated, saying no more. Most of the other comrades felt something similar and also dropped the subject.

The meeting continued in the afternoon and lasted for three days. At the Party Congress, all party representatives solidified their understanding of the First Five-Year Plan. Just as the meeting was about to conclude, Zhuang Jiaxiong, who had already gone to the Changchun Industrial Bureau, raised a question that had been on his mind. "Chairman, why continue to invest in Siping? I believe Siping is not suitable for large-scale industrial construction."

The comrades all looked at He Rui earnestly. Every comrade working in an industrial department hoped their city could possess a complete industrial system. Fengtian, Changchun, and Harbin were all major cities with scales far exceeding Siping, and their conditions for developing industry were by no means inferior. Especially the comrades who had followed He Rui earlier, they had all considered the possibility of a "Great Siping Relocation." However, not only did this expected event not happen, but Siping had actually gathered even more industrial projects. Comrades inevitably felt He Rui was being too biased.

"Two reasons," He Rui answered decisively. "First, Siping is geographically much safer and can withstand a sudden surprise attack. The destruction of the Beiyang Machinery Bureau in Tianjin is a recent warning; I do not wish to see it happen again. Second, even Siping's current industry is far from forming a complete system. Regarding the so-called Great Siping Relocation, I believe what should be moved is an entire industrial system. Therefore, Siping should be a training base, with a large number of personnel coming here to receive training."

At this point, seeing the disappointed looks on their faces, He Rui couldn't help but smile. "Everyone thinks Siping's conditions aren't very good, and that is a correct thought. The Northeast is so vast; there are plenty of places more suitable for building an industrial system than Siping. We aren't doing it now simply because the time is not yet ripe. I can only say that Siping's industrial categories will increase, but the scale will not continue to expand. Correspondingly, provided safety is guaranteed, the industrial scale of every city will reach the level it should."

Although He Rui's answer didn't completely satisfy them, the leading cadres from the three provincial capitals showed joy in their expressions. At least they had something to look forward to!

After the Party Congress ended, the various representatives stayed in Siping to rest for a few more days. The work over the last six months had truly exhausted everyone, and gathering together now, they didn't want to immediately rush their separate ways.

But He Rui didn't have this leisure. He returned to Fengtian and accepted an exclusive interview with reporters from the *Asahi Shimbun* and the *Yomiuri Shimbun*.

The reporters from the two newspapers were familiar faces. Takeda from *Asahi Shimbun*, upon seeing He Rui, sighed after the initial greetings. "Since Your Excellency left Japan, *The Soul of the Army* has been far less interesting than before. It has now ceased publication."

Uesugi from *Yomiuri Shimbun* shared the same sentiment, but he didn't dwell on the past. He sighed, "Your Excellency's exclusive interview in July received a very good response. In particular, your evaluation of the Battle of Jutland was highly praised. The struggle of the German fleet was nothing more than a fierce attack by prisoners against their guards; it did not change the strategic situation of the German Navy. No matter how brilliant the tactical victory, it was of no avail. How does Your Excellency judge China's potential entry into the Allied Powers?"

"As you both know, I have always called for the Chinese central government to join the Allied Powers as soon as possible. Although I have no voice in the central government, based on scattered news I've heard, President Li Yuanhong may announce this news in the near future."

The eyes of the two reporters lit up. Takeda hurriedly pressed, "Is this news reliable?"

He Rui smiled. "I've only heard it. However, I have repeatedly called for it in domestic newspapers and have also submitted a petition to President Li Yuanhong. I imagine the President will always give it some thought."

The day after Yuan Shikai's death, according to the succession list he had established, Li Yuanhong, who was ranked first, succeeded as the President of the Republic of China. As a major figure who had been forcibly brought out to lead the situation after the Wuchang Uprising, Li Yuanhong was indeed the most suitable candidate at this time.

However, what Li Yuanhong did next was to attempt to overthrow the Beiyang system along the way by holding those responsible for the Hongxian monarchy accountable. This met with opposition from the Beiyang clique as a whole.

So what He Rui said was true; he had indeed published articles in newspapers and submitted petitions to Li Yuanhong and others. But He Rui didn't believe for a second that his words would actually have such a great effect.

The reason he did this was entirely because he wanted to gain recognition from the Allied Powers.

After the interview ended and the reporters were seen off, the French merchant Maglon came to visit. Upon seeing He Rui, he immediately said with excitement, "Your Excellency, mass production can begin."

"Oh?" He Rui didn't dare to fully trust Maglon's capacity; after all, this involved arms, and orders for Russian-pattern rifles did carry significant risk.

Maglon saw through He Rui's thoughts and continued, "The equipment has already started production. If it weren't for the fact that the factories in the south are not at the same level as those in the north, it should have arrived by now. But please rest assured, Your Excellency. Many people greatly appreciate your sincerity regarding joining the Allied Powers and acknowledge the production capacity you now possess. They are willing to cooperate with you."
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