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Chapter 110: For War, For Victory (1)

Volume 2 — Chapter 1

❧ ❧ ❧


In the Legation Quarter of the capital, where most foreign embassies were gathered, a New Year's reception was being held at the French Legation on January 1, 1917. Diplomats from various foreign missions attended with their wives.

Perhaps it was because the Battle of the Somme had ended and the Allied Powers had not been defeated by Germany, or perhaps the peaceful atmosphere of the Far East made it difficult for these diplomats to truly feel the brutality of the war. In any case, these well-dressed men and women were in high spirits and genuinely enjoying the joy of the New Year.

The British Minister, John Jordan, had completely moved on from the passing of his old acquaintance, Yuan Shikai. He was currently discussing the leading figures of China with the French Minister, his tone filled with disdain.

Just then, the Russian Minister appeared at the venue, attracting considerable attention. This was perhaps the treatment Russia deserved; after all, in the past year, Russia had achieved a major victory in the "Brusilov Offensive" during the summer. The Austro-Hungarian Empire had lost 1.1 million men, and German casualties had reached 350,000. Consequently, the Austro-Hungarian Empire's backbone had been broken, leaving it completely incapable of effective action in the subsequent stages of the war.

The British and French Ministers stepped forward to exchange pleasantries with the Russian Minister. Upon returning to his seat, the French Minister suddenly remembered something. "Your Excellency, the rifles produced by that young friend of Morrison's have actually passed Russia's acceptance inspection. Did you exert some influence?"

Jordan was taken aback. The region outside the pass was considered very underdeveloped even within China. If not for General He Rui, the Zhen'an General, going all out to attract investment and consistently expressing his stance that China should join the Allied Powers as soon as possible, Jordan would not have had a deep impression of him.

The reason he supported British merchants purchasing from outside the pass to some extent was that France's influence on Russia was too great. Since French merchants had gone to the Northeast, British merchants naturally had to go as well.

Facing the French Minister's question, Jordan smiled. "I should be the one asking you that."

The French Minister was slightly surprised but immediately dropped the subject. Jordan keenly sensed this shift and couldn't help but wonder: could the descriptions of the Northeast in Morrison's letters actually be true?

Jordan wasn't in a hurry. With Morrison serving as the Director of the Investment Promotion Bureau in the Northeast, it felt like having Robert Hart as the Inspector-General of the Qing Customs—he could always get firsthand information. Confirming the details was just a matter of writing a letter.

After the reception ended, Jordan suddenly remembered this matter before retiring to the embassy to rest and gave instructions to his secretary.

A week later, the secretary presented a thick letter to Jordan, who had completely forgotten about it. He only recalled mentioning it after his secretary reminded him.

After opening the letter and reading for a moment, Jordan frowned. In the letter, Morrison praised He Rui to the skies, stating that He Rui was the only powerful figure in all of China who truly possessed a global vision. This tone reminded Jordan of Morrison's praise for Yuan Shikai's imperial bid; it was precisely because of Morrison's efforts that Yuan Shikai had failed so miserably. In terms of friendship, Jordan's relationship with Yuan Shikai far exceeded Morrison's.

Continuing to read, Jordan finally found something of interest. He Rui's accounting methods were indeed amusing. While other Chinese warlords wanted weapons and support, He Rui was much shrewder. He was building his own military-industrial system and gaining favor by repeatedly expressing support for the Allied Powers.

After thinking it over, Jordan called his secretary and ordered, "Send a telegram to London. Many upper-class figures in China have realized the necessity of joining the Allied Powers, and General He Rui, the highest administrative official in the Northeast, is one of them..."

Jordan's telegram was merely archived; the Foreign Secretary only glanced at it before setting it aside. The Far East was a very unimportant place in Britain's current strategic landscape, as long as no trouble arose.

If the Minister of Munitions, Winston Churchill, hadn't specifically mentioned He Rui at the cabinet meeting on January 7th, the Foreign Secretary would have forgotten about this telegram entirely. But since it was brought up, the Foreign Secretary went back to retrieve the telegram. He Rui's name was indeed there, but the Foreign Secretary didn't understand how Churchill would know this person.

The Foreign Secretary's Principal Private Secretary had no such doubts. Seeing that his superior needed guidance, the secretary brought in several newspapers, specifically yesterday's issue of *The Times*. As an elite from a long-standing Civil Service tradition, the secretary turned to a specific page. The Foreign Secretary put on his glasses and saw the news report: "As the Chinese general most staunchly supporting the Allied Powers, General He Rui's administration in Northeast China has already loaded the first batch of weapons for transport to Russia. Accompanying them are large quantities of strategic supplies, including soybean oil, beet sugar, maltose..."

After finishing this article analyzing Northeast China as a stable supply base for Russian war materials, the Foreign Secretary took off his glasses. Now he understood what was going on. Without this *Times* article, fewer than five people in London would know the name He Rui. But with *The Times* report, the situation was completely different.

Seeing that his minister still seemed to fail to grasp He Rui's value, the chief secretary handed over several other newspapers, including *Le Figaro*.

The Foreign Secretary had no trouble reading French newspapers. Even in wartime, the French press couldn't resist taking jabs at the British. The article first attacked Minister of Munitions Churchill for escaping the investigation of the Dardanelles Commission and returning to politics. It then mocked Britain's incompetence, forcing the Ottoman Empire to the side of the Central Powers over a meaningless battleship.

Meanwhile, wise French merchants, led by Magloire, had opened up military production in Northeast China, providing urgently needed weapons and supplies to France's close ally, Russia.

Now the Foreign Secretary finally understood why Churchill had brought up a Chinese general. Since Churchill had returned to the political stage, the Foreign Secretary had no reason to oppose him. It was just leveraging the situation; the Foreign Office had plenty of ways to do that.

"Send a telegram inquiring about the needs of He Rui's military industrial enterprises," the Foreign Secretary ordered.

By 1917, radio was in widespread use. Through military channels, the Foreign Secretary's message quickly arrived in the capital. Jordan immediately realized his opportunity had come. But how could the Minister of the mighty British Empire personally visit a warlord? Jordan sent his secretary instead.

Regarding He Rui, the secretary was much more diligent than Jordan. On the way, he read the information about He Rui several times.

He Rui was born in 1890. At 16, he went to Japan to study at the Imperial Japanese Army Academy. After graduation, he served in the Japanese Army and subsequently passed the entrance exam for the Army War College. He returned to China in May 1915 and was immediately sent to the Northeast.

Having prepared for a long time on the train, the secretary was still somewhat surprised by He Rui's excessively youthful appearance when he saw him in person. At least in Europe, such looks would be considered under twenty. However, Chinese people generally looked younger, so the secretary reminded himself that he was facing a 26-year-old general, composed himself, and shook hands with He Rui.

Arriving at the General Zhen'an's Office, the secretary found that He Rui was not shocked by receiving British support, nor did he show the kind of smugness of a scheme succeeding.

"I fully understand Britain's desire for victory in this war, because I personally share the same wish. One of the biggest problems facing the Northeast right now is the need for copper, nickel, chromium—metals for manufacturing weapons and ammunition. The French side did promise to provide us with these materials, but their transport capacity is far below the British level, and supply is very tight. Recently, Russia has requested an order for ten million rounds of ammunition, and we simply have no way to fulfill it."

The secretary was prepared for He Rui to make exorbitant demands and smiled. "I wonder how much General He requires?"

He Rui waved his hand, and an adjutant brought up a list. The secretary took it and saw that the list was thoughtfully written in English, with a format completely following British reporting standards.

It clearly specified the chromium and nickel content required for each weapon, as well as the dimensions of the Russian standard Mosin-Nagant cartridges and the composition and quantity of gunpowder required. Below that, the total amount needed for the Russian requirements was listed.

When the secretary finished reading, He Rui said sincerely, "The minimum amount we need is this much. If the British side is willing to sell us additional amounts, we can continue production."

Hearing that He Rui wanted to "buy" rather than demand, the secretary relaxed. Although the money for these Russian weapons came from Britain and France anyway, business was business, and the British Empire would never accept extortion from He Rui.

So the secretary said, "Does Your Excellency have any other requests?"

He Rui answered sincerely, "In order to let the whole world see the sincerity of China's cooperation with the Allied Powers, I suggest a joint military exercise between the British garrison in China and our Northeast troops. This will effectively demonstrate solidarity and express the appropriate attitude."

The secretary was momentarily stunned by this suggestion. Just as He Rui said, a joint military exercise itself signified an attitude, a declaration. Whether Germany would be frightened was unknown, but Japan would certainly feel nervous.

Thinking of Japan's attitude and the current view of the British Far Eastern Department towards Japan, the secretary felt that holding such an exercise would actually be a good choice. But this thought only churned in his mind for a moment before dissipating; such a major matter was not something a secretary could decide.

So the secretary smiled and said, "I understand Your Excellency's attitude. The urgent task now is to provide more supplies to Russia. As you just mentioned, the materials are available, but we need more key metals. If you wish to increase production capacity, we also need more complete sets of equipment."

"Do you have a plan?" the secretary asked.

He Rui had his adjutant bring another plan. "This is the plan drafted by Mr. Morrison, the Director of our Investment Promotion Bureau. Mr. Morrison is also here; if you have anything you don't understand, you can ask him."

The secretary looked at Morrison sitting nearby, feeling that this political intermediary had found a new partner after Yuan Shikai.

Since Morrison had placed his bets, the secretary asked, "Mr. Morrison, do you have a moment?"



★


Chapter 111 For War, For Victory (2)

Volume 2 — Chapter 2

❧ ❧ ❧


"Please, you must believe in General He's attitude." Morrison emphasized this point for the second time in his conversation with Jordan's secretary.

For a high-level conversation, speaking this way was already inappropriate. Morrison said this because he realized the secretary's evaluation of He Rui was very similar to his view of Indian princes. But Morrison did not want to converse on such a foolish premise.

Just as Morrison was speaking with Jordan's secretary, He Rui received a guest from Japan. Sakata Keiji, a junior classmate from the Academy who had been posted to the Kwantung Leased Territory after graduation, had set out along the South Manchuria Railway in his capacity as a railway security inspector and found the opportunity to visit He Rui.

"Senior! Long time no see!" Sakata Keiji saluted He Rui.

He Rui stepped forward to shake his hand. "Indeed, it has been a long time. How are the comrades in Japan?"

Sakata Keiji replied somewhat embarrassedly, "Report to Senior, Ishiwara asked me to convey his apologies. *Military Soul* has ceased publication. Everyone wanted to keep the newspaper going, but after you left, Senior, some people with ill intentions infiltrated the group and wrote many articles with ulterior motives. In order to prevent *Military Soul* from being used by them, the comrades collectively withdrew and announced the suspension of the publication."

"You did the right thing," He Rui praised.

The two sat down, and Sakata Keiji began to recount the recent situation in Japan. Just as He Rui had predicted, Japan's finances had improved rapidly, but the people's standard of living had not improved accordingly.

"Senior, the classmates are all very eager to know about the land reform you are conducting in Manchuria. But there is too little news about this; it is not mentioned at all in Japan. Instead, they want to use your reputation to promote themselves."

He Rui welcomed such interest. "I will arrange for you to visit the land reform sites. As for the results, why don't you write a report on what you see? When you send your report back to Japan, I will also send a copy of our local land reform summary to Japan."

Sakata Keiji was somewhat surprised. "Senior intends to show us the government work report?"

He Rui understood why Sakata was surprised and couldn't help laughing. "What is so strange about that? National policies are meant to be made public. Should I conceal them just because they differ from current mainstream politics? Sakata-kun, in Chinese history—the Han, Tang, and Ming dynasties—all conducted large-scale land distribution. Other acts of granting land were even more numerous. The land reform I am executing now can hardly be called a pioneering act."

"Yes, what Senior says is true," Sakata Keiji replied hastily.

After chatting for a while longer, Sakata Keiji rose to take his leave. Once on the train, Sakata picked up a simple handwritten Japanese outline of the land reform that He Rui had given him and began to read.

Due to time constraints, the content of the outline was not detailed. Even so, Sakata Keiji was impressed by the fundamental concepts. When He Rui was in Japan, he had made many incisive expositions on the future development of the world. Especially regarding the development of civilization, He Rui's views were far more profound than the concepts popular among young Japanese military officers.

As a Japanese national and a graduate of the Army War College, Sakata Keiji bore no special goodwill toward He Rui personally. Acknowledging He Rui's ability did not equate to liking him.

However, seeing this outline, Sakata could not help but feel respect for He Rui. Just as He Rui had previously stated in student gatherings, one must absolutely not view land reform from a moral standpoint, nor view it as an act of benevolence. The purpose of land reform is to rationalize relations of production and eliminate social contradictions; it is a thoroughly materialist policy.

Now seeing He Rui's summary of the Northeast land reform with his own eyes, Sakata Keiji recalled the words He Rui had once spoken. In Japan, there were indeed ideas about equalizing land, and the number of people daring to voice such 'heretical' views was increasing. The common people were suffering too much; heavy land rents and taxes were crushing the ordinary Japanese populace to the point of suffocation.

Landless Japanese people could only work in factories with atrocious conditions, and women even had to go to European-controlled Southeast Asia to sell their bodies. Although the Anglo-Japanese Alliance was still being maintained, this was the only opportunity Britain afforded Japan. The privilege for Japanese women to sell themselves in Southeast Asia was the goodwill Britain showed as an ally.

Therefore, the majority of young officers in Japan believed they must fight a decisive war with the Western nations, and they viewed this war as a clash of civilizations.

The train arrived in Siping, and Sakata Keiji went to the Japanese Concession. Originally, there was only one platoon of Japanese troops here, along with some Japanese merchants and concession administration personnel. Seeing that the Japanese Concession was extremely desolate, vastly different from reports, Sakata Keiji immediately summoned the platoon leader for questioning.

Admission to the Japanese Army War College was strict; graduates were generally required to be under 26 years old and hold the rank of Lieutenant or higher. After graduation, War College students typically started as Majors. A platoon leader would truly be trembling with fear before a Major.

"Report, Major. The Chinese in the concession have all moved to the city area," the platoon leader answered.

"Why?" Sakata Keiji asked with a stern face. He did not want people to know of his relationship with He Rui, so he felt using a displeased tone would be better.

The platoon leader did not know how to answer for a moment. Japan only held concessions in China; if the Chinese left the concessions, the Japanese could not control them. But the impact of the Chinese leaving was significant. First, the concession lost revenue. Whether doing business, attending school, or seeking medical treatment, Chinese people in the Japanese Concession had brought in significant income for Japanese merchants and the concession. Their departure greatly reduced this, affecting the Japanese army itself as well.

Seeing the platoon leader's expression, Sakata Keiji realized the situation was worse than he had imagined. He didn't bother asking more. He walked around the concession and saw that Japanese-run schools had closed and Japanese shops were deserted. Many houses were empty, and some Chinese families were packing up to move.

This made Sakata Keiji feel uneasy. His classmates at the War College all acknowledged He Rui's personal strength, but what country didn't have a few outstanding figures? If the scale were expanded to the national level, Japan had considerable confidence when facing China.

But the current situation made Sakata feel anxious. He Rui had given him not only a handwritten Japanese outline but also a Chinese summary.

Although it was strenuous to read, Sakata Keiji did his utmost to read it carefully and felt he understood most of it. The land reform and land distribution had clarified that the grain tax imposed on the Northeast populace resulted in a thirty-seventy split.

In Japan, the ratio was also roughly thirty-seventy, but in the Northeast, the farmers kept seven and the state took three, with no landlords collecting rent in between. In Japan, this ratio was reversed: the people only received thirty percent of the grain harvest, while the other seventy percent was taken by the government and landlords.

Sakata Keiji did not dare to fully believe He Rui could achieve such a level in just one year, but seeing the population exodus in the Japanese Concession, he had to admit it was likely true.

Just as He Rui said, the purpose of land reform had nothing to do with morality; it was to rationalize relations of production and eliminate social contradictions. When the Northeast local government could provide a better life, the people of Northeast China would naturally move towards that better life.

Thinking of this, Sakata Keiji found someone to change his clothes into ordinary Chinese civilian attire and decided to go outside the concession into Siping City to take a look.

He Rui had once described a new life to young Japanese officers in Tokyo. Now was the time to see if He Rui could actually realize such a life.

But as he was about to step across the line separating the concession from Chinese territory—a line that actually had no physical barrier—Sakata Keiji hesitated. If what He Rui said could truly be realized, should Sakata rejoice or worry?

As a graduate of the Japanese Army War College, Sakata had insight into judging strategic situations. Britain was able to possess a huge advantage in Europe because it could fully utilize the fragmented situation of Europe for manipulation, taking the so-called policy of neutrality to the extreme.

But in Asia, Japan had been a small country for thousands of years because the adjacent continent was unified by a powerful China. As an peripheral state, Japan had absolutely no room to intervene.

This was the fate of island nations adjacent to a continent. Pushing back 2,000 years, the European continent had the Roman Empire and the Germanic barbarians to the north. The British Isles were then just a desolate place, letting various tribes come and go.

If He Rui made China strong, and He Rui himself did not execute the new civilizational model he had described to the young military men in Tokyo, then Japan's fate would be singular: to be crushed by a powerful China.

Thinking of this, his steps, which should have been light, became incredibly heavy. Yet, Sakata Keiji still took that step, stepping onto the land controlled by the Chinese Northeast Government.
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Chapter 112: For War, For Victory (3)

Volume 2 — Chapter 3

❧ ❧ ❧


Sakata Keiji walked several laps around the streets of Siping but failed to find a single beggar or wandering child. He did, however, see quite a few schools and many factories. Everyone on the street seemed to have something to do, especially the porters. Although their carts still had wooden wheels, they were reinforced with iron parts, and the axles were also made of iron, making them move much more lightly and quickly on the roads than traditional wooden carts.

The police patrolling the streets wore sharp uniforms and stood out in the crowd. The people did not fear the police; some acquaintances even greeted them. The police would simply nod wordlessly and continue their patrols.

High walls surrounded the factories, with guards stationed at the gates. Workers lined up to enter and leave at the start and end of their shifts. This orderly process made it impossible for Sakata Keiji to discern the internal organization of the factories.

The arsenal was located quite far from the city center. The gates were guarded by soldiers with live ammunition, and troops patrolled outside the walls. Just as Sakata Keiji was considering how he might get inside to visit, two cars arrived and stopped at the gate. The doors opened, and two Europeans stepped out. They handed their credentials to the guard. The guard examined them for a while, then took out a logbook to verify something, and finally leaned into the car to inspect the interior for a moment before opening the gate and allowing the Europeans' cars to drive into the arsenal.

As the vehicles entered, the heavy gate immediately closed, once again blocking Sakata Keiji’s view.

Sakata Keiji felt a bit indignant. Although He Rui believed that China would have a decisive showdown with the European and American powers, he still relied so heavily on Europeans. It truly seemed like his words and actions did not match. He Rui’s cooperation with the Japanese side was too scarce; at least in Japan, there was no news of any cooperative projects.

If Sakata Keiji knew that those entering the arsenal were representatives sent by the British and French ministers, he would likely have been even more unhappy.

The British Minister's secretary and the French Legation counselor were unaware of the Japanese officer grumbling outside. They seriously inspected the Siping arsenal, seeing European technicians directing production in every workshop. British and French equipment was in operation, making various noises depending on the processing task.

There were military attachés among the group. They randomly selected a batch of Mosin-Nagant rifles and took them to the shooting range workshop within the massive factory for test firing. The attachés loaded Russian-produced bullets into the rifles produced by the Siping arsenal. Amidst the gunshots, holes appeared one by one on the target paper. The final result showed that the Russian-produced bullets loaded perfectly into the rifles, proving that the magazine machining met the standards. The sights and rifle accuracy were by no means inferior to the Mosin-Nagant rifles produced in Russia.

After the inspection, Morrison, the Director of the Northeast Investment Promotion Bureau who had brought them there, secretly breathed a sigh of relief, a hint of a smile appearing on his serious face. If the inspection results by the British and French attachés had been unsatisfactory, it would naturally have greatly affected He Rui's credit. Since the results were satisfactory, things would head in the other direction—the direction Morrison expected.

The French counselor, however, did not look pleased; instead, he frowned. He thought for a while, walked up to Morrison, and said, "Mr. Morrison, I would like to station Russian and French attachés at the arsenal to conduct random inspections on every batch of weapons."

Hearing this request, Morrison felt it was acceptable. But the factory manager, Song Xilian, frowned immediately upon hearing the translation. Seeing that Morrison did not answer, he said to Morrison, "Director Morrison, they want to station people inside the arsenal?"

Morrison initially just thought the request was understandable and within an acceptable range. Hearing the manager's question, Morrison began to feel that the request was indeed somewhat unreasonable. The arsenal was a sensitive area and could not allow outsiders to be stationed there.

Since the manager opposed it, Morrison felt he perhaps should make the manager understand the urgency of the matter. He advised that there were already so many foreign technicians in the arsenal, and the new inspectors would just be technicians as well.

The manager heard this but was not persuaded. "Director Morrison, the technicians are here to help us with production. What are those inspectors here to do? They are here to put a stranglehold on us!"

Morrison hadn't expected the manager to be so firm, and there was some truth to his words. Whether to stand on the side of Europe or on He Rui's side—Morrison thought for a while and told the French counselor that he would give him a reply tomorrow.

The group left the factory, and Morrison went straight to Siping Mayor Wu Youping. If Wu Youping could accept such a request, the arsenal manager would have to obey orders. After listening to Morrison's account, Wu Youping frowned slightly but soon relaxed his brow. "Director Morrison, I will send someone to invite the French counselor over. Can you wait?"

Morrison felt he had been a bit careless. If he had brought the French counselor along, it would have saved a lot of time.

Fortunately, the distance wasn't far. The French counselor and the secretary to the British Minister, Jordan, were invited to Wu Youping's office together. Wu Youping did not cut directly to the issue but poured rum for the two of them so they could have a drink first.

The rum was brewed from molasses and had a fragrant aroma. In the comfortable scent filling the room, Wu Youping spoke. "I would like to know, is the request for Russian soldiers to be stationed in the arsenal intended to accelerate production efficiency, or to satisfy Russia?"

"Does Mr. Mayor think we are trying to curry favor with Russia?" the British Minister's secretary asked in a cold tone.

Wu Youping chuckled. "I think it is because you gentlemen do not believe that we can mass-produce high-quality weapons."

Now both the secretary and the French counselor fell silent. However, the attitude shown in their expressions already explained their thoughts; Wu Youping had hit on at least part of the reason.

"I do not oppose quality inspections, but this does not solve the fundamental problem. I hope you two can take a message back to Beijing. We request that Britain and France send more engineers and technicians to our factories to help us improve our production capacity. This is our request list." As he spoke, Wu Youping took out two documents and handed them to the British and French diplomats.

The diplomats did not care about these technical issues. After browsing through them and confirming that the contents of the documents matched what Wu Youping had said, both closed the documents and continued to look at Wu Youping.

Wu Youping replied calmly, "Our goals are the same. As long as it enables the Allied Powers to achieve victory as quickly as possible, we look forward to more cooperation. Once the British and French engineers and technicians arrive at our factories and begin guiding us, we will invite Russian personnel into the factory for spot checks."

Seeing Wu Youping respond this way, Morrison momentarily suspected that Wu Youping had already received orders from He Rui. But this matter was initiated by the French counselor, and Morrison did not think the French counselor was controlled by He Rui. He began to lean towards thinking that Wu Youping had made the decision himself.

Watching this young mayor handle the issue—though still a bit green, it was already showing promise—Morrison couldn't help but sigh with emotion. The response methods of the Northeast's main officials when facing forces outside of China had changed significantly.

In the eyes of the Beiyang government, foreign powers were a special existence. Beiyang did not want foreign powers to intervene in Chinese affairs, but would think of using foreign powers when they were desperate. This contradictory attitude made Beiyang's foreign policy very incoherent.

He Rui was not like this. Relying on Morrison's connections and the financial support provided by He Rui, in the past five months, an article about He Rui had appeared roughly every month in influential British and French newspapers.

Ordinary British and French people didn't care; they didn't know where Northeast China was and had even less interest in an Oriental general.

But the European and American upper classes had noticed He Rui's existence, which was exactly He Rui's goal. This young General Zhen'an was striving to mold himself into a local Chinese authority figure who could be completely understood by European nations. A qualified power holder in the European perspective.

If this image-building continued, it was very likely that He Rui would become the supreme authority in China recognized by both Britain and France. Moreover, He Rui did not gain recognition by bowing and scraping; it was evident that He Rui positioned his image as a partner.

Although he didn't know if such efforts would succeed, Morrison believed that Wu Youping was at least trying to execute He Rui's goals according to his own understanding.

The British and French diplomats did not consult with each other. The French counselor stated that he would contact the French Minister to China, but that the stationing of Russian personnel in the arsenal was also mandatory.

Hearing this answer, Wu Youping replied calmly, "I believe both are mandatory. Until the French Minister gives a clear answer, I will not allow foreign soldiers to be stationed in our arsenal."

"Mr. Mayor, your attitude is somewhat stubborn," the French counselor replied with dissatisfaction.

Wu Youping was unmoved. "We are the masters of our arsenal. If the Counselor considers this stubbornness, then I will hold fast to this stubbornness."
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Sakata Keiji spent two days walking all over Siping, and the doubts in his heart grew stronger and stronger.

The residents of Siping were not wealthy, but neither were they particularly destitute. Everyone was working hard to make a living, and the city itself was functioning normally. This was what confused Sakata Keiji—why was there so little abnormality in this city?

The normality within Siping City highlighted the abnormality of the Japanese concession. Most of the Chinese remaining in the Japanese concession were dishonest characters, or simply opium addicts. These people feared the orderly Siping City as a wild beast fears thunder.

Drugs had already been eliminated within Siping City. Drug traffickers were executed by firing squad immediately after public trials, while addicts were sent to rehabilitation centers. According to Japanese merchants in the Siping concession, He Rui's crackdown on drugs was ruthless; even Japanese pharmacies and merchants had been subjected to comprehensive searches. The death rate among those forced to undergo withdrawal was high, yet during the process, He Rui had surprisingly arranged for quite a few medical personnel to provide medical services to these people in the rehab centers.

It wasn't strange that He Rui would do this. What astonished Sakata Keiji was that the Japanese merchants didn't mention He Rui's troops taking any of their property during the searches. Since the Japanese merchants only lamented the confiscation of their opium—and the threat that they would die if they dared to sell it again—it proved just how strict the discipline of He Rui's troops truly was. If He Rui's subordinates had taken even a single needle while performing their official duties, the Japanese merchants, with their nature, would have etched it into their memory.

After finishing his tour and before heading to his final stop, Changchun, Sakata Keiji felt distressed. If someone trafficked drugs within Japan, Sakata would unhesitatingly advocate for their execution. He absolutely did not support drug trafficking itself.

However, when it came to selling drugs to China to earn huge profits, Sakata felt that if Japanese merchants were the ones earning this money, while he certainly didn't like it, he couldn't genuinely oppose it either.

When He Rui lectured in Tokyo, he had said that holding such thoughts was due to the influence of narrow nationalism. At the time, Sakata felt he was not a narrow-minded person. But hearing merchants talk about the profits from previous drug trafficking, Sakata found he couldn't help but be tempted.

While waiting for the train, Sakata smoked a cigarette, his heart filled with mixed feelings. Having passed the exams for the Army War College, he had always considered himself an exceptionally excellent person, believing he had overcome traits like narrow-mindedness. Yet the facts seemed to suggest otherwise. If everything was pushed onto patriotism, then since China was Japan's potential enemy, selling drugs to China to weaken it might not only *not* be an evil act, but might even be a virtue.

If one believed that selling drugs to an enemy was right, then it proved that drug trafficking wasn't wrong, only trafficking to one's own country was wrong. He Rui said this was a kind of narrow nationalism, and he wasn't wrong.

Siping cigarettes were cheap, and Sakata could afford them. Smoking one after another, the struggle in Sakata's heart rose and fell. If narrow nationalism was incorrect, but one removed the pillar of nationalism from one's philosophy, wouldn't the nation teeter on the verge of collapse? What kind of strong pillar could be used to make the country itself stronger, to make it better? Could economic development replace nationalism? Sakata didn't think so.

The whistle sounded, urging passengers to board. Sakata Keiji, his mind full of doubts, boarded the train, carrying these questions with him towards Changchun.

***

He Rui was currently facing Morrison, the Director of the Investment Bureau. Morrison explained Wu Youping's demands to He Rui, then advised, "General, there is no need for us to go to this extent."

Reports regarding Wu Youping's demands had been sent over long ago. Even without the reports, He Rui felt Wu Youping's demands were perfectly reasonable.

"Director Morrison, I believe that when the British and French diplomatic personnel made their demands, their starting point was incorrect. Even if we view this from a high-minded perspective, the object they wish to satisfy is the Russians, not the winning of the war."

Morrison did not agree with He Rui's view. "Russia's requirements for the weapons are also for the sake of achieving victory."

"I do not oppose Russia stationing inspectors here for random checks. However, I believe the reason Mayor Wu opposes it lies in the fact that the British and French diplomats have made excessive demands. Our arsenal is currently exerting one hundred percent of its effort just to maintain the quality of the weapons, but such effort has not received sufficient respect. Problems with machining precision are an inevitability, not an accident. If we want to improve efficiency, we must receive help from more experienced engineers and technicians. Once engineers and technicians arrive at the factory and begin working effectively, the yield rate will naturally increase significantly. At that time, random inspections will be no problem. Have Britain and France strived for the goal of winning the war? Have they adopted methods that conform to the laws of industrial production? Speaking diplomatically, I have grounds to question their objectives!"

Hearing He Rui speak like this, Morrison felt both amused and helpless. It had to be said, the British and French diplomats really hadn't considered it this way. It wasn't that these people were deliberately causing trouble, but because they genuinely didn't understand industrial production. Given the current shortage of industrial goods in Britain and France, why would anyone who understood industrial management be running around as a diplomat!

Let alone this group, even a Minister to China like Jordan—who looked majestic and imposing in China—what would he count for back in London? If Jordan returned to the UK now and wanted to seek a better position, he would still have to use money to buy office, bowing and scraping to recommend himself to the big shots in London.

Morrison looked at He Rui and decided to test his thinking. "General, if the British and French governments are dissatisfied with your response strategy and stop placing orders, what then?"

Such a 'threat' amused He Rui. "Heh, Director Morrison, that is impossible. If a few errand-running diplomats could decide Britain and France's Far East policy, Britain and France would absolutely not hold their current status in the world today. Policy formulation is a very pragmatic matter. Our rifle prices are lower than the market price not because we are willing to earn less, but to improve cost-effectiveness. After all, no one has much confidence in Chinese industrial products. Therefore, such cooperation is itself the result of compromise by all parties. The demands made by those errand-running diplomats are requirements targeted at mature arsenals; applying such standards to us is inappropriate. I believe the British and French sides are very clear on this point."

Faced with this helpless reality, Morrison nodded resignedly. Just as he wanted to say something else, he saw He Rui break into a smile. "However, this needs to be written up as an interesting news article. Director Morrison, could I ask you to help polish it?"

"Polish it? Is there already a draft?" Morrison was surprised.

He Rui picked up a pen. "Not yet, but there will be in a moment."
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On January 21, 1917, *The Times* published Morrison's report. On January 23, *Le Figaro* published a similar piece, though written with a distinctively French flair.

Contrary to Morrison's concerns, no one looked down on He Rui because of China's current state. Since European society, from the elite to the working class, did not believe China was capable of building an industrial system in the first place, encountering difficulties was seen as natural, not laughable. Instead, the detailed account of the hardships involved in constructing the Northeast Arsenal garnered appreciation from many readers.

However, the perspectives of the upper and lower classes diverged significantly. The lower classes saw the struggle of building an arsenal; the upper classes saw the production capacity. British Minister of Munitions Winston Churchill, who had initially sought to exploit He Rui's news value, now realized that He Rui's practical value might be even greater. An arsenal capable of producing inexpensive rifles was truly invaluable at this juncture.

In France, the husband of Magloire's lover—the French Minister of Munitions—returned home after work and found the people he had summoned waiting for him.

"You are to go to China and participate in the construction of the arsenal," the Minister ordered.

"Go to China?" The young men were astonished. "What is there for us to do in such a place?"

The Minister offered no explanation, simply commanding, "Russia needs more munitions. Your job is to increase production capacity!"

Ignoring the young men's thoughts, he immediately ordered them to go back and pack their luggage.

After the young men departed, the Minister walked to the window. Watching their somewhat disgruntled retreating figures, he sighed inwardly, thinking that the youth truly did not understand the painstaking efforts of their elders. A new round of conscription was about to begin. It was no longer appropriate to send these people to the colonies, as the colonies had also begun mass conscripting young men for the war.

At such a time, the official options available to him were limited. Sending them to China to join military production was the method least likely to attract criticism. Of course, this was also thanks to the report in *Le Figaro*, which made the people of Paris aware that such an arsenal existed, producing equipment for the Allied Powers and in urgent need of Allied technical support.

*Live well!* The Minister sighed in his heart.

However, only a minority could be sent to the Chinese arsenal. Soon, this matter was forgotten by the public.

***

In April, France launched an offensive against Germany. The battlefield, stagnant for months, was once again filled with smoke and fire. Heavy artillery groups on both sides began to roar, hurling countless shells at each other.

Originally, the French command believed that artillery bombardment could minimize French casualties. Coupled with the fact that the Nivelle offensive sector was small in area, they optimistically estimated casualties at ten thousand.

However, within forty-eight hours, the recorded French casualties exceeded 98,000. It was estimated that the actual casualties were likely double that figure.

The military hospitals, prepared for ten thousand casualties, were not just overcrowded—they were completely overwhelmed. The wounded could not receive timely treatment; they were piled up like trash throughout the hospitals. In the corridors, in the rooms, in the tents—everywhere was filled with the screams and groans of the dying. They clutched their bleeding wounds, yet no one came to help.

Light wounds turned into severe injuries; severe injuries led to death. Some wounded soldiers, unable to bear the environment, painfully tried to crawl out of the military hospitals. Yet more wounded were being transported in, blocking the corridors completely. No one could get in, and no one could get out. The stench of blood permeated the hospitals, driving many soldiers to madness. They stood up, bleeding, roaring and shoving.

Some lightly wounded soldiers kicked open the fences and rushed out, ignoring the guards' attempts to stop them, and began to head towards the rear. At this moment, the soldiers no longer had any will to fight for their country. They had only one thought left: escape this place, escape home. The French soldiers did not want to fight anymore!

Over the next half-month, a massive wave of desertion erupted throughout the French army. The number of deserters in just two weeks exceeded the total number of deserters from the past two years combined by several times, perhaps even ten times.

The news of the great mutiny in the French army shocked the upper echelons of Britain and France. In this time of war, news was strictly censored. Therefore, the ordinary French soldiers did not actually know that the February Revolution had broken out in Russia, overthrowing the Tsar's rule and establishing a new government.

The pressure on the Central Powers dropped precipitously. If the German army launched a fierce attack at this moment, the French army would likely suffer a total collapse.

It was also at this moment that *The Times* and *Le Figaro* once again published "good news" about the war. The Chinese Beiyang Government had begun to show interest in joining the Allied Powers. Moreover, it was not just China joining unilaterally; there was a possibility that the United States and China would join the Allies together and declare war on the Central Powers.

In addition to this news, there was also good news from the Northeast Arsenal in China. With the assistance of British and French engineers and mechanics, the arsenal's production capacity had increased significantly, now capable of producing 20,000 rifles and 6 million rounds of ammunition per month.

For Britain and France, this was indeed good news. But in the Imperial Japanese Army General Staff Headquarters—a member of the Allied Powers—this was treated as negative intelligence.

Lieutenant Colonel Itagaki Seishiro, He Rui's junior alumnus and the head of the newly established "He Agency" (specifically tasked with monitoring He Rui), personally presented a report to the General Staff.

"According to our investigation, the production output of 20,000 rifles and 6 million rounds per month appears to be genuine," Itagaki Seishiro concluded, looking up at the faces of the generals. The generals wore solemn expressions; such news indeed put pressure on them.

"However, this capacity is built upon the foundation of Britain and France providing He Rui with large quantities of metals. Almost 100% of the copper, chromium, and nickel is imported by He Rui from Britain and France. According to this subordinate's investigation, Britain and France are not indulging He Rui; they conduct extremely strict reviews of his imports and exports."

After Itagaki finished, he waited for instruction from the senior generals. The generals remained silent, so Itagaki continued to recount the recent findings of the "He Agency."

Since Japan controlled the South Manchuria Railway, there was clear data on the raw materials transported to He Rui's arsenals. Currently, He Rui could only produce coal, iron ore, and the corresponding steel.

While self-produced steel was indeed important, steel alone could not support a military industry. He Rui not only had to import metals from Britain and France but also had to import saltpeter from Britain to produce gunpowder. All data clearly indicated that the weapons and ammunition produced by He Rui's arsenal were sold to Russia and were not kept to arm He Rui's own troops.

Given the current situation, Britain and France wished they could send every single rifle and every single bullet to the Russian army to keep them attacking Germany.

Of course, if Japan were to suddenly attack the Northeast now, He Rui could withhold the Mosin-Nagant rifles to arm his own army. But clearly, Japan had no such intention. Even if they did, Japan dared not create new complications at this juncture.

After Lieutenant Colonel Itagaki, head of the "He Agency," finished his briefing, the generals asked a few questions. Thanks to the effectiveness of Japanese intelligence gathering, Itagaki's answers were decisive and detailed.

Once the questioning ended and the generals began their deliberations, Itagaki Seishiro withdrew. Outside, Itagaki lit a "Siping" brand cigarette, noting that the flavor of the tobacco had improved significantly.

Intelligence work was arduous, but it came with many perks. For instance, these Chinese cigarettes, which cost less than a third of the market price of Japanese cigarettes, allowed Itagaki to use them as gifts.

Smoking the cigarette, Itagaki considered his work. Establishing a special intelligence agency targeting a specific Army War College graduate was a first in the history of the Japanese military. The more he investigated, the more Itagaki felt that the Army War College was truly a place of hidden dragons and crouching tigers. Who could have imagined that He Rui possessed such strength in industrial development?

But as the investigation showed, the extent of Britain and France's aid to He Rui matched the extent of their wariness. As soon as Britain and France cut off the supply, He Rui's arsenal would have to stop work or produce weapons of inferior quality. Therefore, He Rui's production capacity did not pose a threat to Japan.

It was not just Itagaki who saw it this way; the generals of the Japanese General Staff held a similar view. Thus, the content of their discussion gradually shifted from He Rui to the Anglo-Japanese Alliance.

If Britain was so wary of He Rui and absolutely refused to give him the opportunity to develop freely, they naturally held the same view of Japan. It was just that Japan had already built its own military industry. Even if Britain withdrew its support, Japan could rely on its own military industry to complete its military construction.

"He Rui said that once the Allied Powers win, Britain will not continue the Anglo-Japanese Alliance. And He Rui's prediction about the Russian revolution has come true..."

Someone in the meeting raised this untimely question—one that perhaps shouldn't have been asked—causing most of the generals to frown slightly. The sudden collapse of the Russian Romanov Dynasty, which had lasted over 300 years, had left the Japanese General Staff somewhat bewildered.

The thought that perhaps they could take advantage of this opportunity to do something, perhaps even acquire more territory, lingered in the minds of many generals.

Just then, the person who had mentioned He Rui's prediction spoke again, "Since Britain is so wary of He Rui, is it possible they intend to use He Rui to construct a new balance of power in the Far East?"
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May 12, 1917. He Rui walked into the Party Committee meeting room in Siping. The comrades waiting inside immediately stopped their discussion. Cheng Ruofan saluted immediately and followed up by saying, "Chairman, on behalf of the comrades, I would like to ask a question. Since Tsarist Russia has already fallen, why must we wait until winter to make our move to recover the Chinese Eastern Railway?"

He Rui was very satisfied with this question. Waving for the comrades to sit down, He Rui asked, "For us to recover the Chinese Eastern Railway, we need a specific external environment. What kind of external environment do you think that should be?"

The comrades hadn't expected He Rui to ask such a question. Some frowned, some stroked their chins. While everyone was thinking, Xu Chengfeng answered, "We need the Allied Powers to acknowledge our actions."

He Rui knew Xu Chengfeng's answer was correct, but he saw that the other comrades might not necessarily understand Xu Chengfeng's point of view. He Rui decided to remain silent for the moment, waiting for the comrades to raise their doubts first.

Sure enough, some comrades raised questions based on the knowledge they had learned, "If we make a move against Russia, according to the principle of 'Allied Unity' among the Great Powers, how could they possibly acknowledge us?"

Xu Chengfeng immediately expressed his opposition, "For the Great Powers to be united, their principal contradictions must be aligned. We aren't making a move now because Russia is still a member of the Allied Powers. But what if Russia breaks away from the Allied Powers?"

Quite a few newly joined comrades were left dumbfounded by Xu Chengfeng's judgment. "Will Russia really break away from the Allied Powers?"

He Rui looked at those 'old comrades'. Well, the 'old comrades' were also only in their twenties, having joined the revolution just two years ago. Although the 'old comrades' clearly agreed with Xu Chengfeng's view, they still had many doubts and uncertainties. Finally, all eyes fell on He Rui.

"Comrades, why did the revolution break out in Russia? I made an analysis in the relevant report." He Rui began to question them, to see how well these comrades had prepared.

As expected, someone recalled the content of the report and suddenly realized, "Russia suffered too many losses in the war, so the soldiers wanted revolution."

"Seeing no possibility of victory in the war, although the Russian army still wanted to defend their country, they lost interest in continuing the war."

These were all points He Rui had written in the report, but they weren't the complete picture. He Rui waited until everyone had said their piece before offering his analysis, "The Tsar has fallen. In order to gain recognition from the Allied Powers, the new Russian government will continue the war. But the Russian army is no longer willing to fight, so the new government that insists on war will also fall. However, before the new government falls, and before Russia withdraws from the war, we cannot recover the Chinese Eastern Railway, because the Allied Powers cannot accept such a thing..."

"Why must we be considerate of the foreigners?" A comrade raised a question.

He Rui looked at the comrades. Only a few were unmoved by such a question. For instance, Xu Chengfeng only sighed slightly, showing regret in his expression, but not a trace of wavering.

He Rui then answered, "We must seek truth from facts when analyzing problems. Even if we are in a disadvantaged position, we must realistically recognize our current reality, otherwise we will be influenced by wishful thinking. The Central Government will join the Allied Powers before long. After the new Russian government falls, the next government to take the stage will inevitably be one that responds to the Russian people's will to withdraw from the war. At that time, Russia will have abandoned its obligations as a member of the Allied Powers. If we recover the Chinese Eastern Railway then, we can obtain the recognition of the Allied Powers."

Seeing He Rui's firm attitude, everyone was unwilling to argue further. Someone tried to smooth things over, "Since the Chairman predicts it can be done in winter, it's actually not that long away."

He Rui sighed in his heart. If possible, He Rui hoped the comrades could understand international politics. Although international society is a jungle society, a jungle society is not without its internal order. For the sake of using power more effectively, some basic rules will still be observed.

However, He Rui hadn't prepared to discuss these matters when he came to Siping. Since the topic had ended, He Rui began the work arrangements he had prepared.

"From now on, Fengtian, Changchun, and Harbin must start establishing local arsenals and begin producing weapons. Once the current Russian government falls, Britain and France will have no choice but to support local powers within Russia, and their orders for weapons will decrease. By the end of this year, our weapons production will shift to primarily producing our own weapons. We still have half a year..."

This was a plan He Rui formulated based on existing resources, covering mechanical processing, weapon trial production and finalization, conscription, and retirement systems. Just summarizing it took a long time.

After listening to this, different departments had to discuss and study the tasks assigned to them to clarify their own work.

During the break, Cheng Ruofan found Xu Chengfeng, "Chengfeng, who suggested adjusting the timeline? Didn't we say December before?"

Xu Chengfeng shook his head, "I don't know either, but listening to the content the Chairman described, the plan must have undergone significant changes. Whether it's developing in a good direction or a bad direction, I can't be sure either."

Cheng Ruofan couldn't be sure either, "Before, we considered using the Mosin-Nagant rifles we produced to arm the troops, now we have to use our own weapons. Do you think this is a good thing or a bad thing?"

Xu Chengfeng thought for a moment before answering, "Let's ask Youping."

As the Mayor of Siping and the person in charge of the largest industrial center in the Northeast, Wu Youping couldn't help but feel a bit annoyed hearing Xu Chengfeng and Cheng Ruofan's question. "Using our own guns, how has that become a bad thing?"

Xu Chengfeng didn't hide anything and frankly gave the answer: "It takes a long time for the troops to adapt when new guns are distributed. Have you seen the parameters of the new guns?"

Wu Youping naturally had seen them and knew them by heart, so he answered unhappily: "Among the standard weapons, individual weapons are divided into three types: semi-automatic rifles, pistols, and submachine guns. The semi-automatic rifle uses 7*45mm ammunition, while the pistol and submachine gun use 9*25mm ammunition. The machine gun is 11mm. Is there any problem with this? I heard the Chairman say we don't want full-power ammunition."

Xu Chengfeng felt that Wu Youping was truly a military layman. In the entire Northeast, only He Rui had considered the issue of full-power ammunition. Even military academy graduates like Xu Chengfeng and Cheng Ruofan, who graduated from Baoding Military Academy, hadn't thought of this issue. Even Zhou Yinshan, a former instructor at Baoding Military Academy, hadn't thought about it.

The problem now wasn't the power of the firearms, but that the troops needed time to familiarize themselves with the new rifles. Although the basic tactics had been completed, the basic tactics would also have to be adjusted according to the different weapons. Such adjustments required time, perhaps even a relatively long time.

Just as he was considering how to make Wu Youping understand military knowledge, Xu Chengfeng heard Cheng Ruofan say, "I'll just ask one question. How long will it take to deliver the first ten thousand guns to the troops?"

Xu Chengfeng immediately felt that Cheng Ruofan had spoken well. Even if Wu Youping understood military affairs, it actually wouldn't mean much. The ones responsible for the troops were soldiers like Xu Chengfeng and Cheng Ruofan; right now, the army had to consider the equipment delivery time.

Wu Youping pondered for a while, "November at the latest."

"Another half a year?" Cheng Ruofan frowned. "Then when can the first one thousand rifles be delivered?"

"Early October at the earliest," Wu Youping answered very crisply this time.

Now Cheng Ruofan stopped talking. He could now determine that the time to recover the Chinese Eastern Railway would definitely be in 1918, not the end of 1917. Unless He Rui changed his thinking now and let the troops be equipped with Mosin-Nagant rifles on a large scale according to the original plan. But it was obvious that He Rui had made up his mind to use the new self-produced rifles.

Xu Chengfeng broke the brief silence, "We understand. Goodbye."

Cheng Ruofan felt he could understand He Rui's thinking; using self-produced rifles for combat was of course a good thing. But in comparison, recovering the Chinese Eastern Railway sooner was an even better thing. So before leaving, Cheng Ruofan couldn't help but ask one more question, "Is the manufacturing cost of the new rifle cheaper than the Mosin-Nagant?"

Wu Youping shook his head, "The Chairman and I discussed this issue. We both believe that selling those weapons directly to the Russians would be cheaper. Second-hand rifles can't fetch a good price!"

Leaving Wu Youping's place, Cheng Ruofan sighed, "I really hadn't thought about the issue of second-hand rifles. Thinking about it the way Youping said, he's not wrong."

Xu Chengfeng gave a grunt of acknowledgement, but in his heart, he actually didn't quite agree. It wasn't that he disagreed with Wu Youping's view, but he felt that Wu Youping's train of thought didn't conform to common military sense at all. The 'profit' in the military mindset is minimizing the chaos caused by changing equipment.

If those Mosin-Nagant rifles were just a transitional state, then there was indeed no need to equip them. Switching through three types of rifles would only increase the confusion of the troops' re-equipment.

Wu Youping naturally didn't know what the comrades in the army were thinking. At this moment, his attention was focused on the industrial field. Even if he didn't understand military affairs, Wu Youping understood industry. The cartridge case used for the new gun's bullets was made of common brass, but the bullet was a copper-jacketed steel core.

The benefit of this design was undoubted: cheap!

Whether it was a pure copper bullet or a lead core bullet, they were very easy to process, but the price of copper and lead was much more expensive than steel. There was also a supply issue.

However, cheap did not mean simple. According to the bullet design, the manufacture of every single steel core had to be processed by a lathe. Cutting the steel rod into the specified dimensions. In addition to this, the outer copper jacket part required a stamping machine to stamp the copper into a suitable copper jacket. The steel core also had to be well combined with the copper jacket.

Just considering these things already made Wu Youping feel a headache. As for the equipment time, it was completely not within Wu Youping's priority items to consider.

Because the use was singular and the quantity of bullets needed was large enough, Wu Youping's side had already started the research and development of special equipment. And with the efforts of engineers and technicians, they successfully produced three steel-core processing prototype machines. But this was, after all, the Northeast Machine Tool Plant's first true fully self-developed equipment. What Wu Youping cared about was whether the machine tool could produce products as designed.

Once the product was compliant, they would have to start large-scale production of this bullet production equipment. This pressure was really not generally big!

Wu Youping felt uneasy in his heart, so he went to find the person he had to find at this time. Statistics Bureau Chief Xu Jia, after listening to Wu Youping's words, smiled slightly and answered in his pleasant baritone voice, "Mayor Wu, do you know how many cadres we have now, and how many people have already established files?"

Wu Youping was a bit surprised by Xu Jia's answer, so he followed Xu Jia's words and asked, "How many?"

"Under the rotation training system, we now have more than 64,000 rural and land reform cadres. The personnel with established files exceeds 500,000. How many people does the arsenal need?"

Wu Youping really hadn't expected that the Statistics Bureau, responsible for personnel files, had completed such a massive task, and was stunned for a moment. However, looking at Xu Jia's earnest gaze, Wu Youping forced himself to think and recalled the number, "At this stage, we need 5,000 people."

Xu Jia smiled slightly, "Choosing 5,000 out of 500,000. One in a hundred, I think it's not a big problem."
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"Wow!"

A gasp made Yuan Huabai turn to look at her companion, Jiang Qingyue. Seeing her friend staring like a lovestruck fool at the Northeast Army soldier who had come to pick them up, Yuan Huabai wasn't particularly surprised. Instead, she turned her head to examine the soldier opposite them once again.

The young officer before them was about 180 centimeters tall. Yuan Huabai found it hard to determine if she was attracted to the young officer himself, or to the uniform he wore. Or perhaps, she was attracted to the image of a soldier in such a handsome uniform.

Fitted, detailed, striking, pristine. This young officer exuded a deep, cold temperament, yet one that commanded attention. Beneath this depth and coldness, there was a sense of rationality, self-control, and asceticism.

Just then, Jiang Qingyue took a step forward. Judging by the way she raised her arm, it looked like she intended to touch the fabric.

Yuan Huabai hurriedly grabbed her companion. Her good friend seemed to have become obsessed since studying painting; she would easily lose her composure whenever she saw beautiful objects she liked, whether they were trees, scenery, or people. She often caused embarrassing situations.

Fortunately, Yuan Huabai acted in time and prevented Jiang Qingyue from going up for a closer inspection.

The young officer didn't seem to mind. He took two steps forward to stand in front of the group. Several young men, emboldened, stepped forward to block him from Yuan Huabai and Jiang Qingyue. Yuan Huabai's mother also struggled to keep up on her bound feet, grabbing the arms of both girls while staring warily at the soldiers ahead.

The young officer asked the team leader, "I am Lieutenant Xie Mingxian. Is Comrade Wang Bin here?"

Wang Bin was one of the heads of the Civilization Party's *Northeast Daily* station in Shanghai. Hearing the other party identify himself, he responded, "Yes. I am Wang Bin."

Xie Mingxian saluted Wang Bin before shaking his hand. "I am responsible for escorting this group to the station."

Jiang Qingyue stared unblinkingly at Lieutenant Xie Mingxian, gently shaking Yuan Huabai's arm while whispering as low as possible, "Look, look! The shoulders, the cuffs, they're made so well!"

Yuan Huabai had worked in a metal processing factory in Shanghai after graduating from middle school, a completely different career path from a designer like her classmate Jiang Qingyue. However, one takes on the color of one's company, and combined with a natural female sensitivity to color and fashion styles, Yuan Huabai knew what her classmate was talking about. Such a fitted military uniform should have hindered arm movement to some extent.

Yet this uniform didn't at all. Beautiful design, exquisite tailoring. As Lieutenant Xie Mingxian moved, the uniform appeared incredibly natural and comfortable, as if it were one with him. He managed to wear a military uniform with the elegance of high-end formal wear; it was indeed extraordinary.

The youths from Shanghai settled into a hotel. Looking at the earthen walls, Yuan Huabai was momentarily speechless. Her uncle was a skilled worker who had come to the Northeast a few months ago after seeing recruitment news in the *Northeast Daily*. A month after her uncle left, Yuan Huabai actually saw his name in the newspaper.

The paper serialized a report titled "Technicians in the Northeast," and it seemed her uncle was doing well there. Afterward, Yuan Huabai received a letter from him suggesting that she and her mother come to the Northeast, as life here was better than in Shanghai.

Staring at the earthen walls, all the anticipation and unease of the journey finally settled. The cramped rooms of Shanghai, the days and nights on the train—all these had become the past. Yuan Huabai accepted the reality that she had truly arrived in the Northeast and was about to start a new life here.

The next day, Yuan Huabai and her mother met her uncle, who had rushed over. It turned out her uncle wasn't in Fengtian, but in Siping, a city to the north. According to her uncle, Yuan Huabai would also be going to Siping.

Yuan Huabai packed her luggage and was ready to leave with her uncle when she was stopped. The person who stopped her wore a uniform that was quite different from the military ones. Right there in Yuan Huabai's lodging, the visitor had a talk with her and her uncle.

During the conversation, the person stated clearly that since Yuan Huabai was a middle school graduate and had experience in mechanical processing, the Northeast Department of Industry was offering two choices: work in a machinery factory, or go to work at the newly established Metallurgical Bureau.

"Metallurgy?" Yuan Huabai savored the word, finding it very strange. Her work experience and studies didn't seem to have anything to do with working in a gold mine.

Hearing Yuan Huabai repeat the word, the staff member explained, "Yes, metallurgy. We are currently expanding production capacity for steel and other metals, which are all under the jurisdiction of the Metallurgical Bureau."

"Isn't that just iron smelting?" Yuan Huabai suddenly realized.

"Metallurgy includes not only steel smelting but also the smelting of various metals like aluminum and copper."

"Can I... think about it?" Yuan Huabai replied.

Over the next two days, Yuan Huabai looked over the introduction materials many times and found herself looking forward more and more to the metallurgy profession, about which she knew nothing.

On the night before she was due to reply, her classmate Jiang Qingyue ran excitedly to Yuan Huabai's room. As soon as they met, she exclaimed happily, "I finally understand why those clothes look so good!"

Yuan Huabai had to think for a moment before she remembered the military uniform. Feeling a bit envious of her classmate's frankness, she sighed, "So you went to a garment factory?"

"Not a garment factory, I went to the Design Bureau," Jiang Qingyue replied joyfully. "I showed the paintings I did before to the cadres here, and the next day I was assigned to the Design Bureau. Do you know? The Design Bureau is actually doing design! They are really doing design!"

Speaking of her excitement, Jiang Qingyue grabbed Yuan Huabai's arm and shook it.

Yuan Huabai was happy for her classmate but also felt she was being a bit too dramatic. Jiang Qingyue continued excitedly, "That military uniform is actually custom-made! Custom-made! They have approximate sizes based on height and weight, but for the parts that must vary from person to person, they are custom-tailored! Huabai, they are mass-customizing clothes! Hehe, haha!"

Looking at her classmate who was practically going crazy with joy, Yuan Huabai didn't really know what the distinction meant. However, she understood one thing: the army outside the pass was really willing to spend money. And there were a lot of tailors here.

The next day, when the cadre came to ask for her decision, Yuan Huabai replied for reasons she couldn't quite explain, "I want to go to the Metallurgical Bureau."

A look of joy appeared on the cadre's face; it was clear he really wanted her to make that choice. Yuan Huabai looked at her uncle's somewhat disappointed expression and didn't know what to say for a moment. Perhaps influenced by Jiang Qingyue, Yuan Huabai just wanted to do something she hadn't done before. A big reason for leaving Shanghai was that she loathed the dim workshops and roaring machines of the processing factory, and she had had enough of the malicious gazes and deliberate unwanted advances.

The status of women in mechanical processing factories was terrible. Their wages were much lower than those of men whose technical skills were far inferior to hers. Even so, the foreman's attitude contained an arrogance as if he were bestowing charity.

Since it was steelmaking, there should be fire. Those soaring flames might feel more comfortable.

July, high summer. The Northeast was not any cooler in summer just because the winters were cold. The bright sun roasted the earth, but in the open-hearth furnace workshop, the furnaces emitted an even more intense heat. Inside her thick heat-protective suit, Yuan Huabai was dripping with sweat, but this feeling made her happier.

Molten steel rolled out from the tap hole and began to gradually solidify in the prepared casting molds. While the steel was still relatively soft, huge steel tongs clamped the steel bars and sent them into the processing equipment for the next step.

These massive machines were so powerful that Yuan Huabai could feel their strength. However, her job was not in smelting or processing; those stages did not recruit women. Yuan Huabai didn't think there was anything wrong with that.

Yuan Huabai's job was steel quality testing.

Using a long steel rod to probe into the scorching open-hearth furnace, she took out a bit of molten steel and hurried to the laboratory. On the way, the steel was already solidifying. Once at the lab, cooling and various tests began.

When she did mechanical processing before, she didn't know where the raw materials came from. Now, many of those doubts had cleared up. Yuan Huabai felt that as her work progressed, she would definitely understand even more clearly.

These steel slugs didn't require particularly excellent materials. Testing showed the steel quality leaned towards mild steel and was very uniform. It fully met the requirements.

After signing the inspection record, Yuan Huabai handed it over to the next inspection department. She couldn't help but wonder what this steel was used for. Although she had various imaginings, even considering weapons, she hadn't expected that these steel materials were used to process bullet warheads.

After this batch of steel came out, it was eventually rolled into long strips by a rolling mill. Although connected, the approximate shape of the warheads was already there. Then they were fed into a machine that cut the connected parts.

Small cone-shaped steel slugs were sent into the arsenal. After mechanical turning and stamping with copper jackets, they were made into copper-jacketed steel-core bullets. Then, combined with the other parts of the bullet, and after undergoing a series of inspections and finally being painted, they were sent to the railway platform beside the arsenal.

The Russian technical personnel, having already drunk a round of vodka, finished their inspection drunkenly and began considering how to drink that night. The product quality of the Northeast Arsenal was very good, and there was no cheating on quantity, so the Russian technicians had begun to just go through the motions. After all, the ones currently in power were a bunch of rebels; the Russian technicians felt that sticking to their posts was already the strongest manifestation of patriotism.

At this time, He Rui arrived in Siping again. The gathered committee members immediately raised a question, "On July 1st, the Russian offensive failed. Chairman, what happens next?"

"I didn't call this meeting to discuss that issue. I've spoken about the development of the Russian situation several times. The methodology lies in the fact that whoever can represent the people's demand for an armistice will gain true political power in Russia. Comrades, when we consider a country, we cannot anthropomorphize it. Russia is composed of over a hundred million people, and the thoughts of these hundred million vary."

He Rui solemnly explained his views while observing the comrades' reactions.

"Just like in our China, there are people with all sorts of different ideas. We are gathered here because we all share the desire to save the country and the people. However, among the people of the Northeast, those with such clear views are a minority. And the population of the Northeast is a minority compared to the whole of China. Russia is the same. The government that is about to collapse is just a minority in Russia. They represent only a minority. And don't think that Russians are binary; opposing the war now doesn't mean the Russian people have no patriotism. What the Russian people oppose is being sent to die for the hegemony of imperialists."

It was clear that there were no diplomatic geniuses among the comrades, as most of the expressions He Rui saw were somewhat blank. So He Rui could only ask, "Do you think that if we recover the Chinese Eastern Railway, the Russian people will feel they have suffered a loss?"

No one answered. This silence proved everyone's attitude. He Rui really had no choice but to tell the comrades, "Next, everyone just needs to obey orders. The Russian Provisional Government won't last many more days. By the end of the year, they will be finished. And our operations will start entering the activation phase at that time."
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In October, the arsenal had a few days off. Yuan Huabai began to agonize over whether she should join the factory's organized autumn outing. If it were just herself, going to see the fields after the harvest would naturally be good. But leaving her mother alone in Siping made Yuan Huabai feel uneasy.

Thinking about her friends made in the factory frolicking in the autumn fields, she felt a pang of envy mixed with unhappiness. If her mother hadn't had her feet bound, none of these problems would exist.

Yuan Huabai wasn't angry at her mother. Just as the factory night school courses taught, those women with bound feet were victims. From the perspective of victims, one must sympathize with them. But this did not mean that the practice of foot binding should be allowed to continue. The entire Northeast, and indeed the whole of China in the future, must abolish the corrupt custom of foot binding.

If not for her mother's advanced age, she could actually have her feet unbound. Thinking of this, Yuan Huabai decided to rent a tricycle and ride it to take her mother around Siping city. This was also a suggestion from the factory union chairman.

Siping's streets were no longer dirt roads. With so many factories burning coal every day, the road surfaces had been hardened using slag and crushed stone. Riding the tricycle on the road, although a bit bumpy, felt no less impressive than the grand avenues of Shanghai's foreign concessions.

Her mother was initially very reserved, even a bit unhappy about Yuan Huabai riding a tricycle. But as they passed street after street, interest began to show on her mother's face. especially when they saw a group of people in Mongolian attire driving a large flock of sheep through the street. When Yuan Huabai was forced to stop the tricycle, her mother even reached out to touch a beautiful, docile sheep beside the cart.

When the flock had passed, Yuan Huabai heard her mother ask, "Where are so many sheep being driven to?"

Yuan Huabai didn't know, and she didn't like the smell of the sheep. She made a random guess and continued taking her mother around Siping.

The flock moved in the opposite direction of Yuan Huabai, heading straight for the train station. Wu Youping watched the sheep being driven onto the train before chatting with the Mongol cadre. The Northeast bordered Mongolia, and over the past year or so, as green silage feed began to be popularized locally, Wu Youping found his common language with the Mongol cadres increasing rapidly.

In the past, Mongol tribes had to slaughter livestock before winter. Thousands of years of cruel environment on the steppe had taught these tribes that they could not have any wishful thinking. The greatest threat on the steppe was neither plague nor war. Because disease and various killings threatened the tribes every day.

The most terrifying thing on the steppe was the "White Disaster". Blizzards covered the entire steppe, and the thick snow made the herds unable to move, preventing the livestock from even eating withered grass. The hoarded fodder would be consumed quickly, and all the livestock would starve to death.

Therefore, keeping only enough livestock to continue grazing next year was the best means of maintaining one's own life. Of course, one also had to ask the best shamans to predict the weather. The predictions of those best shamans often failed, but they were always better than the herdsmen's own guesses.

Chatting with Wu Youping was a man whose name translated to Chinese as Wuyun (Dark Cloud). He stared at Wu Youping and said, "Now there are another five tribes wanting to migrate to Commander He's territory to spend the winter. They are willing to hand over half of their livestock as a stake. I've already told them, if they want to hand it over, hand it all over. Mongol men must be straightforward in their dealings."

Wu Youping nodded, "What is the mood of those princes now?"

There was some sympathy in Wuyun's expression. "Those tribes are just worried that they will be blamed by the princes when they go back next spring, that's why they are so hesitant."

If facing Han people, Wu Youping would speak more reservedly, but with Mongol compatriots, there was no need. They would deceive, plunder, and kill, but they would not stall. Wu Youping asked, "If Commander He became the greatest prince of Mongolia, who does Brother Wuyun think would support it, and who would oppose it?"

Wuyun showed no surprise at all. After a moment of thought, he answered, "Those who have used green silage won't oppose it. As for those who haven't... the princes of Inner Mongolia will probably pretend to submit, but the princes of Outer Mongolia are hard to say."

Wu Youping asked the question he had practiced many times in a calm tone, "Are the herdsmen of Outer Mongolia more loyal to their princes, or are they willing to follow the knife?"

Wuyun didn't quite believe Wu Youping. "Outer Mongolia is too poor, the pastures are very bad. Can Commander He really popularize green silage?"

"If the railway is built, it will be much better. Besides, with the Commander governing Mongolia, the pastures are all state-owned. You've seen the new mowing machines, right?"

Wuyun looked amazed. "Will such good things really be given to us Mongol tribes?"

Wu Youping asked frankly, "Brother Wuyun, are Mongol tribes Chinese?"

Wuyun thought for a long while before reluctantly answering, "Yes."

"As long as they are Chinese, Chinese people naturally help Chinese people! However, on Chinese land, if one feels they are not Chinese, then it depends on whether their luck is good or not."

Wuyun said no more. He looked at the troops responsible for security, looked and looked again.

In November, the weather was already very cold. In the Legation Quarter of Beijing, John Jordan read the report he had just written one more time, then sealed it with wax and put it into the diplomatic pouch.

The changes in the world situation made Jordan very worried. There was good news, of course; the United States joined the Allied Powers in April 1917. After the farce of the Zhang Xun Restoration ended, Duan Qirui regained power. On the condition of permanently waiving the Boxer Indemnity to Germany and Austria, and postponing the Boxer Indemnity to the Allied Powers for five years, China joined the Allied Powers in July 1917.

In May 1917, the Allied Powers felt they could win. But after the massive mutiny in the French army, the French high command had to promise the soldiers that they would no longer launch active offensives.

The Russian Tsar was deposed, and the offensive launched by the Provisional Government on July 1st completely exhausted the troops Russia could use for active offensives.

The Allied Powers would not lose the war, but the Allied Powers now faced a situation where they could not win the war.

With the war reaching its current extent, the Allied Powers had suffered millions of casualties on the battlefield. If the war only ended in an armistice negotiation, neither the British nor French governments could bear such a political shock. To defeat Germany, Britain and France lacked the manpower and morale.

So Jordan didn't mention these things in his report at all, but instead raised concerns about He Rui to the British Foreign Office. He Rui had not made money through the war; Jordan was very clear on this. All the profits He Rui made were used to purchase machinery and equipment, rapidly accumulating industrial strength.

If He Rui were allowed to continue developing like this, with the resources outside the pass (Manchuria), this young General would certainly become a powerful figure in the Far East. At that time, Britain's layout in the Far East would be influenced by He Rui. Jordan suggested that the Foreign Office pay attention to this matter.

The letter took more than a month to reach London. The British Foreign Secretary frowned after reading it. It wasn't that there was anything wrong with the content of this letter; what made the British Foreign Secretary anxious now was the sudden change in the Russian situation.

Since Lenin was sent back to Russia by the Germans, there had been no major moves, and the British side had always believed that Lenin had been marginalized by the Bolsheviks. However, shortly after entering November, Lenin took advantage of the Russian public's war weariness reaching its peak to launch an uprising. In one fell swoop, he overthrew the Russian Provisional Government and announced that the Bolsheviks had taken over the Russian regime.

When they first received the news, the British Foreign Office thought there might be a mistake. The Bolsheviks' strength was simply insufficient to confront the Provisional Government, and was even far inferior to the Mensheviks. That such a not-so-strong organization could overthrow the Provisional Government and control core Russian cities like St. Petersburg and Moscow was simply inexplicable.

Through British intelligence in Germany, it was learned that as soon as the Russian Bolsheviks seized power, they began secret negotiations with Germany, demanding a separate peace with Germany to withdraw from the war.

If this became true, the Allied Powers' expectation of defeating Germany would be even harder to realize.

From the beginning of the war, Germany had fallen into the difficult situation of a two-front war. Several times when Germany gained a certain advantage on the Western Front, it was because of Russian offensives that they had to transfer troops to the Eastern Front. Although Russia lost repeatedly against Germany, it struck out with a heavy fist against the Austro-Hungarian Empire, almost collapsing it. This forced Germany to send more troops to maintain the Austro-Hungarian front.

Once the Bolsheviks made peace with Germany, Germany could transfer its troops to the Western Front. At that time, the Western Front would again be a bloodbath.

Jordan's judgment of He Rui was correct, and the British Foreign Secretary deeply agreed. The British Minister continued to search through Jordan's report and indeed found the judgment regarding Northeast industrial strength. After reading carefully for a while, the British Minister extracted a portion of the content and had his secretary perform calculations.

When the Foreign Secretary met with Minister of Munitions Churchill with a simple report, it was already two hours later. Upon meeting, the Foreign Secretary said, "We may need to let He Rui produce another batch of Russian-style equipment."

Churchill did not object after hearing this, only asking, "Which side in Russia should these weapons be given to?"

"Whoever opposes the Bolsheviks, we give to them," the Foreign Secretary answered very decisively.

Churchill thought for a moment. "Will the French pay for this?"

The Foreign Secretary did not hesitate. "If the French are unwilling to pay, we can remind them. Once the Bolsheviks make peace with Germany, they will confiscate all French investments in Russia. Even now, the Bolsheviks have already started doing so."

Churchill thought for a moment after hearing this, then sneered, "It seems those machinery manufacturing companies are going to make another profit from us."

The Foreign Secretary did not pick up on this comment, because he knew Churchill didn't care much about it. The benefits of trade with He Rui were also obvious; He Rui did not want British or French gold or currency, but ordered machinery and equipment from British and French companies. And He Rui would not pay currency or precious metals to British and French merchants, but let the British and French governments, who ordered Northeast weapons, pay the British and French merchants.

In this way, it was equivalent to "the meat rotting in the pot" (keeping the wealth within the system); the British and French governments could even collect taxes from these businesses. It was already the best of a bad situation. Both sides had done so much business, one more deal wouldn't matter.

At the same time, He Rui came to Siping again. At the beginning of the meeting, He Rui told the party and government cadres outside the military, "Within the next 48 hours, we will fully take over the Chinese Eastern Railway. The troops will disarm all Russians on the Chinese Eastern Railway. And the Administrative Department must send personnel to receive all Russian assets on the Chinese Eastern Railway."

The administrative officials and cadres, including Wu Youping, were truly surprised and delighted. Everyone was mentally prepared for the recovery of the Chinese Eastern Railway, they just didn't expect it to be launched ahead of schedule.

And Russia, through unequal treaties, possessed over a million mu of fertile land on both sides of the Chinese Eastern Railway. Plus the value of the railway itself, as well as those stations, trains, and other assets. This would be a huge income. More importantly, previously the railways in the Northeast were operated either by Russia or Japan. It was truly very unpleasant that the industrial transportation information of the Northeast was mastered by two countries.

Recovering the Chinese Eastern Railway meant that the Northeast finally fully controlled its own railway. From any angle, it was a great thing.

Without waiting for Wu Youping and other government cadres to speak, He Rui took out his pocket watch and looked at it, ordering, "Action starts now."

Xu Chengfeng and other soldiers immediately stood up and saluted, "Yes!"

Wu Youping only felt his heart beating wildly. He never expected that within just two years of joining He Rui, a part of his long-held wish would be fulfilled. for a moment, Wu Youping even doubted if he was dreaming.
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"The rules and regulations for the railway system have been compiled. Chairman, please review them." Zhuang Jiaxiong, a graduate of a railway academy, was finally returning to his professional field, and his voice was a notch louder than usual.

He Rui only opened one page, glanced at the table of contents, and closed the specification book. "How long will it take for us to train this many people?"

Zhuang Jiaxiong answered immediately, "About one year."

"I want to form a Railway Corps and militarize railway management," He Rui said without concealment.

Zhuang Jiaxiong was stunned. Before he could speak, a guard entered. "Report, Chairman. A telegram."

He Rui had thought the quickest solution for the Chinese Eastern Railway would come from Changchun. Looking at the telegram, it was indeed from Changchun. Cheng Ruofan was asking for the operation's code name.

Only then did He Rui remember that for the sake of secrecy, the operation was known only to the upper echelons. For this operation, Zhong Yifu and Hu Xiushan had begun various preparations a year ago. But he had simply forgotten the code name.

Cheng Ruofan must be anxious right now. He Rui wrote down the first word that popped into his head on the telegram form. Siping was very close to Changchun, so it wasn't long before Cheng Ruofan received the reply at his headquarters.

For a moment, Cheng Ruofan was bewildered. There were three characters on the telegram: 'Check Water Meter' (*Cha Shui Biao*). Taken separately, he understood them. Combined, he could sort of grasp the meaning, but it felt inexplicable.

"What does this mean?" Cheng Ruofan handed the telegram to Hu Xiushan.

Hu Xiushan took the telegram, looked at it, and wrote the three characters 'Check Water Meter' into the operational order before commanding the staff officer, "Operation Code Name: Check Water Meter."

Cheng Ruofan was momentarily surprised, but on second thought, he felt he was being truly odd. A code name was just a code name. Even if they named it 'Strength Uprooting Mountains and Spirit Overshadowing the World', it would be useless for the battle itself.

Having thought this through, Cheng Ruofan put the matter out of his mind and began to ask, "Are the trains in position?"

Although Zhong Yifu had a somewhat awkward personality, that was in daily life. Once it came to matters related to war, Zhong Yifu became a different person. As for Hu Xiushan, he was recognized as the most detailed, patient, and capable talent in the army for bearing burdensome work. The plan the two had produced was less an operational plan and more of a marching guide.

Moreover, in their analysis of the combat deployment, the two clearly pointed out that based on all available intelligence regarding the Russian Chinese Eastern Railway and the concessions, the Russians within China did not possess any formidable firepower. If fighting broke out, although the intensity would be fiercer than bandit suppression, it wouldn't be anything extraordinary.

The key to recovering the Chinese Eastern Railway lay in suddenness. The troops had to launch the attack as simultaneously as possible. This required the commanders of each unit to have strong execution capabilities.

Since the General Staff had already considered and analyzed every possible situation, Cheng Ruofan believed that the remaining matters were his responsibility as the Military Region Commander.

As radio signals flew back and forth between the various units, the positions of the troops were confirmed one by one on the map.

In the Kwantung Leased Territory, the pace of the officers inside the Japanese Kwantung Governor-General's Office quickened considerably. Just a short while ago, Japanese wireless intercepts picked up numerous encrypted communications. The volume was such that anyone who wasn't a fool could understand that many radio stations were conducting massive communications.

Ever since the Northeast Arsenal made breakthroughs in electronic equipment processing and began producing its own radios, such signals had increased. Recently, the Northeast Army had conducted several military exercises in succession, and the scale of radio communication had reached this level, so this was presumably the same. It was just that He Rui's frequent military exercises left the Kwantung Governor-General's Office unable to figure out his intentions.

Lieutenant Colonel Itagaki Seishiro, head of the 'He Agency', was summoned to the office of Major General Hamaomote Matasuke, Chief of Staff of the Governor-General's Office. Hearing the question, Itagaki Seishiro could only voice a deduction he wasn't quite sure of himself. "I believe He Rui may be moving into Outer Mongolia."

Major General Hamaomote was not surprised. Taking advantage of Russia's current predicament to seize Outer Mongolia, where Russia had fostered separatist forces, was indeed a very good opportunity. However, Major General Hamaomote dared not confirm such a possibility either.

It would be winter soon. For an army to fight in Outer Mongolia, they would face not just that small number of enemies, but overwhelming snow and temperatures of minus twenty-some degrees. The Army War College graduated only a few dozen people each year, and even the last-place graduate could understand such combat difficulties, let alone He Rui, who graduated at the top.

"Why would He Rui take such a great risk?" Major General Hamaomote asked.

Itagaki Seishiro also knew the difficulty of such operations, yet he did not believe He Rui was merely preparing for next spring. He replied, "Your Excellency, forgive this subordinate's rash analysis. He-kun's character is resolute and decisive; he has no interest in petty tricks. I do not believe he would create such a large commotion just for an exercise. But He-kun is extremely cautious; he will not attack Russia."

Major General Hamaomote felt he could understand Itagaki's view. He Rui's vigorous and sweeping style was simply more Japanese than the Japanese. Judging by He Rui's experience in taking over the Northeast, Major General Hamaomote had originally thought He Rui had Duan Qirui's support. Now it was certain that He Rui made decisions relying entirely on his own judgment. This daring was truly astonishing.

In the end, Major General Hamaomote did not ask more and simply dismissed Itagaki.

Just then, an adjutant entered and handed over a new report. "Your Excellency, the radio communications have stopped."

Major General Hamaomote felt this was likely just another of He Rui's exercises. Perhaps by tomorrow, there would be more of this nonsense. He ordered, "Send a telegram to the Office of General Zhen'an in Fengtian. Demand that He Rui explain this matter."

Watching the adjutant leave to carry out the order, Major General Hamaomote did not believe He Rui would actually offer an explanation. But these events made Major General Hamaomote somewhat uneasy. During the war, Britain and France were desperate and would sell anything. In just two years, He Rui had made godspeed progress in the military industry. If He Rui wasn't made aware of Japan's attitude, heaven knew what he would do next.

Almost simultaneously, large groups of Northeast Army soldiers had received the order to move and were assaulting rapidly from various assembly points. To achieve the goal of a surprise attack, the officers and soldiers did not set out from their barracks but had long been lying in wait in buildings near their targets.

The door curtain of a teahouse was lifted, and Northeast Army soldiers filed out. joining forces with comrades emerging from other shops, they pounced directly on the Russian settlements.

Inside the train station, officers and soldiers disguised as ordinary civilians pulled tight-fitting military tunics from their luggage and put them on. Beneath the tunics were the baggy, bloated cotton trousers common among the ordinary people of the Northeast.

The Russians and Chinese in the station were dumbfounded. It wasn't until the soldiers pulled pistols from their trousers that the Russian railway staff realized something was wrong. However, the officers and men had practiced this many times; they immediately rushed up and subdued the Russian railway personnel.

Soon, the door to the station dispatch room was kicked open, and officers and soldiers rushed in with weapons ready. The Russian dispatcher was at a loss and subconsciously stood up, asking in Russian, "What are you doing?"

The leading officer didn't care if the Russian could understand or not and shouted the operation code name directly: "Check the water meter!"

Amidst the shouting, the soldiers beside him had already pounced, subduing the group in the dispatch room and taking control. Immediately, Chinese railway workers, speaking with accents from all over the country, took over the dispatch work.

Many of them were obviously young students. Participating in such a military operation, the young men were all in high spirits. Their reasons for coming here were not complicated. Their classmates or juniors, Wu Youping and Zhuang Jiaxiong, had written to them over the past year or so, inviting everyone to come to the Northeast to participate in railway construction.

The youths who could come were all here with the aim of serving their country; otherwise, who would run to this bitterly cold land beyond the pass? Seeing that He Rui had truly dealt with the Russians and retaken the Chinese Eastern Railway, everyone immediately joined in the dispatch management.

It was not just Changchun; Harbin was the same. Every station on the section of the Chinese Eastern Railway managed by Russia, every Russian settlement, and every concession was raided. Under radio coordination, these actions began almost simultaneously.

The Northeast Army not only controlled the Chinese Eastern Railway and the Russian concessions but also rapidly dispatched troops to station at key points on the Sino-Russian border, strengthening fortifications and preparing for battle.

Less than 24 hours after He Rui's order was issued, news came from all sides: the military operation was a complete success, and the entire Chinese Eastern Railway was under control.

He Rui looked at the calendar. Today was November 22, 1917. Stretching his back, He Rui, who hadn't slept at all, said to his secretary, "I'm going to sleep for a while. Unless it's bad news, don't disturb me."

The secretary hadn't expected they could seize the Chinese Eastern Railway so smoothly. He saluted He Rui excitedly. "Order received!"
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It was Sir John Jordan's first meeting with He Rui. Hearing He Rui's fluent American-accented English only doubled Jordan's irritation. He asked in his fluent London accent, "General He, you must have heard of the principle of the Concert of Powers?"

In Jordan's experience, this phrase usually unsettled even Yuan Shikai, let alone the likes of Duan Qirui. Since He Rui had a deep understanding of international politics, it was impossible for him to be unaware of it.

However, Jordan judged that He Rui would not be so shallow. Indeed, He Rui simply smiled continuously and invited Jordan to sit.

Black tea was served, along with sugar and milk. Several exquisite pastries were arranged. Only then did He Rui speak: "Please, have some tea."

Jordan had endured this far, and now he wanted to see what tricks He Rui could play. He took a sip from his teacup; it was quite good. Compared to Ceylon or Darjeeling tea, it was clearly a cut above. Just as he was adding milk and sugar, a man in a Western suit walked in. He Rui introduced him: "This is our Director of the Education Bureau, Dr. Zhao Tianlin, Doctor of Law."

In the reports on He Rui's key subordinates provided to Jordan, Zhao Tianlin was ranked very high. His academic credentials were undoubtedly the best within He Rui's group. Jordan watched Zhao Tianlin sit down in a leisurely manner, his expression composed, and felt that this law school fellow might be difficult to deal with.

Feeling a bit uneasy, his tone softened. "General He, have you received the letter from His Excellency Duan?"

"I have." He Rui's tone was relaxed, his expression even more so. "It was all clichés. Mr. Minister need not mind it."

Jordan had thought that since Duan Qirui was a leading figure in the central government and He Rui's 'patron', a sternly worded letter personally written by him would surely make He Rui somewhat concerned. Instead, He Rui was advising Jordan 'not to mind it'. Angered, Jordan laughed, "Why?"

"I have already replied to Secretary of State Duan and analyzed the situation for him. Current Russia is betraying the Allied Powers; they are traitors to the Alliance. China is a member of the Allied Powers—how can we allow traitors to the Alliance the possibility of using the Chinese Eastern Railway to attack Allied members? Such preventive measures are not too early, but too late. The British side will not only thank us but will be grateful for our resolute action."

By now, British Minister to China Sir John Jordan finally understood. To use a Chinese phrase, the He Rui before him was a 'rolling knife meat'—a political rogue. When Jordan talked diplomacy with He Rui, He Rui talked war with Jordan.

Since that was the case, Jordan did not stand on ceremony. He ordered his secretary, "Ask the Russian Ambassador to come in."

Before long, the Russian Minister to China walked in quickly. Upon seeing He Rui, he immediately shouted in Russian, "You are trampling on international treaties like this! I protest! I want to protest against you! ..."

Only after the Russian Minister had finished shouting did Jordan pick up the original topic. "General He, are you aware of the principle of the Concert of Powers?"

After speaking, Jordan stared at He Rui. He saw not the slightest panic in He Rui's expression, nor any displeasure. The face of this young soldier, dressed in a handsome European-style black military uniform, showed a mixed expression: a little helplessness, mostly regret... and a kind of sympathy.

Yes, Jordan could distinguish it; it was a look of sympathy. Like the look a teacher gives a student who cannot understand a problem. Jordan had encountered such a teacher when he was in school. That look had hurt Ambassador Jordan and left a deep impression on him.

Jordan felt a surge of anger. A Chinese person sympathizing with the Minister of the British Empire to China—this was no longer baffling, it was an insult!

He Rui leaned forward. Jordan thought He Rui was going to speak, but He Rui simply picked up his teacup and took a sip. The black military uniform was very handsome, revealing a shirt and tie at the collar, giving He Rui the rationality of a university professor. The black color itself conveyed a sense of suppressed power, further highlighting He Rui's rationality.

After sipping his tea, He Rui waited a moment before asking, "Mr. Minister, is that all you have to say?"

Jordan stiffened his face and answered seriously, "General He, you seem to not realize the gravity of the matter!"

He Rui did not answer but turned to look at Zhao Tianlin. Zhao Tianlin was recording the conversation along with two other stenographers. Seeing He Rui look over, he nodded slightly.

He Rui turned back. At this moment, his expression was unruffled. "Minister Jordan, may I ask who this Russian person beside you is?"

"He is the Russian Ambassador!" Jordan answered immediately.

"Russian Ambassador? Ambassador of which Russia? Being in the Northeast, I don't know much about the international situation. Has Britain already recognized the Bolshevik government?"

He Rui's voice was not loud and carried no emotion; he simply asked the question in a matter-of-fact way. Yet this question was already too much for Jordan to bear. The Russian Ambassador before him was the Ambassador of Tsarist Russia. Between Tsarist Russia and the Bolsheviks, there was also a Russian Provisional Government.

If He Rui seized upon official status... Jordan already felt the pressure.

However, exactly what he feared came to pass. He Rui continued, "As far as I know, this Russian subject was an ambassador appointed by the Tsar. Tsarist Russia no longer exists, so he is no longer an ambassador. Mr. Jordan, diplomacy is a very serious venue. Have you considered the gravity of referring to a Russian civilian as the Russian Ambassador?"

Having said this, He Rui waved his hand. Two guards immediately stepped forward quickly. He Rui pointed at the Russian. "Take this person to the internment camp."

The guards responded with a sound, saying nothing more, and dragged the fellow away. This Russian civilian, who had been an ambassador of Tsarist Russia, had never imagined things would develop this way. But faced with two well-trained guards, he could not resist at all. He could only shout continuously as he was dragged away, asking Jordan to stop this atrocity against diplomatic personnel.

But Jordan did not turn his head. He turned a deaf ear to this Russian civilian's ravings, allowing the man to be dragged out. Seeing Jordan's extremely awkward expression, He Rui could not help but sigh. "Mr. Minister, please rest assured. Out of respect for you, and for your help all along, I will not speak of this matter to others."

Although Jordan looked terrible, he remained relatively calm inside. After all, Jordan had heard several British people say that talking to He Rui was like talking to a professor at a British university. Jordan just hadn't believed it, thinking He Rui would be like those prominent figures of the Beiyang government—at least able to be cowed by a bluff.

Adjusting his state of mind to that of conversing with a knowledgeable British professor, Jordan composed his demeanor and sighed, "Thank you."

"Let us return to the initial rational discussion. Mr. Minister, if you have corresponded with Director Morrison in the last year, perhaps you would know that I have been telling government personnel in the Northeast that the Russian people already loathe continuing the offensive, and now they loathe the war itself. Only a government capable of stopping the war can gain the approval of the Russian people. The current Bolsheviks are a political party determined to withdraw from the war. The government they establish will certainly make peace with Germany. From the British standpoint, will you allow such traitors to become the government of Russia?"

Hearing He Rui's judgment, Jordan agreed deeply but was unwilling to accept it. But the level of this discussion was too high; Jordan felt his current state really didn't allow for such thinking. So he said for the third time, "General He, do you not wish to discuss the principle of the Concert of Powers?"

He Rui sighed helplessly and said with sympathy, "Mr. Jordan, since you insist so much, then let us write this discussion into a memorandum and send it to the British Foreign Office. My views on the principle of the Concert of Powers are not important to you; what is important is the British Empire's view on the principle. Neither you nor I can decide the British Empire's view, so let us leave it to London to judge."

Jordan was stunned. He Rui's request to submit a memorandum—let alone the Beiyang government, even ordinary diplomatic personnel in countries outside Europe might not understand it.

Just as He Rui said, once this memorandum was sent to London, the British Foreign Office, or even the British Cabinet, would have to make a judgment on such a principled issue.

Based on Jordan's attempt at a rational assessment now, he believed there was a high probability London would support He Rui's view. If that happened, Jordan would be recalled to London for a lack of diplomatic professionalism, and the British Foreign Office would send a new Minister.

In East Asia, Jordan represented the British Empire. But back in London, Jordan was just an ordinary diplomat. And a diplomat who had shown unprofessionalism in his post, at that.

Just then, He Rui raised his hand to signal Jordan, drawing his attention to Zhao Tianlin.

"Dr. Zhao Tianlin is a Doctor of Law from Harvard Law School in the United States and is very knowledgeable about international law. I invited him to record and edit the record this time because I trust Dr. Zhao's professionalism. Therefore, both the Chinese and English versions of our memorandum will be finalized by Dr. Zhao. Do you have any objections?"

Jordan knew He Rui was serious. In his utter helplessness, Jordan could only make a very rude gesture. He stood up and said coldly, "No need! Farewell!"

With that, he turned and left, using this action to express his dissatisfaction with He Rui.

Once Jordan's party had left, Zhao Tianlin wanted to finish recording the last few sentences. But his hand trembled involuntarily, and he simply couldn't write.

Finally, Zhao Tianlin simply put down the notebook and stood up.

Seeing Zhao Tianlin's agitated expression, He Rui also stood up and smiled. "In ancient times, Li Bai wrote a letter to scare the barbarians; today, Brother Tianlin has scared off the British Minister. I borrowed Brother Zhao's name and gave Jordan quite a fright."

Zhao Tianlin found these words truly gratifying, but he knew even better that what had forced Jordan back was He Rui's vision. But at this moment, Zhao Tianlin felt so excited he could hardly control himself. A hundred emotions were tangled together; although there was joy, it felt unreal. Finally, Zhao Tianlin said loudly, "I will treat Brother He to wine today!"

In the government office canteen, He Rui, Zhao Tianlin, the two stenographers, and Zheng Silang, who had quietly watched the entire diplomatic meeting from the corner today, sat in a private room.

At first, no one spoke. After eating for a while, He Rui smiled and said, "Now that the new office building construction has started, the canteen will be better then."

Hearing this, Zheng Silang answered with difficulty, "Chairman, will the Military Commission work in the new building?"

He Rui explained, "The Military Commission has the Military Commission's office site. I am talking about the government building. The Party Committee and the Government will be in one office site."

Zheng Silang wanted to laugh out loud, but the corners of his mouth twitched, and he couldn't laugh. Just then, a stenographer suddenly covered his face and started crying.

He Rui sighed, "It's not like we encountered some major event, why cry?"

Yet no one at the table smiled. Zhao Tianlin took off his glasses, wiped his eyes with a handkerchief, prepared to put the glasses back on, but stopped and wiped them again.

The other stenographer had tears in his eyes. "Chairman, when we were in school, every time we talked about the humiliation the country suffered, we felt heartbroken. We felt it was better to die than live. When I was studying at Beiyang University with my classmate, we saw the news about the Chairman going to the Kwantung Governor-General's Office alone and making Japan withdraw troops through negotiation, and we decided to follow the Chairman after graduation. Now... now... seeing with my own eyes the recovery of the Chinese Eastern Railway, and making the British Minister back down in a diplomatic meeting, I... I am happy..."

At this point, the translator could speak no more and covered his face, sobbing aloud.

He Rui sighed, feeling moved inside. People say one weeps for joy, and it was indeed so. From 1840 to the present, 77 years had passed, and China had lost every war. Especially in the last twenty years, it had suffered too many heavy blows.

Even though what He Rui had done now was completely going with the flow and achieving a small diplomatic result by exploiting the opponent's lack of preparation, it was enough to move these university-graduated comrades to tears.

Finally, He Rui said, "They say if three people are of one heart, their sharpness can cut gold. We already have twenty million compatriots in the Northeast. If everyone improves together, China can certainly be saved."

With that, He Rui raised his wine glass and said to Zhao, "Brother Zhao, when we parted in Tianjin two years ago, I remember you asked me if we could live to see the day of China's rejuvenation. I said then that we would certainly see it while we were young. Today's victory is but a small victory; there is more arduous work waiting for us in the future. Does Brother Zhao have the determination to continue?"

Zhao Tianlin didn't even think and said loudly, "I will bend my back to the task until my dying day! Cheers!"

With that, Zhao Tianlin drained his cup. The two young students who had graduated from the National Beiyang University this year also raised their cups. "Chairman, our feelings are the same as President Zhao's. We will bend our backs to the task until our dying days!"

After the few of them had drunk the wine, Zheng Silang raised his cup and stood up, walking to He Rui. He Rui stood up. He heard Zheng Silang say in a deep voice, "Chairman, I only ask for one thing. Assign more tasks to me. Watching Chengfeng and the others doing their utmost, I am anxious!"

He Rui poured himself another cup. "No need to be anxious, very soon!"

After clinking glasses, both drank it all. He Rui asked everyone to sit down. "Before long, Japan will send people here. Russia, Britain, and France will also send people. At that time, I won't really want to see them; it will be up to you comrades to face these situations."
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He Rui was treating his comrades to a meal, and Morrison was also warmly entertaining Jordan at his home. Jordan was somewhat preoccupied as he entered Morrison's residence. It wasn't until he settled onto the *kang* that his expression relaxed a bit.

Morrison had heard some news that the diplomatic talks were not going smoothly, but he didn't care. Such diplomatic thrust-and-parry was common in Europe; it was just that British diplomats in the Far East had been domineering for too long. They had formed fixed impressions, and their diplomatic skills had grown rusty and atrophied.

Jordan rested for a while before asking, "Mr. Morrison, does He Rui deliberately exclude you from some meetings when arranging government work?"

"No," Morrison answered decisively. "I attend all government work meetings, and the content of these meetings is later formulated into work plans. General He's administration is quite transparent."

"More transparent than in Europe?" Jordan asked. Although he didn't want to believe it, he was somewhat inclined to do so.

"General He's party meetings are not open to the public. Moreover, the Northeast has not yet established an assembly, so the overall political transparency is not as high as in Europe. However, General He is reviewing the Northeast's parliamentary system, and I believe that in two or three years, we will see a political system similar to Europe's."

"Then will this political system be British-style? Russian-style? American-style? Or... Napoleonic?"

Hearing Jordan's words, Morrison smiled slightly. He was the first person in the Far East diplomatic circle to use Napoleon to describe He Rui. That Jordan said this now proved he had also begun to truly take He Rui seriously. Morrison sighed, "General He is a very brave man."

Jordan nodded slightly in agreement. In all of China, whether it was the Beiyang government or the revolutionaries in the South, everyone was cowed by the name of the British Empire. Even Japan, where He Rui's alma mater was located, held the same attitude. But He Rui did not. Jordan had already applied maximum diplomatic pressure on He Rui. If it were other upper-class Chinese figures, even if they used various tricks to muddle through and delay, they would still be afraid—afraid from the bottom of their hearts.

He Rui was not afraid at all. Not only was he unafraid, but he also engaged in a tit-for-tat diplomatic game with Jordan. Looking back now, He Rui had firmly grasped the core principle of diplomacy: who makes the rules!

Jordan was just a diplomat and had no qualifications to formulate political rules for the Far East. This was the objective reality. But in the Far East, it seemed that no one had truly understood this yet. Over time, even Jordan himself had forgotten that he must consider this factor first.

Having figured out the reason for the failure of this diplomatic mediation, Jordan relaxed. He was getting on in years. Touching his balding head, which had only a few wisps of hair left, Jordan asked Morrison about He Rui's administration so far.

Morrison appreciated He Rui's governance very much, and even gave a lot of praise to He Rui's land reform. This reminded Jordan of something. At this time, the food Morrison ordered had been served. Jordan ate a piece of stir-fried liver tips and laughed, "In Beijing, too many people fiercely criticized He Rui for plundering the local gentry. It seems that in He Rui's future parliament, it will be difficult to see MPs from gentry backgrounds."

Morrison liked *Shao Nanbei* very much. This dish, stir-fried with mushroom slices and bamboo shoots, was delicious. Eating a piece of bamboo shoot, Morrison shook his head slightly. "Your Excellency, General He is a very broad-minded person. The purpose of his land reform policy is not to eliminate the gentry, but to eliminate the unreasonable parts of the social system."

Jordan had been chatting with Morrison for quite a while. Hearing Morrison evaluate He Rui like this, he answered slowly, "If you persist in such an attitude, people will take you for a Communist."

Hearing this, Morrison was stunned for a moment, then couldn't help laughing along with Jordan.

***

The next morning, Morrison found He Rui. "General, I heard that you and Minister Jordan had a very unpleasant conversation yesterday."

He Rui shook his head. "I think it was a very good meeting. Through frank talks with Minister Jordan, we fully exchanged views and enhanced mutual understanding."

Hearing He Rui use such a set of diplomatic vocabulary, Morrison felt he understood the situation. He smiled and said, "General, my wife's birthday is coming up. I want to hold a dance for her today. I wonder if the General can attend."

He Rui looked at Morrison with a smile. "Since it is an invitation from Director Morrison, presumably those attending will be prominent foreign residents in Fengtian."

Hearing He Rui say this, Morrison was even more sure He Rui understood his intent, and answered decisively, "They are all very prestigious foreign and even diplomatic figures."

"I will definitely attend," He Rui said, expressing his acceptance.

Just as Morrison said, the prominent foreigners in Fengtian attended the dance. In a world where a cruel war was raging, people with money were naturally prominent. In the past two years, quite a few speculative merchants had run to the Northeast, but He Rui's requirements were very clear. Without asset certification or endorsement from foreign banks in the capital, those coming Outside the Pass to do business had to produce real gold and silver. So most of the foreign figures who could still remain in Fengtian now had received invitations.

When Jordan entered the European-style venue, the invited guests all came forward to greet him. Seeing such a group of well-dressed Europeans, Jordan's mood improved significantly.

Fifteen minutes later than Jordan, He Rui walked into the venue in uniform. The style of the Northeast Army uniform had been determined, but He Rui did not wear the black military uniform today, changing instead into a set of "Field Grey" service uniform. As usual, there were no medals or ribbons on the uniform. Only the gold stars on the General rank insignia were shining.

Seeing He Rui come in, the guests surrounded him even more enthusiastically. Although part of their purpose was indeed to celebrate Morrison's wife's birthday, their main objective was to see He Rui. This was especially true for the French merchant Magloire and the British merchant Johnson, both of whom had privately petitioned He Rui to serve in the Northeast government.

More British and French merchants wanted to see the result of the matter. If He Rui accepted more foreigners to serve in the Chinese government, it would naturally be very good news for the business community.

Although Morrison had to some extent become a communication channel between foreign merchants and the Northeast local government—and he had fulfilled the function of this channel well—no one would think there were too many channels.

Sure enough, He Rui didn't care about the guest acting as host, because the Northeast was He Rui's home field. After meeting and shaking hands with a group of merchants, He Rui asked Morrison, "Have Mr. Magloire and Mr. Johnson arrived?"

Without waiting for Morrison to answer, the two men parted the crowd and walked up from the back row. He Rui waited for them to approach and asked, "After discussion by the government, we would like to hire Mr. Magloire and Mr. Johnson as our formal consultants. I wonder if you two are interested?"

Hearing this news, many merchants could hardly conceal the envy on their faces. Although Magloire and Johnson were very happy, they were not overly excited. They just stepped forward to express their willingness to accept the invitation. If China were a Great Power like Russia, Magloire and Johnson would have been overjoyed. Unfortunately, it was not.

Even so, to become officials—and officials with real power—was something the two merchants could readily accept.

After announcing the news, He Rui began to chat with various figures attending the dance, following the proper etiquette. Not long after, the music started. He Rui politely declined the invitations of several ladies, took a glass of champagne, and walked towards the rest area.

At about the same time, Jordan also walked towards the rest area. The two met again. He Rui raised his glass to Jordan, as if the war of words yesterday had never happened. Jordan had the same reaction, and the two sat naturally in a quiet spot. Someone was already standing at the entrance, blocking out a space for the two big figures to talk freely.

"Does General He have any views on the future?"

"Does Mr. Minister want to talk about peace or victory?"

"No, I am very interested in the future situation in the Far East."

"From China's perspective, we will naturally strive to complete the industrialization process that was interrupted twenty years ago. A peaceful environment is beneficial to China. For peace, we will do our best. However, what ultimately determines the situation in the Far East is still the Anglo-Japanese Alliance. In the future, there may also be American influence."

"The United States?" Jordan strongly disliked new interveners appearing in the Far East.

He Rui did not hide anything. "Even if the Anglo-Japanese Alliance cannot continue, the United States will hope to establish its own influence in the Far East. But no matter the situation, China will become the cornerstone of peace in the region."

Since He Rui was so frank, Jordan also decided to probe further. "Does Your Excellency expect to become China's future leader?"

He Rui answered, "Is this question from your own interest, Minister, or is it authorized by the British Foreign Office?"

Jordan felt like he had hit a wall again. He Rui's tone was still elegant and his attitude sincere, but his stance was extremely tough. It was clear that this local chief of Northeast China was very confident.

Since he had not received authorization, Jordan brought the topic back to the original content. "Does Your Excellency consider Japan a threat to China?"

"No, Japan has never been a threat to China. Historically, Japan has become a trouble for China several times, but that is a matter determined by the geography of the two countries. China's threat always comes from within. When China itself is weak, everything around it is a threat. When China can execute sound politics and development, everything around it is a friend. In China's thousands of years of history, such cycles have occurred too many times."

"Does Your Excellency have the confidence to complete China's industrialization?" Jordan asked, watching He Rui's reaction seriously.

"It is China that needs industrialization, not that *I* want to complete China's industrialization," He Rui corrected.

Jordan thought for a moment, somewhat shaken. "Does Your Excellency mean that China wants to become a Great Power?"

He Rui smiled. "Your Excellency, there are so many countries in the world. Regardless of the characteristics of the country itself, purely from the perspective of national expectations, which country does not want to become a Great Power?"

Jordan lifted his champagne and took a slow sip, feeling truly moved. He Rui had already made a judgment: the Russian people's war weariness would determine that a government advocating withdrawal from the war would come to power. And He Rui himself had seized upon the need for China to become a world Great Power again and was firmly pushing forward his efforts. Although it was impossible to judge whether He Rui would succeed now, such a person would definitely affect the entire situation in the Far East. What kind of challenges would He Rui bring to the British Empire?
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Before leaving, Jordan personally visited the General Zhen'an's office to bid farewell. He Rui spoke with Jordan cordially, like an old friend, and presented two wild ginseng roots as a parting gift. Jordan, having served as the British Minister to Korea and now as the Minister to China, naturally understood that this gift represented goodwill from the East Asian region.

Although Zhao Tianlin was the Director of the Education Department, he was currently acting in a diplomatic capacity and would escort Jordan to the railway station.

Seeing Jordan and He Rui standing together, one truly felt like looking at an oil painting. Jordan, an old man with thinning hair, sported a striking mustache typical of the European upper class and wore a Victorian-style suit. Magnificent, yet revealing the aura of a bygone era.

He Rui wore a simple military uniform, his face clean-shaven, and beneath his refreshing appearance lay vigorous vitality. Together, they seemed like a collision of two eras, or perhaps the boundary between two eras.

"I will ask Director Zhao to escort the Minister to the station. As for the establishment of the consulate in Fengtian, Director Zhao will be responsible for that," He Rui said at parting.

Jordan did not mind whether Zhao Tianlin was the Education Director or a diplomatic official. He Rui was the supreme administrative chief of the Northeast, but not the king of a local kingdom; he did not have the authority to establish diplomatic institutions.

Leaving He Rui's office, Jordan felt quite emotional along the way. Zhao Tianlin, who shared the car, had studied international law and was also a formidable opponent.

At the time of parting, Jordan instructed his secretary to cooperate with Zhao Tianlin to get the consulate settled as soon as possible.

***

Early morning, in the high-end residential area of Tianjin, newsboys delivered newspapers from door to door. Zhang Xiluan's servant was already waiting; as soon as the newsboy arrived, he opened the door and took the stack of papers.

Pulling out the *Northeast Daily* and placing it on top, the servant delivered the stack to Zhang Xiluan's study. Before long, Zhang Xiluan, dressed in casual clothes, entered the study, picked up the *Northeast Daily*, and began reading.

Around mid-morning, Zhang Xiluan took the car He Rui had sent him and went straight to a teahouse. This teahouse was built in an antique style, with courtyards, ponds, flower beds, and plum blossoms. A waiter led Zhang Xiluan into a courtyard reserved for prominent retired officials like himself, where several people were already seated.

Zhao Erxun, Wang Shizhen, Wang Zhanyuan, and Meng Enyuan, the Jilin Military Governor effectively exiled by He Rui. All were Beiyang figures, including Wang Shizhen, the "Dragon of Beiyang" among the Three Heroes of Beiyang.

Zhao Erxun came from a family of officials, a famous minister of the late Qing, and a *jinshi* from the Daoguang era. Seeing Zhang Xiluan enter, he laughed, "Brother Zhang, Duan Zhiquan rarely complains about people, but he can't help complaining about your eye for talent."

Zhang Xiluan did not answer. His gaze swept over the table, seeing several newspapers, one of which was the *Northeast Daily* he had read that morning.

Since everyone knew the same news, Zhang Xiluan found an empty chair and sat down, resting his hands on his cane, smiling. "Speaking of which, it was Duan Zhiquan who sent He Rui outside the Pass. What does he have to complain about?"

Although Meng Enyuan had left Fengtian safely with the wealth he accumulated as Military Governor, if He Rui were to be brought down by the Great Powers, Meng Enyuan would naturally be happy. He chimed in, "Lord Zhang, I heard that the British and French Ministers have publicly stated they will absolutely not accept He Rui acting recklessly. He recovered the Chinese Eastern Railway and provoked the foreigners. I am worried for He Rui."

Zhang Xiluan didn't want to pay attention to Meng Enyuan, but ignoring him completely wasn't appropriate, so he simply said, "My young brother He Rui is cautious, and this time he has a valid cause. The *Northeast Daily* states clearly: since Russia intends to betray the Allied Powers, the Republic of China, as a member of the Allies, naturally has no reason to sit idly by."

Zhao Erxun chuckled softly. "Hehe, Lord Zhang is being too protective. With He Rui acting like this, I fear the foreigners won't accept it. What do you think, Brother Wang?"

Wang Shizhen didn't want to get involved in such a discussion, but since Zhao Erxun insisted on pulling him in, Wang Shizhen shook his head slightly. "What I care about is that He Rui stated in the newspaper that he dispatched twelve divisions to complete the operation to recover the Chinese Eastern Railway. Brother Zhang, exactly how big of a family fortune did you leave for He Rui?"

Zhang Xiluan certainly knew what he had left He Rui. Apart from an empty treasury, there was an empty arsenal. If there was anything of value, it was perhaps the seal of the General Zhen'an.

But given He Rui's shrewdness and capability... one division of 5,000 men, twelve divisions would be 60,000. If two soldiers shared one gun, or even three, it wasn't impossible.

But the Russians on the Chinese Eastern Railway numbered about 20,000. And the *Northeast Daily* clearly stated: twelve divisions, 120,000 men, resolving the issue of Russians within the Northeast borders completely within two days. This number also seemed reasonable.

Seeing Zhang Xiluan remain silent, Wang Shizhen said to Zhao Erxun, "Brother Zhao, He Rui has also made significant achievements in diplomacy. I feel this matter may not turn out as those in the Capital think."

Hearing Wang Shizhen's words, Zhao Erxun didn't know how to answer for a moment. He personally had no acquaintance with He Rui, neither liking nor disliking him. But in decades, apart from the Victory at Zhennan Pass, this was one of the few external victories China had won. Zhao Erxun felt some emotion in his heart.

And in terms of scale and result, He Rui's victory was more commendable than Feng Zicai's Victory at Zhennan Pass. Finally, Zhao Erxun sighed. "Sigh. Now Duan Zhiquan doesn't want trouble, but the young students in Beijing and Tianjin, hearing about the recovery of the Chinese Eastern Railway, have been marching and celebrating for days. Some even want to march to the State Council to demand the recovery of Shandong. This may not be a good thing."

Among those present, except for Meng Enyuan, all were major figures who had seen decades of ups and downs. They knew what Zhao Erxun meant. Young people didn't care about the consequences; seeing He Rui recover the Chinese Eastern Railway and take back all Russian concessions outside the Pass, their blood boiled, and they cared about nothing else.

How could these foolish students know that even if things had a good start, they might not have a good ending?

The group of old men were each thinking their own thoughts when they heard distant shouting from outside the wall.

"Recover the concessions!" "Restore Shandong!" "Drive out the Japanese invaders!"

Zhao Erxun sighed almost inaudibly. One didn't need to look to know these were students marching in Tianjin. Not just Tianjin; students in the Capital were doing the same.
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On December 20, 1917, Duan Qirui, having just resigned as Premier of the Republic, swept his gaze over the front page of the *Northeast Daily*. In a tiny "tofu-block" space in the bottom right corner, there were merely two simple sentences regarding his resignation.

Compared to the coverage in other newspapers, such space was truly insignificant. Yet, even with He Rui being this discourteous, Duan Qirui could not afford to focus his energy on him. His immediate priority was to reach a compromise on power distribution with President Feng Guozhang.

Having finished the headlines, Duan Qirui put down the *Northeast Daily* and stood up to walk into the flower hall. A trusted aide nearby, who had already seen the news, followed behind Duan and suggested, "Chief, He Rui harbors ulterior motives."

A cold smile involuntarily surfaced on Duan Qirui's face. The front-page headline was news concerning the Northeast: *The Northeast Regional Government Designates January 1st of the Western Calendar as the 'Start of the Year' (Suishou), and the Spring Festival as New Year's Day (Yuandan).*

The article reviewed China's traditional calendar, arguing that the 'Start of the Year' should ideally be a fixed date, making the adoption of January 1st of the Western calendar a convenient choice. However, China's calendar must conform to Chinese tradition; thus, the Spring Festival should be designated as New Year's Day.

Even though this article contained no attacks on the Beiyang government, Duan Qirui still saw through the intent. Establishing the national calendar was the work of the central government. As a regional administrator, what right did He Rui have to dictate such matters? His ambition needed no questioning.

Seeing Duan Qirui remain silent, the aide could only probe, "How does the Chief view He Rui?"

Duan Qirui let out a light laugh. "I am now a man without office or post. Let President Feng worry about this matter."

The aide paused slightly, feeling he understood Duan's thinking.

First, forcing the Qing court to abdicate; second, opposing Yuan Shikai's proclamation as Emperor; third, defeating Zhang Xun's restoration. Duan Qirui was now hailed by sycophantic newspapers as the "Three-Time Creator of the Republic." Yet, after joining forces with Feng Guozhang to force out the outsider Li Yuanhong, Duan still could not sit on the President's throne. So at this moment, let Feng Guozhang fret over He Rui. The more Feng felt the threat from He Rui, the more he would have to compromise with Duan Qirui to jointly handle He Rui's challenge.

The aide recalled being ordered to escort He Rui outside the Pass two years ago. When Duan Qirui gave the deployment funds, the aide had felt some emotion. Back then, He Rui was just a brash youngster; now, he had become one of the top three most influential figures among the Beiyang armies.

Just as Duan Qirui predicted, Feng Guozhang's aides were scratching their heads over He Rui. British Minister Jordan, who had left Beijing a few days ago, publicly stated that he firmly would not accept such reckless behavior from a regional power like He Rui. The French Minister expressed the same view.

This made President Feng Guozhang extremely displeased. Having finally found an opportunity to suppress Duan Qirui, Feng did not want to be distracted by such matters, yet he could not ignore them.

The aides thought back and forth but could not come up with a way to deal with He Rui. Several aides frowned as they looked at the news in the *Northeast Daily*. Suddenly, someone's brow relaxed. "We can shut down the *Northeast Daily* branch in Tianjin!"

Hearing this, the other aides immediately felt it was a good solution. Organizing troops to fight all the way to Fengtian was absolutely out of the question right now. But cleaning up the *Northeast Daily* branch in Tianjin—that was as easy as catching a turtle in a jar.

Immediately, the aides went to see Feng Guozhang and presented this view. Feng Guozhang had no desire to focus his mind on He Rui. Upon hearing this suggestion, he immediately ordered, "Send a telegram. Have the Tianjin Military Governor shut it down!"

Watching his subordinates leave to convey the order, Feng Guozhang withdrew his gaze unhappily. He Rui's sudden rise was truly beyond expectation. Feng felt that once Jordan arrived outside the Pass, he would surely make He Rui obedient. At that time, in order to negotiate with the British, He Rui would likely have to beg Feng Guozhang to mediate.

When that time came, he would make that brat pay!

Just as Feng Guozhang's order was being issued, in Beijing and Tianjin, many young students were heading to various venues. Upon entering, they noticed that among the staff sent by the *Northeast Daily*, a few familiar faces were missing, replaced by several new ones.

These new *Northeast Daily* personnel first introduced themselves, then explained the personnel adjustments. "In the Northeast, we work while we learn. Those comrades went back to the Northeast to attend study classes first, and we came here after attending the classes."

The students who came to listen were somewhat surprised. However, the new Civilization Party members did not waste words and directly began the lecture. "Students, everyone feels that recovering the Chinese Eastern Railway relieves our anger. This thought is very natural. But General He's thinking regarding the recovery of the Chinese Eastern Railway did not stem from simple emotion. International politics has its own internal logic. We came this time to explain this logic of thinking to everyone clearly."

After speaking, looking at the excited and expectant students, the Civilization Party members smiled. "We all received course training in Fengtian, and it was General He who lectured personally. The content here will definitely not be wrong. Please listen with confidence."

Although most of the young students were not from poor families, they had no opportunity to access high-level political judgment. Everyone held their breath and concentrated; many even took out notebooks.

The Civilization Party members then recounted the lessons learned in Fengtian to the students. He Rui's logical judgment was very clear and brisk: Since China had joined the Allied Powers, it must take actions consistent with the overall interests of the Allied Powers. As a member of the Allied Powers, Russia's new government deciding to withdraw from the war was a betrayal of the Alliance. As a member of the Allied Powers, China had an obligation to safeguard the interests of the Alliance.

"Once Russia formally withdraws from the Allied Powers, is it possible for them to attack China, a member of the Alliance? Such a possibility exists. As a preventive measure, China must recover the Chinese Eastern Railway and impose protective restrictive measures on all Russian personnel in China!"

School education in this era was divided into lower primary, higher primary, middle school, and university. Those who came to listen were the university and middle school students of this era, so most people's emotions shifted from excitement to astonishment, and even some displeasure.

Seeing the expressions of the young students, the Civilization Party members inevitably sighed inwardly. When they listened to He Rui's lecture, they had gone through the same evolution of thought.

"Students, do you feel that we are somewhat bullying others by flaunting powerful connections? Like a fox borrowing the tiger's might, using the Alliance's stance to act, rather than waging war against Russia openly and squarely?"

The young students were initially just displeased, but they did not necessarily truly understand the political logic within. Hearing such a clear statement now, the displeasure of many directly turned into anger. Someone asked, "Russia occupied so much of our territory. Why not declare war on Russia?"

"This is political reality. We are not invading Russia. We are not aggressors." The Civilization Party members clearly pointed out the core point.

Some youths became even more unhappy and spoke up to argue with the Civilization Party members. The party members had all walked this mental path and could patiently discuss the logic. This made some short-tempered youths extremely unhappy, and they finally just stood up and left.

The Civilization Party members sighed in their hearts but swept their gaze over the young students who remained. They saw that the expressions of some of these students had become serious and earnest. Although they lacked their previous agitation, they clearly wanted to clarify the logic of He Rui's actions even more.

Before leaving the Pass this time, the Party Committee selected these members so that they could inform the youth of the truth of the matter, and also select those youths who were relatively mature and could understand politics.

Just as He Rui had said, "What we need are comrades who can advance with the organization, not those who want to use our organization to realize their personal impulses and passions. The distinction therein—I expect comrades to deepen their understanding of it in their work."

After the class ended, some youths stayed behind to ask the Civilization Party members some questions. These one-on-one conversations more clearly revealed the youths' personalities. Some youths believed that He Rui also had his own difficulties, so he could not go all out.

Only a few youths proposed their own views. "If it is according to what the teacher said, this recovery of the Chinese Eastern Railway is a political battle, not a purely military operation."

"Yes," the Civilization Party member replied.

"But this method won't work for everything under heaven." The young student's expression held expectation.

"If you want to understand more, I look forward to you coming to the Northeast. In the Northeast, there are more teachers who will lecture to students. Everyone must understand clearly: in the Northeast, it is not just Chairman He alone doing things, but hundreds of thousands of comrades working together for China's rejuvenation."

The youths' expressions were somewhat excited, but soon dimmed again. The Civilization Party members could understand without asking. Even if these youths were happy to see the success of recovering the Chinese Eastern Railway, it did not mean they could abandon everything to go outside the Pass and follow the revolution.

The lectures went on until very late, especially in Tianjin. Because Zhao Tianlin, the President of Peiyang University, had gone to outside the Pass, the schools in Tianjin felt a closeness to the Northeast that exceeded that of many other cities.

It was dark. When the Civilization Party members were preparing to return to the newspaper office, someone hurried over. "The Tianjin Military Governor ordered the newspaper office sealed. Everyone, hurry to the safe house."

He Rui received the news two days later. Since the Beiyang government had struck the first blow, He Rui had no reason not to return the favor. Summoning Hu Xiushan, the Commander of the Liaoning Military District, He Rui ordered, "Send troops to take Shanhai Pass."

Hu Xiushan asked simply, "Chairman, what is the objective of doing this?"

He Rui told Hu Xiushan the news of the Beiyang side sealing the *Northeast Daily*. "We could send someone to talk to them, or we could send troops to take Shanhai Pass. I have decided to use force. This is also unavoidable. If Beiyang had a newspaper office in Fengtian, I could retaliate reciprocally. Since Beiyang is useless and has no newspaper of its own, there is no other way. Even if the severity of the retaliation exceeds Beiyang's methods, we can only do this."

Over the past two years, Hu Xiushan, who was already serious in speech and manner, had become increasingly calm in his demeanor. At this moment, he thought quietly for a while and asked, "May I ask, Chairman, in your view, what is the importance of propaganda? Can it be compared to armed forces?"

He Rui thought for a moment. "Attacking the heart is superior; attacking the city is inferior. Psychological warfare is superior; military warfare is inferior. Beiyang wants to embarrass me; if it were something else, I wouldn't care. But the *Northeast Daily* is our window to let the broad masses inside the Pass understand us and understand the new life of the future China. It is our mouth, it is our eyes. Someone wants to sew our eyes shut, sew our mouth shut. This cannot be accepted."

Hu Xiushan pondered for a moment after hearing this, then stood at attention and saluted. "I will go execute it now."

Watching Hu Xiushan's retreating figure, He Rui felt the corners of his mouth uncontrollably curling upward slightly—a muscle movement triggered by a genuine smile.

Every day, apart from reading and studying, Hu Xiushan spent his time studying the terrain and conducting field inspections. Even if He Rui didn't ask, he knew that Hu Xiushan must have already completed the operational plan for attacking Shanhai Pass.

This was not because Hu Xiushan was uniquely gifted. The general staffs of modern military powers would naturally make contingency plans for various potential military threats and operations. Even in Japan, the work of those in the General Staff Headquarters was to create various operational plans.

The more military men like Hu Xiushan there were, the more the Northeast Army would grow in the direction of a military power. Seeing such a young military man maturing was truly a gladdening thing.
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Shanhai Pass, historically known as Yuguan (Elm Pass), Yuguan (Yu Pass), Linyu Pass, or Linlü Pass. The ancient Yuguan was located twenty *li* east of Funing County, backed by towering mountains to the north and facing the vast sea to the south, with a separation of only a few *li*. It was a location of extreme strategic importance. Before 1990, it was considered the eastern starting point of the Ming Great Wall. Later archaeological discoveries placed the starting point at Hushan Great Wall in Hushan Town, Kuandian County, Dandong City, Liaoning Province.

Outside Shanhai Pass, Zheng Sirang gazed at this magnificent pass, feeling inevitably moved. People sent by the Shanhai Pass Garrison Commander, Li Yidao, had already come out to welcome him. Zheng Sirang took two guards and entered the pass.

Although it was winter, Garrison Commander Li Yidao still met Zheng Sirang atop the city wall. Seeing Zheng Sirang, Li Yidao smiled, "Sirang, it's only been a few years, and you're already a Colonel. You've risen fast."

Zheng Sirang completely ignored Li Yidao's teasing. He stepped forward and saluted, "Teacher, this student has always missed your guidance from back then."

Li Yidao sighed. He had taught at the Baoding Military Academy. When Jiang Fangzhen (Jiang Baili) was the principal and attempted suicide to demonstrate his resolve, although Jiang was saved, the faculty of the academy was purged. Li Yidao left the academy and returned to the troops. After drifting for a few years, he managed to land the job of Shanhai Pass Defense Commissioner. His rank was only Lieutenant Colonel.

Although the Beiyang military ranks became somewhat chaotic after Yuan Shikai's death—and the rank of a Colonel under He Rui like Zheng Sirang wasn't fully recognized by traditional Beiyang officers—seeing his student rise so high following He Rui, Li Yidao felt emotional.

After the greeting, Zheng Sirang stepped forward and extended his hand to Li Yidao. Although Li Yidao didn't really want to shake hands with his student, they were both soldiers in public, so he helplessly took a step forward and extended his hand.

Zheng Sirang's palm was powerful. After grasping Li Yidao's hand, he suddenly exerted force, clamping onto Li Yidao's wrist like an iron pincer. With a sudden turn of his body, he restrained Li Yidao. It happened in a flash. The two guards who had accompanied Zheng Sirang up the wall immediately unslung the submachine guns from their backs and shielded Zheng Sirang.

Li Yidao was both shocked and furious. However, Zheng Sirang didn't just have brute strength; his kung fu was exceptional. Once restrained, Li Yidao couldn't resist at all and was dragged directly by Zheng Sirang to a corner of the city wall. Although Zheng Sirang and his two guards were exposed to the numerous defenders on the wall, Zheng Sirang showed no fear.

The defenders were caught off guard. By the time they realized what was happening and raised their rifles, their commander Li Yidao was already hostage. Zheng Sirang was in a dead angle, a pistol pressed against Li Yidao's back. The two guards held weapons the defenders didn't recognize, blocking any potential angles of fire against Zheng Sirang.

In this moment of panic, Zheng Sirang pulled out a signal pistol and fired twice—*pa, pa*—sending one red and one green signal flare into the air. He then shouted, "Don't be afraid! We are only here to take over Shanhai Pass. As long as you don't make any sudden moves, no one will die."

Only then did Li Yidao understand what Zheng Sirang intended to do. Shock and anger intermingled as he shouted as best he could, "Have you lost your mind, Zheng Sirang?!"

Before his voice faded, soldiers on the wall turned their heads, and someone shouted in surprise, "Enemy troops!"

Even surrounded, Zheng Sirang laughed heartily, "Brothers, Commander He dared to fight even the Russians because of fearless brothers like us! We aren't here to harm you. It is President Feng Guozhang who insists on humiliating Commander He! We had no choice but to take Shanhai Pass first, so President Feng stops pressuring us."

While they were talking, commotion arose from below the wall. The commando teams lying in ambush had approached.

The defenders were clearly overwhelmed by this sudden strike. Finally, an officer shouted, "Engage!"

Before the words landed, the two guards half-crouched, raised their submachine guns, pressed the stocks against their shoulders, and began to sweep the area.

Automatic individual weapons were beginning to be equipped on a small scale in Europe, but not yet in China. The Northeast Arsenal had completed the design of the submachine gun, but ordinary Beiyang soldiers had never seen one. Seeing the weapons in the guards' hands weren't bulky, they assumed they were ordinary rifles. They never imagined such weapons could fire bullets continuously without stopping.

Although the 9x25mm ammunition shared by pistols and submachine guns lacked long-range stopping power, the Beiyang officers and soldiers who made sudden moves were swept down in rows.

Chaos erupted on the city wall. The Northeast Army commando teams had already rushed to the base of the wall. They set up 60mm mortars. Avoiding Zheng Sirang's position, mortar shells rained down on the wall like splashing water. In moments, the defenders on the wall were scattered.

Steel grappling hooks were fired from below, catching the battlements. Soldiers climbed rapidly up the wall and joined the fight.

The Beiyang troops hadn't expected a surprise attack from the Northeast Army to begin with. With their Garrison Commander captured, they had no will to fight and routed down the wall.

The Northeast Army commandos, equipped with submachine guns, pursued fiercely and seized the Shanhai Pass fortifications in one vigorous effort. Only then did Zheng Sirang release Li Yidao. He apologized to the panting Li Yidao, "Teacher, please forgive me."

Li Yidao's sidearm had been disarmed. Although he wanted to beat Zheng Sirang to death with his fists, being surrounded by Northeast troops, he knew he couldn't. He cursed, "You dog, how was I so blind to teach a student like you!"

Zheng Sirang didn't talk back. He simply strode forward to continue commanding the battle. By this time, the gates of Shanhai Pass had been opened. The converging Northeast Army troops rushed into the city shouting, clearing out enemy forces and occupying the city and the pass.

Shanhai Pass, known as the "First Pass Under Heaven," fell into the hands of the Northeast Army in half a day.

After occupying Shanhai Pass, Zheng Sirang immediately sent a telegram to the Ministry of War in Beijing: "This subordinate is a subordinate of General Zhen'an (He Rui). Hearing that Shanhai Pass might be attacked by Russia, I have taken over defense of the pass. The Director-General of the Army can rest assured, this subordinate will defend Shanhai Pass securely and allow no Russian movement."

When they first received the telegram, the Beiyang officers at the Ministry of War thought someone was playing a prank.

***

At this time, He Rui had arrived at Shanhai Pass. Zheng Sirang finished recounting the operation, looking forward with some excitement to He Rui's praise. However, he saw no praise in He Rui's expression. Instead, He Rui sighed, "I have no desire to praise you for this battle plan. If there had been the slightest slip-up, you would likely have perished here!"

Zheng Sirang felt a bit aggrieved and couldn't help defending himself, "If we had attacked by force, we could have taken it, but we would have lost many more men..."

He Rui shook his head, interrupting him, "It's not about that. In my heart, the gain or loss of Shanhai Pass is truly not worth mentioning compared to you."

Zheng Sirang felt a violent tremor in his heart, and his nose soured. Having been with He Rui for nearly two years, Zheng Sirang felt he completely understood He Rui's personality; these words truly came from He Rui's heart. Although Zheng Sirang always believed one shouldn't fear death on the battlefield, having his life valued so highly by He Rui—whom he completely identified with—made it impossible not to be moved.

After a moment, afraid he might cry, Zheng Sirang quickly found a topic to distract himself. "Chairman, if you see my teacher, please put in a good word for me."

"Why not go yourself?" He Rui smiled.

"I feel I've wronged my teacher," Zheng Sirang sighed.

He Rui didn't answer but called a guard and whispered a few instructions. Not long after, Shanhai Pass Garrison Commander Li Yidao was invited in. Seeing Zheng Sirang, Li Yidao turned his face away, refusing to look at him.

He Rui invited Li Yidao to sit and said, "Brother Li, what I'm about to say comes from the heart. I heard from Brother Zhou Yinshan that you are a brave man. If we had sent troops to attack by force, you would certainly have fought to the death. Let me ask you, Brother Li, how many people would have died then?"

Hearing this, Li Yidao felt a surge of anger. But knowing he was He Rui's captive and that acting tough would yield no good result, he spoke as politely as possible, "How does Commander He wish to instruct me?"

"I am speaking on Sirang's behalf. In this change of hands at Shanhai Pass, over a dozen died and thirty-some were wounded. Although Sirang's actions were risky, they drastically reduced casualties. I believe that disregarding his own safety showed a truly benevolent heart."

Even knowing he couldn't speak too harshly, hearing this, Li Yidao snorted coldly, "So I should thank him then!"

He Rui knew Li Yidao could not possibly understand Zheng Sirang's feelings right now, so he replied, "Brother Li, having suffered this, you are naturally unhappy. I won't say more, I just wanted to say this in front of you and Sirang. After all, there probably won't be fighting like this in the future."

Hearing this, Li Yidao asked, "Does Commander He intend to march into Beijing?"

"I have no such plan. But whatever I say now, you won't believe it. In my view, the matter should be resolved in four or five days, or six or seven at the latest. Please wait a few days, Brother Li." With that, he had Li Yidao led away.

Zheng Sirang was grateful and asked, "Chairman, you didn't need to come personally."

"I came to Shanhai Pass to wait for someone."

"Who?"

"Someone who can talk things out."

***

On the third day, a train stopped at Shanhai Pass, and Zhang Xiluan was invited off. Watching the soldiers coming and going at the station, the old man felt deeply moved. Having been in the military for decades, just looking at how these soldiers stood and walked, he knew they had undergone excellent training. Moreover, their equipment was superb, showing that He Rui had spent heavily to equip his troops.

Before long, Zhang Xiluan saw He Rui in a smart military uniform appear on the platform. Approaching Zhang Xiluan, He Rui saluted first, "Duke Zhang, I trust you have been well since we parted. I feel truly apologetic for disturbing your peace with this matter."

Seeing He Rui looking even more vigorous and youthful than before, Zhang Xiluan replied heartily, "Haha, Brother He, you've made such a big scene, I couldn't *not* come. There's no need for useless words between us. Brother He, just say directly what you want."

He Rui didn't waste words either. "President Feng confiscated my *Northeast Daily*. I find this inappropriate. Once the *Northeast Daily* resumes business, I will withdraw from Shanhai Pass. What do you think, Duke Zhang?"

Zhang Xiluan frowned. For a moment, he thought He Rui was talking nonsense. To seize Shanhai Pass just for a *Northeast Daily*? If he went back and said that, no one would believe it. If the Beiyang high command *did* believe it, things might be even worse. It would imply He Rui was treating the Beiyang leadership with utter arrogance.

"Brother He, are you speaking the truth?"

"I have no need to lie to you, Duke Zhang."

"If Brother He is truly doing this for that reason, why not listen to this old man? You withdraw from Shanhai Pass first, and leave the rest to me to mediate. How about that?"

After speaking, Zhang Xiluan stared at He Rui. He still didn't believe He Rui's goal was just a newspaper. Feng Guozhang merely wanted to teach He Rui a small lesson; as long as He Rui said a few soft words, the matter would likely pass. At worst, He Rui could just start another paper called *Fengtian Daily* or *Northeast News*. But with such a violent reaction from He Rui, the nature of the matter changed completely.

Then, Zhang Xiluan heard He Rui say, "Since Duke Zhang guarantees it, I will naturally comply. Duke Zhang, I will lead the troops to withdraw from Shanhai Pass now. But before withdrawing, I must send a telegram to the Ministry of War. I am handing Shanhai Pass over to you, Duke Zhang."

In the past, Zhang Xiluan probably wouldn't have shouldered this blame for He Rui. But now that he was a retired elder, he had nothing to fear. He replied, "Since Brother He is giving this old man such face, I naturally must accept it."
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The moment Zhang Xiluan arrived at Shanhai Pass, He Rui personally handed the pass over to him. When the telegram reached Beijing, the Beiyang bigwigs were astonished.

Feng Guozhang knew this was He Rui's response to the shutdown of the *Northeast Daily*, but many others didn't see it that way.

When Beiyang figures talked about He Rui, they inevitably mentioned his background. This young Commander had gone to an Army Middle School after graduating from higher primary school, then studied in Japan on a government scholarship. Although young, he could be called the "Plain Yellow Banner" of Beiyang—a pureblood of the Beiyang lineage. In terms of background, current status, achievements, and the claimed 120,000 troops he commanded, he was fully qualified to contend for status within the Beiyang clique.

Many believed He Rui's seizure of Shanhai Pass was a move to advance his position further.

In the office of the Minister of Foreign Affairs, Lü Feng, the Counselor of the Republic's Embassy in Japan, looked at Foreign Minister Lu Zhengxiang—who was thin but sported a European-style mustache—and answered patiently, "Minister, this subordinate has not met He Rui many times, but in my view, He Rui may not necessarily be entering the pass to contend for status."

Lu Zhengxiang was from Jiangsu and was naturally of slight build. Listening to Counselor Lü Feng's judgment, he stroked the goatee on his chin, neither agreeing nor disagreeing.

Lü Feng could only continue, "This subordinate also cannot fully read Commander He's thoughts, but I feel Commander He is someone who cherishes his reputation like a bird cherishes its feathers."

Lu Zhengxiang found Lü Feng's words amusing. Nothing He Rui had done so far looked like the actions of someone who "cherished his feathers." On the contrary, he had the decisiveness of a gambler pushing all his chips to the center of the table every time.

Thinking of this, Lu Zhengxiang asked, "Counselor Lü, do you believe He Rui's goal is not to enter the pass to compete? The current situation is so chaotic; winning amidst chaos is what He Rui is best at."

Lü Feng felt there was reason in this. In 1917, during Zhang Xun's restoration, Zhang Xun drove away Li Yuanhong, and then Duan Qirui drove away Zhang Xun, restoring the Republic and taking power. Now, Feng Guozhang, whose reputation was already damaged, was President, and Duan Qirui was Premier. Duan Qirui was retreating in order to advance in the struggle, resigning first to create space for political negotiations with Feng Guozhang.

If Lu Zhengxiang was worried He Rui would use this opportunity to take over Beijing... Lü Feng still felt He Rui wouldn't do so. Although "cherishing feathers" might be an inappropriate description for He Rui, the man did give Lü Feng that specific impression.

Just as Lü Feng wanted to agree with Lu Zhengxiang's view, someone came in and whispered a few words in the Minister's ear. Lu Zhengxiang paused, stood up, and asked with some pleasant surprise, "Really?"

"Indeed, they are already outside Chief Duan's door," the newcomer confirmed.

Lu Zhengxiang couldn't help crossing himself, "Thank Heaven."

Lü Feng knew something good must have happened to make Lu Zhengxiang so happy. He was very curious and asked, "Minister, is there good news?"

Lu Zhengxiang didn't answer directly, only discussing the arrangement for Lü Feng to go to France as a counselor. After Lü Feng finally finished talking with Lu Zhengxiang, he came out to find everyone in the Ministry of Foreign Affairs buzzing with discussion. He quickly went up to ask. The official replied with delight, "Commander He has already withdrawn his troops from Shanhai Pass, leaving Commander Zhang Xiluan, who rushed there, to temporarily manage the pass's defense. Commander He also sent a company into Beijing to serve as guards for Chief Duan, saying they are to escort Chief Duan back to his hometown."

Lü Feng paused. After thinking for a moment, he couldn't help smiling. This was perhaps the best way to resolve it.

***

In Duan Qirui's residence, Company Commander Lieutenant Zheng Shaosheng saluted Duan Qirui, "Report to the Chief: this subordinate leads a company to serve the Chief."

Duan Qirui's face darkened, and he shouted loudly, "He Rui is just making a scene! I am a common citizen, what need have I for guards? Go back and tell He Rui, if he thinks I took care of him, he is dead wrong. I ordered him to go outside the pass entirely for the country. If he feels I have done him a favor, he should serve the country well outside the pass. Since he dares to touch the tiger's backside, he must hold his ground! ..."

After the lecture, Duan Qirui ordered the aides beside him, "Take them out, let them return to outside the pass!"

After speaking, Duan Qirui turned and walked away without looking back. The aides looked at Duan Qirui's retreating back; his face was expressionless, but they knew in their hearts that even if Duan Qirui couldn't be described as happy, he was at least very gratified.

For more than two years, Duan Qirui had borne many groundless accusations because of He Rui. Those jealous of He Rui said Duan Qirui had intentionally arranged a fat post for him and privately persuaded Zhang Xiluan to make way for him. Even some muddle-headed members of Duan's Anhui clique had various complaints.

Of course, those muddle-headed people didn't dare actually say this to Duan Qirui; they only complained in private.

Now He Rui had clearly expressed his support for Duan Qirui. Even if Duan Qirui resigned, the hundred thousand Anhui clique troops would still listen to Old Chief Duan's command. He certainly didn't lack a guard company sent by He Rui to "escort him home."

He Rui had only one purpose in doing this: to express support for Duan Qirui. In the current situation, He Rui quickly occupying Shanhai Pass and then withdrawing was to let the Beiyang upper echelon in the capital understand that He Rui had the ability to quickly exit the pass and pounce directly on Beijing.

Added to sending this company, the capital would absolutely not misunderstand He Rui's support for Duan Qirui. At a time when Duan Qirui used resignation to signal space for negotiation with Feng Guozhang, this was immense support for Duan. Feng Guozhang would have to think hard now.

The aide turned to the Northeast Army company commander and said, "Brother, please follow me. I will arrange your quarters."

What Duan Qirui said to the company commander was actually meant for He Rui. The aide had noted it down. After arranging quarters for He Rui's troops, he would write a letter for Duan Qirui's review. Even though He Rui was already a high-level Commander in the Beiyang clique, in terms of seniority and age, Duan Qirui was He Rui's elder.

When a junior did something for an elder, the elder naturally had to spur and encourage them out of care. This was how "one's own people" acted.

***

By this time, He Rui had led his troops back to Fengtian. Although the letter hadn't been written yet, He Rui had already instructed his secretary, "If there is a letter from Chief Duan, give it to me immediately."

The secretary quickly recorded it in his notebook. He Rui then called Xu Jia over. "Have the personnel for the Diplomacy Division been selected?"

Xu Jia took out a list and files. "These are all selected youths who understand our diplomatic logic very well."

"Mm." He Rui glanced at the list and began to browse the files.

Xu Jia asked, "Chairman, did Sirang come back with you? If the Chairman can give me half an hour, I want to chat with him."

He Rui sighed, "I've already set the tone for Sirang. His desire to reduce casualties isn't wrong. But this method absolutely cannot be used a second time."

Hearing the content of He Rui's tone-setting, Xu Jia felt a twinge of sourness in his heart. "The Chairman dotes on Sirang too much."

"Sirang has military talent, and I don't want to say things like 'mercy does not command soldiers'—he may not be able to accept it."

Xu Jia answered decisively, "If Sirang cannot accept it, he cannot continue to work in the military."

He Rui nodded. "Go."

On another floor, Xu Jia entered Zheng Sirang's office, closed the door, pulled up a chair, and sat opposite Zheng Sirang. "Comrade Zheng Sirang, I am speaking with you in my capacity as Director of the Statistics Bureau."

Hearing this, Zheng Sirang felt discouraged. "I already know I was wrong."

Xu Jia shook his head. "This matter doesn't involve right or wrong. If you were someone who didn't care at all about the life and death of the troops, you could never sit in your current position. But if you go from one extreme to another, that is mistake upon mistake."

Zheng Sirang frowned, looking very unhappy. But this emotion didn't last long. Zheng Sirang asked in a low voice, "I know the Chairman is angry, but I still can't figure out *why* the Chairman is angry. Xu Jia, explain it to me, so I can be on the right track when I make my self-criticism to the Chairman."

Xu Jia thought for a moment. "Your attitude toward military operations was extremely unserious. That is where the problem lies."

Zheng Sirang's expression changed. Currently, the organization was conducting "Common Language Education." The term "unserious," taken literally, didn't seem like a harsh description. However, within the organization, this was an extremely formal and severe criticism.

According to the Common Language Education, "unserious" meant ignoring laws and objective rules, and acting completely on one's own impulses or conjectures. A person who took "unserious" actions was an "unreliable" person.

Knowing the weight of this term, Zheng Sirang was shocked but didn't have any outburst. Finally, Zheng Sirang sighed, "I understand. I will make a self-criticism to the Chairman."

"Do you want me to help you analyze it?" Xu Jia asked.

Zheng Sirang shook his head. "I can only say I won't act on emotion next time. But this time, I have nothing to explain."

Xu Jia sighed inwardly. Although he had only been the head of the statistics department for a little over two years, Xu Jia had politically vetted and interviewed thousands of people. The Statistics Bureau also created files for these interviewed personnel, and Xu Jia paid attention to their development whenever he had time.

The choice Zheng Sirang made was definitely not a choice only he would make; in this regard, Zheng Sirang was a normal person. But if Zheng Sirang still placed such heavy weight on human feelings instead of facing the world with a rational attitude, then his credibility would have to be lowered. This was something Xu Jia didn't want to see.

But Xu Jia also understood through his work that this kind of thing couldn't be solved just by talking. People's growth required a process, especially for high-ranking military and political cadres; it was an arduous process.

Finally, Xu Jia could only say, "Our conversation ends here. I'm going to see the Chairman in a while; I'll talk for at most an hour about work."

After speaking, Xu Jia returned to He Rui's office and saw that He Rui had already selected a portion of the files. Xu Jia asked, "Chairman, what are the key points for diplomatic personnel?"

"Loyalty and reliability are the primary conditions. I asked Director Zhao to attend the meeting because I trust the reliability and professionalism of the Chinese and English documents he writes. Secondly, they must understand our policies. If they can't clearly figure out what we want to do, they can't communicate with foreign countries. Thirdly, the person needs to have certain communication skills and the ability to learn foreign cultures."

Hearing this, Xu Jia felt that perhaps only Zhao Tianlin was most suitable for diplomacy at present. He Rui was the other candidate.

Having said this, He Rui laughed, "But no one is born with such abilities, and we don't have such high requirements at this stage. After all, the international relations of this world follow the law of the jungle. As long as our strength is sufficient, diplomatic personnel just need to clearly convey our meaning, understand clearly what the other side says, and transmit it accurately—that's usable enough."

With the conditions lowered to this level, Xu Jia nodded. "Understood."

After Xu Jia went back to continue working, He Rui picked up the telegram he had just received. Lieutenant Colonel Itagaki Seishiro had sent a telegram asking to see He Rui. The telegram said he would arrive today. It was already noon, and Itagaki Seishiro hadn't arrived yet. Was the train late?

Just as he was thinking, the secretary came in and said, "Chairman, Lieutenant Colonel Itagaki is outside."

"Bring him in."

Itagaki entered He Rui's office carrying a chill with him. It was now January 2, 1918, the day after the first formal new "Suishou" (New Year) since the Northeast officially promoted the holiday name. Heavy snow swirled in the Northeast, and the weather was freezing.

But Itagaki stood ramrod straight, though perhaps his joints were a bit stiff from the cold. After saluting, Itagaki immediately asked, "General He, this subordinate is ordered by the Kwantung Governor-General's Office to inquire about the purpose of the General marching into Shanhai Pass."

He Rui invited Itagaki to sit and replied in a relaxed tone, "It was just a minor mix-up in garrison rotation. Later we realized the Central Government had issued the wrong order, so we have withdrawn troops. Now the Shanhai Pass Garrison Commander continues to be responsible for the defense of Shanhai Pass."

Itagaki Seishiro understood Chinese culture very well. Hearing this, he understood that He Rui had already resolved the conflict with the Beiyang Central Government, so he continued to ask, "May I ask the General: regarding Russia, does Your Excellency have a next move?"
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He Rui thought for a moment and gave an instruction to his secretary. After listening, the secretary hurried out. He Rui then said to Itagaki, "Itagaki-kun, please rest in the adjacent living room for a moment."

"Yes." Itagaki bowed hurriedly and replied. In the next room, the secretary brought tea and newspapers. Itagaki flipped through the *Northeast Daily* and saw the headline: "Third Mandatory Compulsory Education Inspection Begins, Northeast Literacy Campaign Continues to Strengthen."

After reading the content, Itagaki recalled seeing many newly painted slogans on his way here, such as "If children don't go to school, the whole family faces tax increases." As the head of the "He Agency," Itagaki knew that He Rui was truly going all out on education.

According to investigations, compulsory education had been universally implemented in the cities of the Northeast, and primary schools had been built in every single village. The curriculum even borrowed heavily from Japanese textbooks.

With so many schools opening all at once, there was certainly a shortage of qualified teachers. He Rui adopted a rotation system where two people were recruited for one teaching position; one would teach while the other underwent rotational training. The school year consisted of eight months of classes, with a rotation every two months.

In addition, teachers had to undergo intensive group training during holidays to improve their educational standards as quickly as possible.

Beyond these brute-force measures to boost numbers, He Rui also established normal schools and implemented a teacher certification system. Itagaki was somewhat skeptical of such a certification mechanism. In Japan, teacher qualification was a very important social status. Itagaki agreed with the rule of strict standards for entry and exit for granting teacher qualifications.

However, under He Rui's current approach, the initial threshold for teacher certification was set very low, while the requirements to obtain full certification were gradually raised. When teaching became a profession rather than a status, Itagaki disdained this amateurish atmosphere that lacked dignity.

As an intelligence officer, Itagaki had to admit from a policy perspective that He Rui's methods were very pragmatic. Japan's investment in education was massive, while He Rui used grain as a means of payment, supplemented by a certain amount of currency. The Northeast was vast and sparsely populated, and He Rui's agricultural policies were effective, so he happened to have enough grain for payment. The education expenses that once put tremendous pressure on Japan's finances did not cause an overly heavy burden for He Rui.

Itagaki sighed, feeling some regret that the investment in Northeast education hadn't weighed He Rui down to the point of suffocation. While investing heavily in education, He Rui still had the capacity to build an army of 120,000 men, which made the Japanese General Staff feel the strain.

The General Staff did not feel that He Rui's 120,000 troops posed a threat to Japan; the pressure lay in Japan's inability to effectively threaten He Rui. Japan had only sent tens of thousands of troops to Shandong, which rendered the Beiyang government helpless. But based on the General Staff's understanding of He Rui, if the Japanese army dared to attempt in the Northeast what they did in Shandong, He Rui would truly dare to go to war with the Japanese army.

While he was lost in thought, the secretary came in and invited Itagaki to He Rui's office. Upon returning to the office, he noticed four young men in the room. Their gazes towards Itagaki held curiosity and vigilance. He Rui maintained his calm demeanor. "Itagaki-kun, in what capacity are you asking the question you posed earlier?"

Itagaki felt that He Rui lived up to his reputation, able to grasp the crux of the problem. He took out an official document and presented it to He Rui.

He Rui took it and glanced at it; it was a document issued by the Japanese Ministry of Foreign Affairs, requesting a dialogue with He Rui regarding the Russian issue.

Putting down the document, He Rui resumed the previous conversation. Itagaki repeated his earlier question, "Your Excellency, do you have any further moves regarding Russia?"

He Rui replied, "Japan has misunderstood one thing. We have not taken any action against Russia; we have merely fulfilled our obligations to the Allied Powers within Chinese territory. As for further moves, that is a matter for the Allied Powers to discuss. We will not unilaterally do anything to Russia."

Itagaki Seishiro noticed the young men starting to take notes. Unsure of their identities, he continued to the next question. "If the Allied Powers take military action against Russia, will Your Excellency join in?"

"If it is a collective decision by the Allied Powers, I assume China will have been assigned its tasks by then. If it is a military action launched by an Allied member state individually, I can only provide support within China based on the situation. I will not participate."

"Will Your Excellency oppose or terminate support for the Allied troops attacking Russia on account of certain agreements?"

He Rui knew what Itagaki meant but asked in return, "Which countries would prevent which countries from attacking Russian territory?"

Lieutenant Colonel Itagaki Seishiro knew He Rui understood perfectly, so he was puzzled by He Rui's counter-question. Deferring to his host, Itagaki added, "For example, some countries preventing Japan from attacking Russia."

"Then we must distinguish which countries they are, and our actions also need to obtain the broadest understanding from all nations. If Japan acts on its own, it can purchase supplies and support through commercial channels."

After the meeting ended, He Rui asked the four trainee diplomats observing the session about their impressions. Everyone was a bit reserved and hesitant to speak. Seeing this, He Rui didn't force them to answer immediately and instructed, "Then go back and write an analysis."

"Chairman, can you give us some guidance?" one of them mustered the courage to ask.

He Rui smiled. "Analyze what you saw, and the views and positions of both sides. Write down whatever thoughts you have."

After these young comrades left, He Rui then had someone call Zheng Silang over. As soon as Zheng Silang saw He Rui, he said, "Chairman, I know I was wrong. I offer my self-criticism. I acted on impulse and without authorization. I was wrong."

"How should the attack on Shanhaiguan be fought?" He Rui asked calmly.

"According to the plan, we should have implemented a coordinated infantry-artillery attack."

"Since the plan was already set, you changed it without authorization. From the results, neither the plan nor the result was the issue. What happened in the middle?"

"In the middle?" Zheng Silang was stunned. He had prepared himself to be severely criticized by He Rui, but he didn't expect He Rui to compartmentalize the issue. Zheng Silang suddenly clearly recalled where his initial impulse stemmed from. At that time, he was prepared to execute the combat plan. However, during an assessment of enemy and friendly casualties with the staff officers, they found that under a frontal attack, the defenders at Shanhaiguan would likely suffer hundreds of casualties.

Zheng Silang was already worried about his teacher Li Yidao's safety. Seeing the assessment data, he truly couldn't bear the thought. The idea of reducing casualties through a surprise attack emerged. Afterward, Zheng Silang began to guide the discussion direction and finally made the decision for a surprise attack.

When making the call, Zheng Silang actually didn't think that much; he just made the decision on an impulse. Now that the matter was clarified, Zheng Silang suddenly felt a sense of relief.

Suppressing his shame, Zheng Silang told He Rui exactly what had gone through his mind. After finishing, Zheng Silang pledged again, "I was wrong this time. I will never make my own decisions or change combat plans without authorization again."

He Rui was calculating in his mind whether to let Zheng Silang lead the troops to execute the plan to recover Outer Mongolia. Xu Chengfeng, Cheng Ruofan, Zhong Yifu, Hu Xiushan—none of them would act as Zheng Silang did. Among the candidates available to He Rui, Zheng Silang had the most straightforward personality but also the softest heart. But for the upcoming recovery of Outer Mongolia, He Rui felt Zheng Silang might be the most suitable one.

Compassion does not command soldiers, but a soldier cannot lose the sense of benevolence. Zheng Silang's mistake was not in hoping to reduce casualties, but in his failure to observe military discipline.

He Rui finally made up his mind and stated his decision to Zheng Silang. "For your violation of discipline, there will be an army-wide notice of criticism. You will also be demoted. The Chief of Staff this time will also receive the same punishment."

Zheng Silang straightened his back. "Chairman, I understand. I dragged down my comrades; I want to apologize to them."

"It's not about dragging them down. It was your wrong choice that disrupted the military system. When the Chief of Staff encountered such a situation, he did not consider his duties. If the Chief of Staff could completely disregard your seniority and status as a military commander and act entirely according to the system, naturally only you would be punished!"

Zheng Silang originally intended to take all the blame on himself, but classes in the army had taught that taking all the blame was to shield others from punishment and was a form of insubordination. Whoever did that would have to leave the army. The army was an organization composed of various departments, not a gang where one person could shoulder all the blame. If Zheng Silang wanted to continue serving, he had to obey discipline.

Seeing that Zheng Silang hadn't violated the fundamental principles, He Rui felt somewhat relieved. Within two days, the notice of punishment was issued to the entire army. Many soldiers were confused by this. Why did a good result receive a severe reprimand? This was counter-intuitive.

The political commissars and instructors in the army had been briefed and began to explain the issue to the officers and soldiers. Facing the soldiers' questions, the political commissars and instructors posed the question taught since enlistment: "Is the first duty of a soldier to obey orders?"

With this, the soldiers understood. Zheng Silang's problem was not about the outcome, but violating military orders. More bluntly, he was insubordinate. Since the doubts were resolved, the price was that Zheng Silang's credibility was greatly reduced because of this incident.

With their military commander receiving such a reprimand, even the officers under Zheng Silang's command felt they lost face.

At the same time, He Rui summoned the main cadres for a meeting in Fengtian and informed everyone of Japan's attitude. Upon learning that Japan intended to invade Russia while it was in a civil war, Cheng Ruofan's refined face was full of mockery. "This country, Japan, is like a hungry wolf; it bites anyone it sees."

Xu Jia reminded him, "Don't personify the country. This isn't a decision made by all the Japanese people."

Cheng Ruofan did not back down. "But the Japanese people support this war!"

Although Xu Jia didn't agree with Cheng Ruofan's viewpoint, he couldn't find a suitable rebuttal, so he looked at He Rui.

Xu Chengfeng interjected, "Chairman, can Japan achieve its goal?"

He Rui answered decisively, "Impossible. Japan can invade Russia in the short term and occupy a piece of land in Russia's Pacific region, but it can't swallow this land. So no matter how Japan thrashes about, in the end, it will be a waste of blood and treasure."

Xu Chengfeng, Zhong Yifu, and others' eyes lit up at this. Anything that caused Japan to suffer was something they welcomed. Given the accuracy of He Rui's past deductions, everyone had confidence in his judgment.

Thinking He Rui would continue to explain the reasons, they saw He Rui turn to Cheng Ruofan. "Ruofan, if what you said were true, the Japanese government would certainly be a government capable of effectively mobilizing the full power of Japan. Based on my understanding of Japan, they really don't have that ability. Your judgment of the Japanese government really gives them too much credit. If the scenario you described counts as 100 points, the Japanese government scores at most 40 points. In fact, they likely only have 25 points."

Cheng Ruofan had long been in awe of He Rui's judgment ability, yet hearing that Japan's actual capability was only 25% of his own judgment, he was still shocked by this figure. Before he could ask, he heard He Rui continue, "You say the Japanese people support the Japanese government sending troops to attack Russia; this is not a fact. When the Japanese government fought the Qing Dynasty back then, they announced to the whole country that in order to donate money to build warships, the Emperor ate one less meal a day, and all the people had to donate whether they wanted to or not, which was a de facto tax. Before sending troops this time, let alone discussing it with the Japanese people, the Japanese government won't even announce it to them. So the idea that the Japanese people and the Japanese government are united in purpose simply doesn't exist."

Even though Cheng Ruofan admired He Rui, being pointed out that his premise was wrong still made him feel a bit awkward. Fortunately, Zhong Yifu interjected, "Chairman, Japan raised taxes and borrowed money during the Sino-Japanese War and the Russo-Japanese War. Why won't they borrow money this time?"

"The Sino-Japanese War was a war Japan fought to win a strategic development opportunity, so it could garner domestic support in Japan. For the Russo-Japanese War, Britain chose Japan to contain Russia's expansion in the Far East. Japan's international borrowing was supported by Britain from the start. As long as they won, Britain would naturally provide favorable terms regarding repayment. For example, borrowing new debt to pay off old debt. As the world's financial center, a few hundred million pounds is easily handled by Britain. But this time, Japan is acting unilaterally to expand its power in the Far East. Britain refused to let Russia expand in the Far East, so why would they accept Japan expanding there? Now that Britain is embroiied in war, it's even less likely they'll support Japan."

Zhong Yifu thought for a moment and sighed, "Britain is indeed the scourge of the world!"

He Rui didn't wait for everyone's sentiments to grow and immediately explained, "Not necessarily so. Any country attempting to establish a world order will consider its own interests as the highest priority, and there is also path dependence. Britain employs a balance of power strategy in Europe, and the same goes for the world. Let's look at it from another angle. If not for Britain's balance of power strategy, we wouldn't have the chance to obtain so much machinery and equipment. You know, British colonialists absolutely do not wish to see the emergence of a new industrial country."

Zhong Yifu fell into thought again, but after a moment, he obviously didn't want to dwell on it and asked, "Chairman, based on what you said, we are providing support to Japan within our borders. Why is that? Can Japan really not annex Russian territory?"

"Japan can't do it. Because if Japan wants to annex Russian territory, unless Russia voluntarily cedes it, they have to rely on military occupation. And military occupation costs money. If that land produces nothing, Japanese finances will be like a wound hemorrhaging non-stop; if the bleeding isn't stopped, they will bleed dry. If they want that land to be profitable, they have to invest huge manpower and material resources to develop it. We all participated in our land reform; does everyone think that's an easy task? We are in the Northeast and have obtained the support of the Northeast people. Can Japan get the kind of support we have on Russian land?"

The cadres felt the reasoning sounded correct, but they still felt it wasn't entirely convincing. Finally, Xu Chengfeng asked, "Why did the Chairman agree to provide support to Japan?"

"This isn't support; it's a service bought by Japan with money, so we are not supporting Japan. To show that we won't oppose Japan acting against Russia, it's like Japan is sprinting towards a big pit. When passing by us, they even actively begged us to sell them something to make them run faster toward it. How would you comrades choose in such a situation?"
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After the meeting, the key cadres received their respective tasks. The officers looked at Zheng Sirang, appearing as if they wanted to say something but stopped. Zheng Sirang smiled candidly, "This punishment is of my own fault. I hope everyone will not repeat my mistakes."

Cheng Ruofan, who had also attended classes under Li Yidao, couldn't help but sigh, "Sirang, we can't disobey orders just because we encounter one of our teachers."

Zheng Sirang nodded, "I talked with Xu Jia. Xu Jia said I was too arrogant. I've thought about it carefully over the past two days and I feel Xu Jia was right. I was indeed too arrogant, thinking I could win as soon as I made a move. With this punishment, I know everyone has lost some trust in me, but I know I deserve it. In the future, I will be humble and cautious, and never act self-righteously again."

"You should tell this to the Chairman," Cheng Ruofan sighed.

However, Xu Chengfeng said, "I have a train to catch, I'm leaving first."

After speaking, he left. The others also left one after another. Cheng Ruofan didn't know what else to say, so he also bade farewell to Zheng Sirang.

Watching everyone's backs, Zheng Sirang felt a bit melancholy. He realized he hadn't expected the price of a moment's impulse to be so steep, but since things had come to this, apart from accepting the consequences and not making mistakes in the future, there really was no other way.

Seeing everyone leave, Zheng Sirang was just about to leave when he saw Wu Youping walking past him as if in a trance. Zheng Sirang simply didn't say hello and walked away on his own, only feeling very displeased.

If Zheng Sirang could read Wu Youping's mind at this moment, he would not only clear up the misunderstanding but probably also sympathize with Wu Youping's mood. Although walking on the road, Wu Youping's mind was occupied with various organizational structures, especially the organization of the household registration system.

At this time, Wu Youping was already the Secretary of the Jilin Provincial Party Committee and Governor, but this young man had absolutely no mood to celebrate. He got into the car in a contemplative state, arrived at the train station, and Wu Youping's mind was still considering his biggest headache.

It wasn't until he got on the train and the carriage filled with the accents from Henan, Hebei, Shandong, and Shanxi that Wu Youping was completely pulled back to the real world from his thoughts.

Even in winter, the packed carriage wasn't cold. It happened that a detachment of troops was moving from Fengtian to Changchun. Wu Youping sat neatly with the soldiers and didn't crowd in with these refugees fleeing famine. However, even if Wu Youping wanted to squeeze, he probably couldn't. Inside the carriage for civilians, double the number of people were squeezed onto the seats, and the aisle was full of people standing. As for the space under the seats, it was also packed with people. The windows were wide open, but it couldn't make the stale air much better.

The air was filled with the stench of urine because the toilet was also packed with many people. It was impossible to get in. But even if one could get in, with the density inside the train, it was impossible to accommodate the needs of so many people.

If one had to find a silver lining from this, it was probably that the standing people didn't need to find a place to lean. The overly dense crowd squeezed together, so they could stay upright without any effort.

Jilin Governor Wu Youping hadn't expected things to turn out like this. After the land reform in the Northeast, social order was stabilized significantly. Even if living standards didn't rise rapidly, the people of the Northeast generally felt that society was much safer. Just because of this, the population from inside the Pass (China proper) flooding to outside the Pass (Manchuria) began to surge.

Even in the depth of winter, thousands of people entered the Northeast along the railway or by the Bohai water route every day. The government naturally wouldn't let refugees wander around. Fortunately, the vast majority of refugees came to join relatives, and the household registration system in the Northeast was preliminarily established, so the vetting process wasn't impossible to start.

This led to the current situation. He Rui ordered not to collect train transport fees for refugees who passed the screening, relying on railway transport to send them to the villages and towns where their relatives were. But so many people coming every day caused immense pressure on the local governments.

But Wu Youping really didn't want to dwell on this anymore, so he started chatting with the soldiers in the same carriage. When asked what everyone wanted to do after arriving in Changchun, someone among the soldiers answered with longing: "I want to go to school!"

Other soldiers intended to say something else, but hearing this, they echoed one after another, "Yes, we want to go to school."

Wu Youping knew that the army was promoting education heavily now and provided certification equivalent to elementary school level. Moreover, after soldiers were discharged, they could continue to go to school. In the current moment where adult education was highly promoted, soldiers received training on 'the importance of study' every day, so it wasn't surprising to have such thoughts.

While considering whether the number of teachers was sufficient, Wu Youping suddenly had a flash of insight and an idea for solving the refugee problem.

There are so many teachers being trained now, why not draft a group from the teachers? Currently, there are two rotation teachers for one teaching post. If the number of rotation personnel is increased to three people per post, wouldn't the government staff shortage be solved!

The personnel shortage was finally solved. Wu Youping felt the weight lifted off his chest, and he couldn't help but smile at the soldiers around him, "Yes, go to school, education is essential!"

The population woes were not affecting every government official. For example, Morrison, the Director of the Investment Promotion Bureau, was writing a letter to a British cabinet official in an enthusiastic tone.

"...With the entry of a large number of refugees into the Northeast region, the industrial workforce in the Northeast region has increased rapidly. The increase in the number of workers in machinery manufacturing and arsenals is relatively slow, but the number of personnel in mining, transportation and other departments is increasing very fast. The profession with the fastest growth rate is teachers. Even if the quality of teachers in the Northeast region is far inferior to that of the British Empire, the teacher-to-population ratio is advancing by leaps and bounds. General He's huge investment in education shows his foresight as a politician, and will inevitably bring huge benefits to the Northeast region which steadfastly implements this policy..."

Scratching rapidly with his fountain pen on the paper to write down the description and judgment of the politics and economy of the Northeast region, Morrison was full of enthusiasm. At the end of 1917, Morrison received a letter from London. The letter was written by an influential figure in the cabinet, who invited Morrison to work as a secretary under him.

With Morrison's experience, he naturally knew that the prominent figure wanted Morrison to provide information about He Rui to help him climb the political ladder. Morrison certainly didn't expect to become a cabinet member, nor did he dare to hope to become a member of parliament. But to become a private secretary to a certain bigwig in the cabinet was equivalent to gaining entry to the British upper class. Such an opportunity could not be missed.

Moreover, in Morrison's view, the situation in the Northeast was truly optimistic. The land reform He Rui carried out in the first two years also established a large number of state-owned farms. After more than a year of development, these farms began to show promise, and there would be a good harvest this year.

Industrial development was also quite smooth. The current Northeast had become a force that the British Empire could leverage. If used properly, it could certainly yield even greater results.

After writing this, Morrison took a sip of the tea which had gone cold. After pondering for a moment, he continued to write: "The French representatives in China show clear signs of approaching He Rui. These French people very much hope to enable the pro-French factions in Russia to win through He Rui's weapon support..."
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In March, the accumulated snow in the Northeast and the entire Mongolian region began to melt. Zheng Sirang received an order from He Rui to travel from Jilin to Fengtian to report for duty.

Knowing the order had arrived, the newly appointed Cavalry Brigade Chief of Staff, Zhu Xun, hurriedly urged Zheng Sirang to set off. Zheng Sirang was in no rush, however, and said, "Wait two more days. When Brother Wuyun arrives, I'll take him to see the Military Governor together."

The Mongol tribes in western Inner Mongolia had had many dealings with He Rui's side and were already willing to serve the Northeast Army. This Wuyun was one of them, and he had already united other tribes, intending to establish a region in western Inner Mongolia that was loyal to He Rui.

Hearing this, the new Chief of Staff Zhu Xun advised, "Brigade Commander, we'd better not create extra complications."

Zheng Sirang was unhappy hearing this. Even though several months had passed, the impact of the Shanhaiguan incident still lingered. He had intended to say that he would bear the consequences himself, but on second thought, Zheng Sirang replied, "Send a telegram to the Chairman explaining this matter."

With radio, communication had become much more convenient. He Rui's side quickly wired back: "Agreed."

Seeing that Zhu Xun had nothing more to say, Zheng Sirang's mood improved. Moreover, Wuyun moved quickly, arriving at the area where Zheng Sirang was stationed within two days.

The group arrived in Fengtian. Wuyun and the other cadres from the Mongolian region were visibly moved as they looked at the prosperity of Fengtian City. When they met He Rui, He Rui warmly stepped forward to shake hands with Wuyun and the other Mongol cadres. After taking their seats and being served Mongolian milk tea, He Rui didn't talk about fighting, but instead spoke entirely about daily necessities.

Wuyun and the Mongol tribes had intended to earn merit for He Rui in exchange for more material support. Forged by the harsh natural environment of Mongolia, their style was straightforward. Since He Rui asked about their living needs, everyone spoke frankly and mentioned their need for more supplies: tools to build winter shelters for livestock, yeast for making silage, as well as necessities like tea and iron pots.

After listening, He Rui smiled. "These all require us to establish local trade posts in Mongolia. I wonder if Brother Wuyun could go back and discuss this with friends in the Mongolian region. It would be good for you to send people to Changchun or Siping to receive training in management and trade. Conducting trade will be much easier that way."

Wuyun frowned slightly and turned to look at the other Mongol tribal headmen who had come with him. Seeing that everyone had a look of confusion on their faces, Wuyun turned back and asked, "I wonder what this training the Marshal speaks of is all about?"

He Rui smiled. "There are training classes currently in session right here in Fengtian City. Brother Wuyun will understand after attending a few days of classes."

Seeing that Wuyun and the others did not object, He Rui immediately arranged for them to sit in on the classes. After Wuyun and the others left, Zheng Sirang worried he might have done something wrong again. Just as he was about to ask, he heard He Rui say, "The attack routes and stationing areas are all prepared, right?"

Zheng Sirang immediately replied, "Yes, they are ready."

"Then commence the advance. Once Outer Mongolia is recovered and the troops are stationed, we can establish pastures there. Some cadres and herdsmen from the Mongolian region can then go there to participate in the development."

"Is that your thinking, Chairman?" Zheng Sirang began to understand He Rui's line of thought.

"The Qing Dynasty used the method of inciting conflict and sowing internal division among the Mongols to facilitate Qing rule. Current technological development renders such methods completely unnecessary. With the railway extending into Mongolia, we can naturally integrate our Mongol compatriots completely into the economic system of the Han areas. Right now, you just need to display overwhelming military might and let those princes in Outer Mongolia who want to rely on Russian power know who they are dealing with."

At this, Zheng Sirang felt he had made the wrong choice again and felt distressed. But then he heard He Rui say, "Sirang, disobeying orders is one thing, but making various preparations beforehand to complete the mission is exactly what you should do. When we talk about internal thought processes, it's directed at a certain internal value judgment, logic, or methodology. Regarding the Shanhaiguan matter, your mistake lay in unilaterally changing the operational plan approved by the Military Commission, and without asking the Military Commission for instructions. Do you feel that just because your idea wasn't approved this time, it was wrong?"

Only then did Zheng Sirang's spirits lift, and he hurriedly said, "Chairman, I understand."

"By the way. How is the accuracy of the latest map of Outer Mongolia?" He Rui changed the subject.

Zheng Sirang's mood immediately brightened. "Chairman, we've traveled those routes many times, especially carrying new survey instruments, including some soil analysis. We can ensure passage through those areas during the thaw."

"That's good. Go back and prepare. The Military Commission will issue orders very soon."

***

On March 22, Duan Qirui, who had resigned during the Presidential-Cabinet dispute with President Feng Guozhang, resumed his post as Premier of the Republic of China. On the very next day, He Rui's telegram had already reached Duan Qirui's State Council.

Seeing the telegram was from He Rui, the Director of the Telegram Office immediately delivered He Rui's telegram—which possessed the highest priority according to the latest classification—directly to Duan Qirui.

Duan Qirui knew He Rui would definitely send a telegram. Yesterday, the very day Duan Qirui became Premier of the State Council again, the troops He Rui had sent to protect Duan Qirui immediately received telegrams from their home unit and had already taken the train back to the Northeast today. Given the political savvy He Rui had displayed, he would certainly send a telegram personally.

Taking the telegram and looking at it, Duan Qirui's expression changed. A staff officer hurriedly came over, took the telegram to look, and his expression first showed surprise before revealing a smile. "Lord Duan, this is feasible."

Duan Qirui of course knew this was feasible. In the telegram, He Rui stated:

"...In view of the changes in the international situation, this subordinate is preparing to head out to recover Outer Mongolia. Since the Russian government that signed the *Sino-Russian Declaration* no longer exists, I wonder if the Premier would be willing to boost national prestige and publicly announce that the *Sino-Russian Declaration* is null and void..."

In 1911, Outer Mongolia colluded with Russian forces to expel Qing officials, announced the establishment of the "Great Mongolian State (Bogd Khanate)," and declared independence in rebellion.

1911 was the critical period of the Xinhai Revolution. The Qing Dynasty had neither the capability nor the energy to recover the territory and could only watch helplessly as Outer Mongolia declared independence.

But neither the Qing Dynasty nor the successor Beiyang Government had ever recognized Outer Mongolia's independence.

In 1913, under Yuan Shikai's administration, Tsarist Russia forced the Beiyang Government to sign the *Sino-Russian Declaration*. In this declaration, the Beiyang Government recognized the *autonomy* of Outer Mongolia!

In the *Sino-Russian Declaration*, Beiyang only recognized Outer Mongolia's autonomy, not its independence; the Beiyang Government retained suzerainty over Outer Mongolia. In 1915, Outer Mongolia announced the abolition of the "Great Mongolian State" and reverted to autonomy.

In 1917, the October Revolution broke out in Russia. The Tsarist Russian government that had always supported Outer Mongolia was overthrown. In fear, Outer Mongolia considered revoking autonomy and submitting to the central government. But soon, Soviet Russia re-established contact with Outer Mongolia, expressing willingness to support them.

Four months had passed since He Rui reclaimed the Chinese Eastern Railway. Originally, Duan Qirui had been somewhat apprehensive, feeling that something would happen. Yet to this day, nothing had happened. Even Britain and France, who had been shouting "Concert of Powers," had changed their tune, condemning Russia as a traitor to the Allied Powers and praising He Rui's "decisive action."

With the internal and external situations changing like this, what was left for Duan Qirui to fear? At this moment, the dispute between the Presidential Palace and the State Council had not ended. If Duan Qirui announced the abolition of the *Sino-Russian Declaration* and took back Outer Mongolia, his reputation would naturally soar.

But Duan Qirui was also very clear that what this fellow He Rui wanted was not just Outer Mongolia, but Inner Mongolia as well. Although the regions outside the Pass and Inner and Outer Mongolia were desolate, bitter cold lands no one was willing to go to, if such a large territory was controlled by He Rui, who would be able to keep He Rui in check in the future?

Just as he was thinking, he heard his staff officer say, "Premier, with He Rui handling Russia like this, Russia will certainly bear a grudge and will definitely retaliate in the future. Even if He Rui can withstand Russia, there is still Japan eyeing him like a tiger. If He Rui treats Russia this way, how could he be subservient to Japan?"

Duan Qirui was also a decisive man. Hearing this, he understood the staff officer's assessment of He Rui's situation. He replied decisively, "Prepare to draft the government mandate."
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On March 23, 1918, the State Council controlled by Duan Qirui issued a government mandate: "In view of the collapse of Tsarist Russia, the State Council of the Republic of China decrees the abolition of the meaningless 'Sino-Russian Declaration', the cancellation of Outer Mongolia's independence, the establishment of administrative institutions..., and orders General Zhen'an He Rui to dispatch troops into Outer Mongolia."

The news was immediately published in major newspapers. On March 24, students in Beijing and Tianjin once again took to the streets. However, this time it was not a protest march, but a demonstration in support of Premier Duan Qirui.

In the Presidential Palace, President Feng Guozhang paced back and forth with his hands behind his back. No one around him dared to utter a sound. He Rui had demonstrated his strength to Feng Guozhang through the military action of seizing Shanhaiguan, and also expressed his support for Duan Qirui. This was already a clear declaration of allegiance.

From Feng Guozhang's perspective, he first witnessed the *Northeast Daily* resume publication, and then witnessed He Rui establish the Northeast Bureau in Wudaokou, Beijing. By this time, some people had already begun to use "Fengtian Clique" to describe He Rui. This newly rising Fengtian Clique already had the status to be mentioned in the same breath as Duan Qirui's Anhui Clique and Feng Guozhang's Zhili Clique.

The cooperation between the Anhui Clique and the Fengtian Clique put immense pressure on the Zhili Clique, whose core territory was in Nanjing. Moreover, engaging in diplomacy had never been the Zhili Clique's strong suit, while He Rui had already been proven adept at it. Duan Qirui's joining of the Allied Powers had also won him much praise. This time, Duan Qirui was preparing to score another victory.

Feng Guozhang suddenly stopped. Surprisingly, he did not seem very angry, but wore a sneer on his face. "Duan Zhiquan (Qirui) is mistaken. National affairs are not decided by his State Council alone. Issue a Presidential Order: abolish Outer Mongolian autonomy, and appoint He Rui as General Zhen'an to oversee Mongol military and political affairs! Telegraph the Outer Mongolian princes to inform them."

Seeing Feng Guozhang's decisive counterattack, his staff breathed a sigh of relief. After all, Duan Qirui was the Premier, and there was no way to deny the authority he possessed. In the major matter of recovering national territory, even if Duan Qirui was one step ahead, there could be no further hesitation. Feng Guozhang had indeed made the wisest choice.

As for the title of "Overseeing Mongol Military and Political Affairs" that He Rui obtained, Feng Guozhang could not claim this title himself anyway, and Duan Qirui could not give it right now. Giving it to He Rui as a strategic concession could be considered an effort to salvage the situation.

The news was released on March 25, immediately shocking the foreign diplomatic corps in the Legation Quarter. On the night of March 25, the Japanese Embassy sent the news back to Tokyo.

Early on the morning of March 26, the Japanese General Staff Headquarters temporarily halted its plan to attack Russia and began to discuss this matter.

In the evening, Obata Toshishiro and Yokoyama Isamu, who had finished work, did not return to their residences but went to a nearby tavern. As soon as they sat down, Obata Toshishiro sighed, "I never expected that the Empire's Manchuria-Mongolia lifeline would be seized by He Rui first."

Like Obata Toshishiro, Yokoyama Isamu was a member of the Army War College Sword Club. Seeing Obata Toshishiro like this, he couldn't help but smile. "Senior, things have already come to this, why worry? I assume the Allied Powers will completely ignore this matter. What do you think, Senior?"

Obata Toshishiro was just a bit frustrated. The General Staff Headquarters had discussed this matter during the day, but the discussion fizzled out very quickly. All along, He Rui had been vigorously pushing for China to join the Allied Powers. Based on Obata Toshishiro's understanding of He Rui, He Rui had no admiration for the West; all his choices were to protect China's interests.

If China had joined the Allied Powers earlier, Japan would not have been able to invade Shandong using the excuse of attacking the German garrison there. Now that China had joined the Allied Powers, Japan could not proceed with aggression against China.

Therefore, the General Staff Headquarters only briefed on the matter, and no one else continued to discuss it. So the meeting hastily concluded with a decision to "continue monitoring" and began to continue discussing the arrangement for sending troops to Vladivostok. Given Russia's current situation, Japan wanted to tear a large chunk of flesh off Russia.

At this time, the sake was served. Obata Toshishiro raised his cup and clinked cups with Yokoyama Isamu. After taking a sip, Obata Toshishiro sighed, "Yokoyama-kun, do you think He-kun will proceed to attack Russia?"

Yokoyama Isamu thought for a while. "If it were me, I would definitely attack. However, I always feel that He-kun will do it more cleverly. I just have a feeling he won't act overtly."

"Oh? Not overtly?" Obata Toshishiro was intrigued by this response.

Yokoyama Isamu nodded. "I heard that He-kun has already agreed to provide support within Manchuria and Mongolia. Presumably, He-kun is thinking of stabilizing the situation in Outer Mongolia. Once the Great Japanese Empire completely defeats the Russian army in Vladivostok, he will make his demands to Russia."

"This is really a distasteful scenario," Obata Toshishiro agreed.

Just then, someone outside the door shouted, "Get lost, get lost quickly. Don't you know not to be a nuisance when begging!"

Hearing this voice, Obata Toshishiro looked displeased. Yokoyama Isamu sighed slightly, "Sigh, there are more and more beggars in the city recently."

Obata Toshishiro followed He Rui closely, and worked in the General Staff Headquarters, having many dealings with Itagaki Seishiro, the person in charge of the "He Agency". When He Rui was studying in Tokyo, he was particularly sympathetic to the poor. If He Rui were outside the door, he would definitely take out some money to give to the beggar.

According to intelligence provided by the "He Agency", He Rui had established a Social Welfare Bureau outside the Pass to take in beggars, providing them with basic food and drink, and trying his best to provide employment opportunities. At the same time, severe crackdowns were carried out on organizations like the "Beggar Gangs", and those people were all arrested for labor reform. Beggars could no longer be seen outside the Pass.

Frustrated, Obata Toshishiro took another sip of sake and said with distress, "Japan's exports have developed greatly during the war, not only paying off the debts accumulated over the years but also becoming a creditor nation. Why are there somehow more and more beggars?"

Yokoyama Isamu was the eldest son of Army Colonel Yokoyama Shinji and had grown up in a relatively privileged environment. Seeing that even the well-traveled Obata Toshishiro, the eldest son of Japanese elder statesman and Baron Obata Bito, couldn't figure out the reason for this, Yokoyama Isamu sighed, "These people refuse to do honest work. Unless the state can punish them severely as England did in the past, the situation can only continue like this."

As soon as he finished speaking, there was a *bang* next to them. Obata Toshishiro and Yokoyama Isamu turned their heads and saw a tipsy Major slamming the table and standing up. His companion opposite him also looked over with an angry face. The Major, emboldened by alcohol, shouted angrily at Obata Toshishiro and his companion: "Do you... know what factories are like right now! Workers work twelve hours a day, everyone has only one bunk, and they have to... sleep in shifts. Day shift and night shift people... share the same beds. Can they sleep well? The wages are so low, and they get kicked out after getting injured. The workers can't stand it, so the foreman sends people to guard the gates. You... you go try being a worker!"

As soon as he finished speaking, several other soldiers nearby also voiced their agreement. Seeing that most of the soldiers in the tavern were siding with the poor, Obata Toshishiro was furious, but Yokoyama Isamu saw that they were few in number, and the other party was obviously drunk and completely ignoring the rank disparity.

So Yokoyama Isamu pulled Obata Toshishiro to his feet and shouted to the owner, "Boss, put it on the tab." Then they left the tavern.

Once the two were outside, they felt a cool breeze blowing, which was somewhat comfortable. Even so, Obata Toshishiro's anger did not dissipate. As he walked, he said hatefully, "These people really don't see the big picture. If the country is not strong, it cannot expand its territory. And those factory owners are all treacherous, the country can't do anything about them either!"

Yokoyama Isamu sighed. No one in the General Staff Headquarters liked merchants and factory owners, but soldiers couldn't take action against these people. And those bureaucrats in the Ministry of Finance were very fond of these profiteers and factory owners.

Finally, Yokoyama Isamu sighed, "If only Nagata-kun would return from Europe sooner. He is knowledgeable and will definitely have compelling insights."

Obata Toshishiro knew that Yokoyama Isamu was talking about Nagata Tetsuzan, and he also sighed, "Indeed. But Nagata-kun just isn't in Japan, which is truly regrettable."
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In April, the orioles flew and the grass grew. Even in the northern steppes, tender green blades poked out of the ground, dyeing parts of the land a vibrant green.

The Northeast Army's cavalry units avoided trampling the grass; instead, they chose to travel over gravelly ground whenever possible. Many cavalrymen were arriving in Outer Mongolia for the first time. In the minds of the officers and soldiers, Mongolia was a vast grassland. However, reality was different. Compared to grasslands, most areas of Outer Mongolia were bare desert.

Traversing this terrain did require a slight detour, but it avoided a lot of mud.

The main force did not march in a single file column but advanced in battalion and company echelons. Cavalry messengers shuttling between units, along with the wireless communications equipped at each regimental headquarters, kept the entire force at a consistent spacing.

Departing from Heilongjiang, they arrived at their destination, the capital of Outer Mongolia (Urga), in just three days. The entire region of Outer Mongolia had a population of less than a million, and the capital felt more like a town, barely comparable to a county seat. Moreover, it was full of yurts and didn't even have a city wall.

As soon as the cavalry unit arrived, there were no Mongolian cavalry coming out to challenge them. Only a small squad of cavalry came forward to inquire. Upon learning it was Zheng Sirang, they immediately replied, "So it is General Zheng mentioned in the telegram. Please, right this way."

This made the Chief of Staff anxious, and he hurriedly stopped Zheng Sirang, who was preparing to go. Many plans had been made when setting out this time, but none included Zheng Sirang taking his guards to meet the Prime Minister of Outer Mongolia, Badamdorj.

Seeing the Chief of Staff's anxious look, Zheng Sirang smiled, "Send a telegram to the Military Commission immediately, explaining the situation."

Only then did the Chief of Staff relax. Before long, the telegram was delivered to He Rui. The three radios assigned to contact Zheng Sirang's unit were on 24 hours a day, maintaining information transmission at all times. After reading the telegram, He Rui instructed: "Agreed."

Chief of Staff Hu Xiushan, who had drafted the plan, asked, "Chairman, isn't Outer Mongolia's reaction too weak?"

"No matter how incompetent the Mongolian princes are, they have seen machine guns and cannons. With the plan you made, do you think the Mongolian princes stand a chance? Or do they think that by taking Sirang hostage, they can force us to retreat?"

Hu Xiushan thought for a moment before nodding slightly, "Chairman, perhaps I underestimated the awareness of the Mongolian princes, thinking they might not have the sense to recognize the situation."

"You are not wrong. Once Russia's strength recovers, these princes will show their true colors. What we need to do is seize this time and accelerate the economic integration with Outer Mongolia as soon as possible."

Radio waves crossed the distance from Fengtian to Zheng Sirang's location at a speed of 300,000 kilometers per second. Seeing the decoded message, the Chief of Staff sighed, "Commander, you must be careful."

Zheng Sirang replied easily, "It is you who must be careful. Whether those Mongolians dare to act rashly depends on whether our military appearance is disciplined and imposing. If the Mongolian princes feel we are weak, they will definitely strike. It's all up to you out here."

After speaking, Zheng Sirang, wearing his field-gray uniform, took two guards and went straight to the location of the Mongolian Prime Minister. It was a huge yurt, and two rows of richly dressed headmen were already standing outside the door.

Walking through the passage between the two rows of Mongolian headmen, Zheng Sirang entered the yurt and asked in Mongolian, "Which of you is Prince Badamdorj?"

The man in the center paused, hurriedly stood up, and walked in front of Zheng Sirang with a bow-legged gait. This person was short, and his facial skin presented the dark reddish-brown complexion common in the Mongolian region.

"General Zheng..." As he said this, Outer Mongolian Prime Minister Badamdorj had a look of surprise on his face. "Have we met?"

Hearing this, a smile appeared on Zheng Sirang's face. He said in Mongolian, "My father was an escort of the Huiyou Escort Agency. I once met Your Highness with my father when I was young."

Hearing this, Badamdorj nodded repeatedly, "So you are the descendant of Escort Zheng. You look exactly like him."

Zheng Sirang smiled slightly, indifferent to whether what this Mongolian Prime Minister Badamdorj said was true or false. After all, this guy had met so many people, how could he remember so clearly? Moreover, in this place, Mongolia, what mattered was strength, not favors. He smiled and said, "Does the Prince know about our Northeast Army retaking the Chinese Eastern Railway?"

Badamdorj knew Zheng Sirang was asserting the strength of the Northeast Army. Facing such a threat, he smiled broadly, "I heard about it. Marshal He captured tens of thousands of Russians, and Russia dared not make a sound. It is truly satisfying! We Mongolians respect heroes the most. When everyone speaks of this, they praise Marshal He as a hero."

Zheng Sirang immediately took a step forward, "In that case, why don't you, Prince, come out with me to see what the cavalry of this great hero, Marshal He, looks like?"

Outer Mongolian Prime Minister Prince Badamdorj knew the caliber of the troops sent by He Rui this time. Before He Rui marched, he had sent cavalry to deliver the orders of the Republic's President Feng Guozhang and Premier Duan Qirui. The content of both orders was the same: informing Outer Mongolia that since the Russian Tsarist government was finished, the "Sino-Russian Declaration" signed by the Republic of China and Tsarist Russia was void, Outer Mongolia's autonomy was cancelled, and He Rui would oversee Outer Mongolia's military and political affairs.

It wasn't that there were no hot-headed youths in the Mongolian tribes. Upon learning that He Rui was actually coming, they clamored to raid He Rui's troops. However, up to now, the hot-headed youths had indeed gone out, but no fighting had occurred at all.

According to reports, the marching, camping, and deployment of the troops led by Zheng Sirang were all orderly. Especially the intervals between various units were very reasonable; attacking any single unit would lead to being pincered. Moreover, those troops were equipped with artillery. Upon seeing approaching Mongolian cavalry, they would unleash a barrage of shelling.

The purpose of that shelling was not to kill, but to show force. Dozens of shells were fired quickly, blasting gravel into the air. Those hot-headed youths also knew not to bash their heads against a stone wall.

The reason Outer Mongolian Prime Minister Badamdorj chose to stay in the capital to await Zheng Sirang was also rooted in Mongolian tradition. Once he fled with his people, he could not expect to control other tribes in the future. There was never a lack of people in Mongolian tribes who sided with the strong.

So Badamdorj laughed loudly: "In that case, let me go and see the military discipline of the army that defeated the Russians."

Two hours later, the intense sound of guns and cannons finally stopped. The pungent smell of gunpowder smoke was blown by the wind, flowing past the Mongolian dignitaries watching the exercise. Outer Mongolian Prime Minister Badamdorj could no longer smile at all, staring grimly at the field where the exercise had ended.

Zheng Sirang did not stop. He ordered men to bring over a dozen sabers. These sabers were all proven in European combat. The Northeast Army soldiers carried over a table and placed stacks of copper coins on it. Zheng Sirang drew a saber and slashed effortlessly. The saber cut a stack of copper coins directly in half, and the momentum of the blade did not diminish, cutting directly through the board of the field table. The other copper coins just jumped from the shock but did not fall.

This display of swordsmanship drew bursts of cheers from many Mongolian tribal headmen. Everyone knew their stuff; with this skill used in cavalry combat, Zheng Sirang would be considered to have few equals.

Zheng Sirang smiled slightly, switched to another saber, and slashed down again, and the same result ensued. After cutting through all the stacks of copper coins, Zheng Sirang smiled at the Mongolian tribal headmen: "Our army's sabers are all of the same quality. I present them to you gentlemen as a meeting gift."

After the headmen accepted the sabers with complex expressions, Zheng Sirang then smiled at Outer Mongolian Prime Minister Prince Badamdorj: "I wonder what the Prince thinks of Marshal He overseeing Outer Mongolia's military and political affairs?"

In the exercise just now, Prince Badamdorj saw with his own eyes that the proficiency of the Northeast Army's cavalry and infantry exercises far exceeded that of the Mongolian cavalry. Especially since the Northeast Army fired at least two hundred shells during the exercise, turning the land used as a target range into a field full of shell craters as if it had been plowed over.

As for bullets, who knew how many were fired? Those wooden human targets that were set up were shot to splinters.

If this ammunition were given to the Mongolians to use, it would be enough to fight a dozen inter-tribal battles. And the exercise troops brought out even more ammunition, showing that the consumption of the exercise meant nothing to them.

Hearing Zheng Sirang's inquiry at this time, Outer Mongolian Prime Minister Badamdorj steeled himself and replied readily: "Since it is the President's order, we naturally must obey!"

Zheng Sirang knew the initial show of force was complete, so he smiled: "In that case, we are one family again!"

Radio telegrams transmitted the latest news to Fengtian. He Rui was not surprised. Because the troops led by Zheng Sirang were only the vanguard, He Rui was already prepared to establish five military regions for Inner and Outer Mongolia plus the three Northeast provinces. Behind Zheng Sirang, another division was setting out to enter the Outer Mongolia region to begin constructing barracks. If those in Outer Mongolia could not see the situation clearly, naturally, they could only be wiped out.

At this time, He Rui did not need to preside over this; Heilongjiang Military Region Commander Xu Chengfeng was in charge. He Rui had made another preparation here. Ishiwara Kanji and others, as members of the fourth Japanese military observer group, had returned. These men had just arrived in Kwantung Leased Territory. Ishiwara Kanji sent a telegram requesting to come and visit He Rui.

Over the years, the correspondence between He Rui and Ishiwara Kanji had been quite frequent, writing seven or eight letters to each other every year. Some of He Rui's latest articles and reports on Northeast development would also be sent to the 'Future Society' established by Ishiwara Kanji in Japan.

Now that ambitious Japanese youths were coming to visit, He Rui was filled with joy.

Calling his secretary, He Rui asked, "Are there any decent Japanese restaurants in Shenyang?"

The secretary thought for a while but couldn't think of any, so he could only say, "Chairman, I will go check."

"Good, check thoroughly. If there are, prepare to make a reservation and have them prepare Japanese dishes."

The secretary was quite meticulous in his work, "Chairman, what if there aren't any?"

He Rui thought for a moment, "If not, contact Noguchi Nobuo, whom Mitsui Yasuki left here, and ask him to help think of a way."

The secretary continued to ask, "Chairman, must we use Japanese dishes to entertain? I think our Chinese cuisine is more delicious than Japanese cuisine."

"We'll stick to Japanese dishes. I told those youths that China and Japan should be friendly. If they can't even eat a Japanese meal in China, wouldn't it seem like empty talk?"

"This..." The secretary couldn't understand for a moment.

He Rui knew that among the comrades now, many had high nationalist sentiments, and xenophobia was instinctive. He Rui explained, "Is being able to eat Japanese food in China the same thing as the presence of foreign soldiers on Chinese territory?"

The secretary was stunned, but quickly understood the difference between the two, so he let go of his prejudice and went to arrange according to He Rui's instructions.

He Rui sighed slightly in his heart. He also had a period of strong nationalist sentiment, and even now, He Rui still had strong patriotism. When it came to killing invaders, He Rui wouldn't bat an eyelid.

But He Rui would not hate other countries in the name of patriotism, because there was no logical relationship between the two. He Rui didn't like eating Japanese cuisine, nor did he like fetishizing Japanese cuisine. So what needed to be fought was blind xenophilia, or merchants using information asymmetry to engage in commercial myth-making.

As for Japanese cuisine, eat it if you like, don't eat it if you don't. If choosing a meal could trigger nationalist sentiments, it only proved that one's inner self was too fragile.
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Ishiwara Kanji, having graduated second in his class from the Japanese Army War College, was sent to Europe to observe the war along with other young officers. Throughout their return journey, Ishiwara and his fellow officers discussed the European war countless times, accumulating a vast number of questions. Upon arriving in Kwantung Leased Territory, they couldn't wait to see He Rui immediately.

The group of officers all chose to follow Ishiwara Kanji to Fengtian. Upon receiving He Rui's reply, they prepared to set off overnight. Just as they reached the entrance, they saw many officers standing outside, ranging from Lieutenant Colonels to Lieutenants.

Ishiwara didn't know what these people intended to do. While he was puzzled, the leading Lieutenant Colonel Sato stepped forward and said, "We heard that you gentlemen are going to see He-kun. We will go together."

Although Ishiwara knew that some of the men in front of him were supporters of the Nagata Tetsuzan and Okamura Yasuji faction, he did not refuse and answered readily, "Then let us go together."

Everyone boarded the train. Seeing a group of Japanese officers, the passengers dared not approach. Ishiwara Kanji and Lieutenant Colonel Sato didn't mind and chatted. When asked about Sato's purpose for seeing He Rui, Sato sighed, "How does Ishiwara-kun find Kwantung Leased Territory?"

"I find it very prosperous," Ishiwara replied.

Lieutenant Colonel Sato smiled bitterly, "After He-kun took control of the regions outside the Pass, the Chinese population in Kwantung Leased Territory began to leave rapidly. Now the remaining population is only a little over seventy percent of what it was a year ago, and the economy is much more depressed. If this continues, the remaining population in Kwantung will decrease even further by next year."

Ishiwara Kanji didn't find such changes strange at all. Before Ishiwara could speak, another officer said, "With He-kun's talent, is it strange to achieve such results?"

Lieutenant Colonel Sato was speechless for a moment. He Rui's talent was recognized as extraordinary by the Army War College; reaching this level was not strange. If He Rui couldn't do it, many Japanese officers would actually be disappointed. But the current situation indeed put huge pressure on Kwantung Leased Territory. If I didn't mention it, it seemed inappropriate.

At this time, Ishiwara Kanji spoke, "If you have doubts, just ask He-kun face to face when we see him. Gossiping behind his back is beneath the dignity of an Imperial soldier."

Hearing this, the Japanese officers all fell silent. Lieutenant Colonel Sato felt somewhat aggrieved and asked, "I wonder what Ishiwara-kun will ask when he sees He-kun?"

Ishiwara answered frankly, "When He-kun was in Japan, he said that war would inevitably drive a large number of weapons beyond imagination to appear on the battlefield. This time in Europe, we saw new weapons such as poison gas, airplanes, and tanks. Their power completely exceeded our imagination, and even made us feel that the old mode of warfare has been overturned. But recalling He-kun's teachings, I feel that perhaps we have misunderstood the application of new weapons. When seeing He-kun this time, I must seek his guidance in person."

The observation group members who had been to Europe nodded one after another. Ishiwara had voiced everyone's thoughts. During this observation, although they felt the European battlefield displayed amazing combat power, the Japanese officers were unwilling to be intimidated by these surface phenomena. However, the Ministry of War and the General Staff Headquarters in the rear were even more behind the times than the Japanese observation group on the front line. At this moment, perhaps He Rui was the only one left who could help Japanese officers find the answers.

Lieutenant Colonel Sato stopped speaking. He looked at the group of Japanese officers accompanying him to seek an audience with He Rui. Seeing the expectation in many of their expressions, he could only temporarily suppress his own feelings and try to assume a detached expression.

For Japanese officers, He Rui was undoubtedly their idol. Attending the Japanese Military Academy (Shikan Gakkō) and then being admitted to the Japanese Army War College was a dream path for Japanese officers. He Rui was undoubtedly a 'fellow traveler' of the Japanese officers.

During his studies at the Japanese Army War College, He Rui gained the recognition of the Japanese government with his knowledge and was hired as a special consultant. After graduating and going to the provinces, he had a meteoric rise, inheriting factional political resources and becoming a regional power in just two years. This was the standard path for scions of Japan's top prestigious families.

Now He Rui had seized Inner and Outer Mongolia, fulfilling the concept that Japan domestically regarded as—'Manchuria and Mongolia are the lifeline of the Empire'. While Japanese officers were envious, they all felt that He Rui was worthy of being the pride of the Japanese Army War College; the valedictorian of the War College indeed deserved his reputation.

When encountering confusion, if they didn't seek answers from this 'Junior' or 'Senior', were they supposed to go ask those old fossils in the Army Ministry?

The train arrived in Fengtian. Led by reception personnel, the group marched in neat formation through the streets of Fengtian. Seeing that Fengtian was orderly and without vagrants, they were all very pleased.

Arriving at an auditorium and standing still, they saw He Rui striding out. Lieutenant Colonel Sato and others saluted, while Ishiwara Kanji and other young officers bowed, "Greetings, Senior!"

"At ease, sit!" He Rui ordered.

The group of Japanese officers sat down in orderly rows. Lieutenant Colonels and Majors sat in the first row, while Lieutenants took seats in the back rows according to rank. Song Youwen, the secretary beside He Rui, couldn't help but marvel inwardly seeing the strict discipline of the Japanese officers.

He Rui thought nothing of it and said straightforwardly, "Gentlemen, you are all the most precious assets of Asia's future. I am very happy to see you today. Why don't you ask questions directly? After answering your questions, I will express my views on Japan's future."

As soon as this was said, Major Ishiwara Kanji immediately stood up and said, "Senior, during my trip to Europe this time, I saw a constant emergence of new weapons on the European battlefield, and I am truly uneasy. I wonder how Senior views the development of military affairs?"

He Rui didn't answer immediately. He turned and wrote three terms on the blackboard: Airplane, Tank, Poison Gas. Then he turned and said, "Is Ishiwara-kun shocked by this?"

"This is only part of the reason. What affects me even more is that the strength of European countries seems bottomless. The war has been fought for three years, yet they still have the reserves to continue fighting. With Asia's strength, we would be unable to resist a full-force strike from the European powers. This is the most disheartening thing for me. I ask Senior for guidance."

He Rui sought confirmation, "May I take it that Ishiwara-kun has witnessed the national power of the European powers and is greatly shaken?"

"Exactly so." Ishiwara admitted readily. Not only Ishiwara, but the Japanese officers who had gone to Europe to observe also nodded one after another.

He Rui turned and wrote the term 'National Power' on the blackboard. He turned back again and continued to ask, "Do you gentlemen have other views on this aspect?"

The officers looked at each other for a moment, then all looked at He Rui without saying a word.

Seeing that everyone was in agreement, He Rui replied, "I expounded on the theory of Geopolitics in Japan. Its core is that our human nations all rely on mountains, rivers, oceans, and climates to form development paths that conform to the local natural environment. The performance of European countries' national power in the military sphere is related to their Geopolitics, and has nothing to do with the outdated theories of national character, nor the even baser racial theories. Spain lacks mineral resources locally and cannot build strong industrial strength. This country can only face the war as a neutral country in Europe. This is not because Spaniards love peace; it is purely related to the natural endowments of this country."
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At the Kwantung Army's night duty handover point in Lüshun, Major Kishida called two young officers before him. "Focus on your duty tonight. No one is allowed to request leave, and don't even think about sneaking out!"  The two young officers frowned anxiously. "Battalion Commander, we wanted to pay our respects to Major Ishiwara. If we wait until tomorrow, there will be too many people. We won't be able to ask him anything."  Kishida didn't answer. He just stared at them. Only when their faces had turned red with anxiety did he suddenly smile. "Don't worry. Someone is already standing guard outside Ishiwara's residence; no one will be allowed to disturb him. Ishiwara will meet with everyone tomorrow. As for tonight... focus on your duties!"  In Japan, one had to understand a certain art of reading between the lines. The two young officers now understood their superior was telling them to sneak in some sleep and save their energy. They promptly acknowledged the order and left.  Watching his subordinates' backs, Major Kishida finally yawned and wrapped himself in his military greatcoat, leaning back in his chair. There were too many changes to describe. Ever since He Rui had seized the Chinese Eastern Railway, the Kwantung Army's alert status had increased. Major Kishida knew full well that He Rui would never launch a surprise attack on the Kwantung Leased Territory—it would be a move of no value.  But the Kwantung Army Command had still made this decision, raising the security level. Such vacillating behavior caused Major Kishida some private grievance. Of course, after discussion with his comrades in the "Future Society," they still weren't entirely certain how the situation would develop. Tomorrow, when they met Ishiwara Kanji, they would have to get a clear answer.  Half-dreaming, half-awake, dozing off, waking again. The night finally passed peacefully. After completing the duty handover, Major Kishida threw on his coat and headed straight for a certain location. At this hour, the sky had just begun to lighten. The streets were nearly deserted, the markets empty.  He recalled that just a year ago, Lüshun and Dalian had been two very prosperous cities. Early in the morning, many breakfast shops would already be open. A year later, the population of Lüshun and Dalian had dropped to about sixty percent of what it had been. Most of those who remained were locals, or outsiders who had bought homes and land here. With their own homes to stay in, who would go out for breakfast?  This was the impact He Rui had created. Without any military conflict whatsoever, he had turned this large Japanese concession into a depressed place. Major Kishida couldn't imagine what would happen if this continued.  Amid this depression, Major Kishida arrived at his destination. It was a Japanese factory. The factory had gone out of business, and its owner had returned to Japan. The once-busy workshop was now empty—perfect for holding meetings.  He opened the door, pushed several stools together, lay down, and immediately fell asleep.  He didn't know how long he slept before he was awakened by the sound of conversation. Raising his head, he saw that several people had already gathered in the room, speaking in low voices, their eyes frequently drifting toward the door.  Kishida sat up and pulled out a pocket watch. It was new, an aluminum case bearing the Chinese characters for the "North Star" brand. He opened it—9:50. The appointed time was 10 o'clock. It seemed he had woken up just in time.  As he was thinking this, the door opened and two men entered one after another. They were Kishida's subordinates. They looked fairly alert, clearly having conscientiously stolen some sleep the night before.  Within minutes, many more arrived. Several people pulled out pocket watches after entering, all of them North Star brand. This made Kishida feel emotional. North Star pocket watches were manufactured in Siping, under He Rui's rule. They had won over many Kwantung Army soldiers and officers with their low prices and acceptable quality. This too was He Rui's influence.  The Future Society's ideal was to reform present-day Japan. They weren't particularly enthusiastic about the propaganda from Japan's upper echelons that claimed "Japan is a superior race, China is an inferior race." Still, everyone did feel in their hearts that Japan was stronger than China.  Even so, when high cost-performance Chinese industrial products appeared before them, everyone quickly found reasons to buy them: "These are products made in cities under Senior He Rui's rule." The feeling was... somewhat bitter, Kishida thought.  Just then, the door opened, and Ishiwara Kanji came into view. The young Japanese officers rose happily and surrounded him. As the core of the Future Society, they had originally come together based on the ideal of reforming Japan. Ishiwara Kanji's role was to resolve their disagreements. Before he left for Europe, no one had thought he was truly indispensable.  But when Ishiwara went to Europe and communication was cut off, they found that their questions could no longer be accurately answered. Debates at the Future Society's study sessions grew more frequent, with no one able to convince anyone else. Many began to hope Ishiwara would return soon to resolve these issues. Otherwise, the internal problems might cause this group—the vessel of their ideals—to fracture like those civilian political parties that only knew how to infight.  Ishiwara Kanji had always had a somewhat lively personality. In the past, when reuniting after a separation, he would have joked with his comrades and exchanged slaps on the back. Now, he merely shook hands firmly with each person before moving to the front. "Please sit," he said.  Once everyone was seated, Ishiwara Kanji declared loudly: "Gentlemen, humanity shares a common ancestor!"  This single sentence made many of the young officers look stunned. Ishiwara Kanji was completely unaffected by their reactions. His character was unyielding—once he embraced an idea, he would never waver. Even if this understanding completely contradicted traditional Japanese views, once Ishiwara Kanji embraced it, he would not hesitate in the slightest.  Facing his comrades, Ishiwara Kanji continued to expound his theory: "Human civilization, originating in Central Asia, split into Eastern and Western branches, each developing separately. The two civilizations now confront each other across the Pacific Ocean. When this confrontation reaches a certain point, it must be resolved through war, leading to unification. The European war was merely a final battle among European nations—it was not a true world war. The next world war, centered on the Pacific and Indian Oceans, will be humanity's Final War. This European war has already destroyed Europe's position as the center of world civilization. A new era has begun! This is the conclusion I reached from observing Europe!"  Ishiwara Kanji's statement shocked every Future Society member present. Kishida stared blankly at him, unable to understand how he had arrived at such conclusions. Before Major Kishida could ask a question, someone loudly asked: "Ishiwara, how did you reach this conclusion? Is this really true?"  Kishida didn't look to see who had asked. He just stared at Ishiwara Kanji, waiting for his answer. The question had voiced his own doubts as well.  Ishiwara Kanji answered decisively: "Based on my observations, even after suffering such enormous losses, the European powers remain strong. However, after arriving in Europe, what I saw were soldiers who had come to understand the causes of this European war and were war-weary. The French army, which harbored a deep hatred for Germany, forced the French high command through mutiny to agree that they would only undertake defensive operations to protect their homeland—they would not commit to offensives aimed at destroying Germany. Gentlemen, a nation like this can no longer determine the fate of the world."  Hearing this, Major Kishida felt his heartbeat quicken. In military academy analyses of the First Sino-Japanese War (Jiawu War), everyone acknowledged that the Qing Empire's strength had exceeded Japan's, but the Qing had become corrupt and completely lost its enterprising spirit. The Japanese military, on the other hand, possessed an intense offensive spirit and the determination to overcome all difficulties and defeat the enemy. That was why Japan had won.  If the European powers had lost their enterprising spirit in this European war, they were simply a stronger Qing Empire.
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Outside the meeting hall of Japan's "Future Society," several junior members stood guard at the door. After 10 AM, the streets finally became lively. Even so, this industrial district didn't have the bustle of former times, and there weren't many people passing by the factory gate. The members who couldn't enter due to their rank pressed themselves against the doors and windows, straining to hear the conversation inside.  Hearing Ishiwara Kanji describe just how great the losses Europe had suffered, the young officers felt excited, wishing they could go inside. But constrained by the hierarchy to guard duty, aside from pressing a little closer to the doors and windows, the officers on guard dutifully remained at their posts.  "Does Ishiwara-kun believe Japan can defeat the European powers?" The question from inside made those outside even more eager. They heard Ishiwara Kanji answer: "Europe has suffered greatly, but it's not yet an opponent that present-day Japan can challenge. The Final War will erupt in twenty years or even longer."  A sigh rippled through the young officers inside. Someone said: "That's what Nagata Tetsuzan and Okamura Yasuji have been saying too."  Hearing the names Nagata Tetsuzan and Okamura Yasuji, Ishiwara Kanji felt a flash of displeasure. With a serious expression, he asked: "Gentlemen, how is your family's income? Having served in the military for so long, can your families afford to eat white rice yet?"  This question immediately struck a nerve for many of the young Japanese officers. Never mind white rice—if not for joining the Future Society and receiving interest-free loans from the dues fund, the families of these lower-ranking officers couldn't even fill their stomachs.  Without waiting for his comrades to respond, Ishiwara Kanji stood and continued: "This is what separates us from Nagata-kun and Okamura-kun and their ilk. In our eyes, all fifty million Japanese are human beings. And humans should at least be able to eat white rice. In their eyes, at most five million people in Japan count as human beings. The other forty-five million exist only to serve those five million. Such a Japan is absolutely not the Japan we of the Future Society hope for. The future those people envision must never become Japan's future!"  With that, Ishiwara Kanji turned to Major Kishida. "Kishida-kun, has your family purchased their land yet?"  Major Kishida quickly stood. "Yes, my family's paddy fields have been purchased."  He then turned and bowed to the other officers. "I thank my comrades for their help. Now that my parents have a few acres of land to farm, they no longer worry about having food to eat. My comrades have helped me through our dues, and I will help other comrades through my contributions in return!"  Seeing Major Kishida express such sincere gratitude, the Future Society's young officers bowed in return.  Ishiwara Kanji continued: "Yamagami-kun, has your family purchased their land?"  Lieutenant Yamagami Tomonari's heart swelled with gratitude, and he quickly stood to answer: "Report—yes, my parents' land has been purchased."  Ishiwara Kanji asked several others in turn, receiving the same answer, which finally brought some joy to his heart.  The membership dues system was a mutual-aid fund proposed by Ishiwara Kanji when the Future Society was founded. Each member paid monthly dues. After covering minimal operating expenses for comrades, there was always a surplus. When members officially joined, they submitted information about their family circumstances. The Future Society's committee members assessed their situations and used the surplus funds to help landless members' families purchase enough land to sustain themselves.  This money wasn't given as a grant, but as interest-free loans to be repaid over twenty years. Since the land purchased was modest—at most equivalent to three mu—the repayments were well within everyone's means.  Since the fund was operating well, Ishiwara Kanji continued: "Gentlemen, the elites and politicians have made several promises to the Japanese people, two major ones. Once during the First Sino-Japanese War, and once during the Russo-Japanese War. After each war, all citizens bore the costs—but did the lives of Japanese citizens improve? The help we Future Society members receive comes from mutual aid among the poor. The zaibatsu have given us nothing. Can a worker at a zaibatsu factory earn enough to fill their stomach? We all know the answer."  Major Kishida, as one of the three elected committee members for the Kwantung Leased Territory, felt his emotions stirring as Ishiwara spoke of reality. In his excitement, he unbuttoned his uniform. Ishiwara Kanji noticed that the major's old shirt was covered in patches, and felt moved. "Kishida-kun, how long has it been since you bought a new shirt?"  Major Kishida immediately replied: "Thanks to my comrades' help, I was finally able to buy paddy fields for my parents. How could I spend money on myself? More comrades will join the Future Society in the future; I want to put all my money toward repaying the loan as quickly as possible."  With the committee member taking such a stance, the surrounding comrades expressed their agreement. Ishiwara Kanji followed their mood and said: "Gentlemen, how has our senior He Rui been doing lately? You're all in the Kwantung Leased Territory—you should know best. Could you tell me?"  At this question, the Future Society members all sighed. Major Kishida's face was full of melancholy. "He-kun is unleashing his ambitions freely in Manchuria and Mongolia. The senior officers in the Kwantung Army say that Manchuria and Mongolia now have the same vigor as during Prince Itō's time leading Japan."  The era of Itō Hirobumi's rule was considered the period of Japan's most rapid development. Especially during that time, Japan's spirit was vibrant and forward-looking. Hearing Major Kishida's description, Ishiwara Kanji sighed: "He-kun once said that a great war between China and Japan is inevitable. It seems he's already preparing with all his might."  At these words, many of the Future Society's young Japanese officers nodded vigorously and began speaking over each other: "If He-kun leads China, winning will definitely be a bitter struggle."  "Yes. Even if He-kun's subordinates aren't as skilled in combat as our Japanese army, He-kun has great strategic insight and is extremely resolute. Even if we gain the upper hand, He-kun won't give up—a situation like the First Sino-Japanese War won't happen again."  Ishiwara Kanji listened without interrupting. Just as he was privately lamenting his comrades' limited vision, someone spoke up loudly: "Have all you comrades already forgotten what Ishiwara-kun just said?"  Ishiwara paused, and the other young officers froze as well. All eyes turned to the speaker, Yamagami Tomonari. Yamagami stood, and a ray of sunlight streaming through the window fell on his chest, making his patched old uniform appear somewhat brighter.  Yamagami hadn't originally intended to speak, but hearing his comrades' optimistic words only deepened his concerns. Having spoken up, he no longer held back. Facing everyone, he asked loudly: "Just now, Ishiwara-kun said that every Japanese citizen is a human being who deserves to eat white rice. Under He-kun's rule in Manchuria and Mongolia, every citizen is treated as a human being. Do you think citizens who are treated as human beings will back down in war?"  It was as if a bucket of cold water had been poured over them. The Future Society's young officers' faces all changed.  Standing in the sunlight, Yamagami continued addressing those who had changed color: "As long as people eat well and receive rigorous training, their bodies become strong and their combat skills improve. As long as there's extensive education, officers can master military knowledge. Since He-kun is already preparing for a Sino-Japanese war, on what basis do you all believe Japan will definitely win when war breaks out?"  Major Kishida felt greatly offended. His voice turned sharp: "Yamagami-kun, watch your words!"  But neither the military rank gap nor the difference in position within the Future Society made Yamagami retreat an inch. He stared at Major Kishida and responded loudly: "I hope Japan wins every future war just as much as you, Kishida-kun. That's precisely why we cannot underestimate any opponent. Our opponent is not He-kun alone, but all the citizens of Manchuria, Mongolia, even all of China. I joined the Future Society because I believe in its ideals—that every Japanese citizen should be treated as a human being. Since we all believe such a Japan would be stronger, what kind of enemy would a China where every citizen is treated as a human being become? Have you all truly lost the ability to think?"  These words were rather harsh. Kishida wanted to curse *bakayaro*. But before the word reached his lips, he felt guilty—because Lieutenant Yamagami Tomonari was right. Other young officers, however, didn't necessarily think the same way, and several had already stood up to challenge Yamagami.  "Enough!" Ishiwara Kanji cut off the brewing argument. Under the indignant gazes of everyone, Ishiwara Kanji said: "I intend to visit He-kun. Who wishes to accompany me?"  Hearing this, the Future Society's young officers were momentarily stunned, then more than half of them stood to express their willingness: "I wish to go!"
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The junior members of the Future Society dispersed as ordered, but the senior members remained. Several key leaders sat around the serious-faced Ishiwara Kanji, working to finalize the list of those who would travel to the Northeast.  Unlike Ishiwara Kanji and his group returning from Europe, the Kwantung Army officers couldn't leave whenever they wished. Only those on rotation leave or who could get leave approved could leave their posts temporarily.  Major Kishida listed out the eligible members, and Ishiwara Kanji immediately said: "Add Yamagami to the list."  Yamagami currently had duties; making time for him would require bending the rules. Major Kishida thought it over, then agreed. Still, he was puzzled: "Why is it essential to bring Yamagami-kun?"  Ishiwara Kanji felt like losing his temper but held back. Steadying his emotions, he continued: "Kishida-kun, many of our comrades don't seem to truly understand the Future Society's real ideology. The enemy within Japan is the upper class—the real upper echelons. But many comrades still believe the upper class has simply been misled, that the true upper class sees us as human beings. This thinking is wrong! Yamagami-kun doesn't think this way. I believe he's an excellent comrade."  Hearing Ishiwara Kanji speak this way, Major Kishida and the other senior members fell silent. The senior members naturally understood the implications regarding the upper class. Ishiwara Kanji's position was radical—he believed the Emperor had not been misled by bad actors at all. Though Ishiwara didn't elaborate further on this point, the Future Society's leadership understood clearly: if his view were extended, only one conclusion remained—the Emperor was in league with those bad actors; the Emperor was their leader.  For Japanese people, even thinking about such ideas was unacceptable, let alone discussing them. So everyone responded with silence and said nothing at all.  Ishiwara Kanji knew his comrades couldn't fully accept his views yet. He moved on to other pressing matters: "After I return to Tokyo, I'll sell all the stocks. Since you gentlemen probably won't be able to attend the meeting, so I'm informing everyone now."  The leadership of the Future Society's Kwantung branch was shocked by this news. Everyone stared at Ishiwara Kanji, not knowing what to say.  Accumulating dues had indeed helped Future Society members. But that small amount of dues money was truly meager. It was Ishiwara Kanji who had bought stocks on the Tokyo Stock Exchange and made real money during the European war's stock surge—money that could actually help his comrades.  Ishiwara Kanji had strictly forbidden investing extra money. As the fund's founder, he could enforce this, and though everyone complained, they obeyed. Now hearing that Ishiwara intended to sell all the profit-generating stocks, Kishida immediately questioned: "Why?"  Having to explain, Ishiwara Kanji felt both sadness and indignation. He couldn't help clenching his fists. "Because, based on political-economic analysis of economic cycles, the stock market is about to crash. We need to pull this money out and buy grain and other supplies—that's the only way to help our comrades' families weather the coming economic recession!"  "Economic recession?" Major Kishida's eyes went wide. It wasn't just Major Kishida—the other officers were equally shocked and fearful.  Ishiwara Kanji nodded helplessly. "During my time in Europe, besides observing the war, I also studied the European economy. The situation turned out just as He-kun predicted—the war has exhausted not only Europe's national strength but also its consuming power. The war can't last much longer; it will likely end this year. European orders will drop rapidly, Japan's exports will plunge, and economic recession is imminent."  Hearing Ishiwara Kanji mention He Rui, Major Kishida suddenly felt the prediction was both believable and not quite believable. After thinking for a moment, his expression changed. He probed: "Ishiwara-kun, was He-kun happy when he made this prediction?"  Ishiwara Kanji was immediately furious. He slapped his thigh and stood up, shouting: "Bakayaro! How could He-kun be such a petty man?!"  Major Kishida was startled but not frightened. He tried to reply calmly: "Ishiwara-kun, you yourself have said that He-kun believes a great Sino-Japanese war is inevitable. If Japan's economy declines, wouldn't that be his opportunity?"  Ishiwara Kanji momentarily didn't know how to explain—because while the starting point of this reasoning might not be wrong, the perspective was far too limited. Finally, he patiently explained: "If He-kun were to go to war, he would only fight a war he could definitely win. Right now, He-kun has only 120,000 men. Could he defeat Japan?"  Major Kishida had only been speculating wildly. After a moment's reflection, he realized He Rui couldn't win, and shook his head. "He couldn't win."  Ishiwara Kanji continued: "If he were defeated, what would happen next? Wouldn't we enter Manchuria and Mongolia?"  "Of course we would!" Major Kishida immediately followed the logic.  "Then why would He-kun attack Japan at such an opportunity?" Ishiwara asked.  "...Perhaps He-kun wants to recover Shandong?" Major Kishida still found an answer.  Ishiwara Kanji found this absurd. "Recovering Shandong is the Beiyang government's affair. He-kun only controls Manchuria and Mongolia—he hasn't taken control of China. Even if he sent troops alone, does he have a navy? Once we blockade the Bohai Sea, how would he reach Shandong? Go all the way around the Bohai Gulf? Then he'd have to fight the Beiyang government first!"  Major Kishida had actually been shaken by the prediction of economic recession, especially hearing it came from He Rui—a man known for his economic expertise. In his heart, he already believed it. His silly question had been a panicked reaction. After Ishiwara explained, Major Kishida had nothing more to say.  The other senior Future Society members weren't as flustered. One asked: "Ishiwara-kun, will the situation really become that bad?"  Ishiwara Kanji paused, then answered helplessly: "Yes. It will definitely become that bad."  The other leaders exchanged glances, then asked anxiously: "What should we do?"  Ishiwara Kanji shook his head. "There's only one thing we can do: protect our comrades and educate them, helping them see clearly who Japan's true enemies are. Also, this visit to He-kun is to let everyone see what Manchuria and Mongolia look like under his governance. Even if a great war breaks out between China and Japan, we must learn what's excellent about He-kun. As for whether He-kun's path is the future path for Japan—our comrades will naturally have ideas after seeing for themselves!"  The meeting of the Future Society's Kwantung branch leadership ended in this atmosphere of unease and anticipation. Ishiwara Kanji returned to his lodging with a heavy heart. As he approached, he heard many voices in conversation from the Japanese-style room. Sliding open the door, thick cigarette smoke hit him. The room was packed with people, nearly everyone holding a cigarette, their expressions showing varying degrees of anxiety.  One man stood—Colonel Sato, his senior—and cut straight to the point: "Ishiwara-kun, you're planning to visit He-kun next, aren't you?"  Ishiwara didn't hide it. "Senior Sato, I plan to depart tomorrow."  Colonel Sato smiled. "The juniors here in the Kwantung Leased Territory all greatly admire He-kun. Since He-kun has taken the lead in implementing the plan to unify Manchuria and Mongolia, let us all go together to congratulate him. What do you say, Ishiwara-kun?"
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There were three routes from the regions inside the Pass to outside the Pass. One went out through Datong in Shanxi, crossed the Great Wall, and entered the Northeast through Inner Mongolia. Another followed the railway through Shanhaiguan into the region beyond the pass. The third took the sea route to the Japanese-leased Kwantung Leased Territory at the southern tip of the Liaodong Peninsula, then boarded a South Manchuria Railway train into the Northeast.  Ishiwara Kanji naturally departed from the Kwantung Leased Territory, heading for Fengtian. Boarding the train with a group of Japanese officers, they found the carriage nearly empty, which surprised Ishiwara. An officer immediately explained: "The Chinese all board outside the Kwantung Leased Territory. Ishiwara-kun will see them shortly."  Indeed, as the officer said, after the train left the Kwantung Leased Territory and stopped at a small station, the platform of this modest station was packed with people. Seeing the train arrive, the crowd watched the train and stood up, one after another.  From the looks of it, the crowd was about to surge toward the train, when uniformed personnel on the platform immediately began maintaining order. As these people had the ordinary Chinese civilians—loaded with bags and bundles, traveling with families in tow—form orderly boarding queues, Ishiwara Kanji was first surprised, then chuckled.  Under the puzzled gazes of the Japanese officers, Ishiwara Kanji pointed at the uniformed people and asked: "Are they police?"  Colonel Sato was surprised. "How did Ishiwara-kun know they were police?"  Ishiwara Kanji smiled. "Their uniforms resemble British police uniforms, and their rank badges aren't military style."  Seeing Ishiwara's keen observational skills, Colonel Sato nodded. "They're the armed police force He-kun established. They carry pistols when on duty. They're mainly responsible for maintaining order among Chinese migrants and accompany the trains."  While they were speaking, the train had stopped. As Colonel Sato said, the police directed the migrants to board in an orderly manner and take their seats. The Chinese migrants from inside the Pass looked at the Japanese officers with curiosity, but paid more attention to settling themselves and their families. The platform quickly emptied, and just as the train began to move, a new group of Chinese migrants was directed onto the platform by the armed police.  Ishiwara Kanji turned to look at them and asked, somewhat puzzled: "How many trains depart from the Kwantung Leased Territory each day now?"  Colonel Sato sighed softly. "Only one or two from the Kwantung Leased Territory. He-kun has organized his own trains specifically to transport these migrants. Most of those are boxcars—they can carry more people."  Ishiwara Kanji looked at the handful of Chinese who had boarded in the Kwantung Leased Territory and asked, confused: "Why don't they board in the Kwantung Leased Territory?"  A nearby officer answered sarcastically: "Because He-kun says these people aren't passengers—they're cargo. So the fee he pays is very low."  At this, several officers couldn't help laughing. Ishiwara Kanji smiled, but when he looked at Colonel Sato across from him, he saw the colonel's expression was quite serious, so he asked: "Senior Sato, how many migrants have arrived in Manchuria now?"  Colonel Sato couldn't help but sigh softly. "From what we know, more than one million migrants have arrived in Manchuria in the past year. He-kun has provided them with excellent resettlement. If this continues, within five years at most, the population of Manchuria and Mongolia will exceed thirty million."  Several of the Japanese officers who had been war observers in Europe were shocked by this number. Ishiwara Kanji's expression also became grave. After annexing Korea, Japan's total population was at most fifty million. If the Manchuria-Mongolia region had thirty million people, that would be sixty percent of Japan's population. And those thirty million would be under He Rui's rule. Just thinking about this comparison made clear what a powerful force this would be.  Just as Ishiwara Kanji had expected, the Northeast government wasn't just absorbing migrants—it was doing everything possible to incorporate them into its administrative system.  Director of the Statistics Department, Xu Jia, was reading the quarterly statistical summary. Heilongjiang had 411 townships, 5,174 administrative villages. Jilin had 369 townships, 5,228 administrative villages. Fengtian had 428 townships, 6,931 administrative villages.  All townships and administrative villages had established government organizations. Each administrative village had three rotating village heads, three rotating militia leaders, five militia members, and one elementary school. Townships contained a complete administrative system including government, tax collection, education, public security, militia, and mobile court stations.  The figures below showed that the Northeast government system had over 300,000 staff and employees. Combined with 120,000 troops, the total was approximately 500,000.  Calculating at an average of 20 yuan and 300 jin of grain per person per year, that came to 10 million yuan and 150 million jin of grain.  Setting down the quarterly summary, Xu Jia picked up another report—this one about issuing paper currency in the Northeast. A Fengtian Central Bank and a Finance Department had been established, with the Fengtian Central Bank responsible for issuing Northeast currency. Shortly after the currency was issued, it had already become known as "Fengtian Notes."  The collateral for Fengtian Notes was grain and coal. The more Xu Jia read, the more he frowned. Finally, he set down the report and picked up the telephone. The operator connected him to He Rui's office. Secretary Song Danshan's voice came through: "Bureau Chief Xu—oh, Director Xu—is there something?"  "I'd like to give a report to the Chairman today," Xu Jia said. His head was already aching, so he picked up a string of wooden beads and began turning them between his fingers. As the beads rotated through his fingertips, the pressure in his heart noticeably lessened.  "Is Director Xu certain the report can be given today?" Through the slight static of the electrical current, Song Danshan's concern was still audible.  "Does the Chairman have other matters?" Xu Jia pretended not to understand Song Danshan's worry. Consolidating statistical data was extremely troublesome work, prone to errors. Several previous clerical errors had occurred when staff copied figures, leading to mathematical results that became laughable errors—jokes that He Rui himself had spotted.  "The Chairman has visitors to receive tomorrow," Song Danshan replied.  "Then schedule it for today," Xu Jia immediately confirmed the appointment. Set for 2 PM today. Seeing it was now 11 AM with three hours remaining, Xu Jia made two more calls, inviting Price Supervision Bureau Chief Han Haitao and Finance Department Measurement Division Chief Tang Gui to a working lunch.  The lunch was a working meal. All three ate in silence. Back in Xu Jia's office, Xu Jia pulled out the currency issuance report, pointed to a series of calculations at the bottom, and asked Tang Gui: "Division Chief Tang, how were these calculated?"  Tang Gui picked up the report, confirmed it was his department's work, then answered: "This was based on the labor productivity report your Statistics Department sent us. We calculated from that."  Xu Jia was momentarily blank. He had to read so many reports each day that he had almost no recollection of any labor productivity report.  But Xu Jia wasn't worried Tang Gui was deflecting. He simply said: "Be specific."  Tang Gui knew mere words wouldn't suffice. He took the documents to the blackboard in the office and began writing as he explained. Based on data from the Statistics Department, Industry Department, Agriculture Department, and other production departments, commodities that could serve as "currency collateral" were selected, including grain, coal, and some cloth—the so-called "one black, two white." Since the government controlled the pricing of these commodities, using them as currency collateral determined the currency issuance volume. More plainly, this determined the quota of "Fengtian Notes" issued by the Fengtian Central Bank.  Because some commodities were produced by government-owned enterprises, the government set sales prices based on labor inputs.  These commodities also functioned somewhat as currency collateral, but couldn't be priced at the rate of necessities like grain, cloth, and coal. Therefore, their price was multiplied by a "weight" and included in the currency issuance calculation.  Even with Tang Gui giving the simplest possible description, Xu Jia felt his head spinning. Seeing that Xu Jia seemed to understand, Tang Gui stopped explaining and sat back down across from him.  Xu Jia picked up his beads again and began rotating it while reviewing the documents. As the pressure lessened, Xu Jia could finally follow Tang Gui's explanation and think it through. After finishing the report summary, he began to understand.  "Division Chief Tang, so you're saying this currency is completely equivalent to commodities? Meaning for every yuan issued, there's one yuan's worth of goods out there to buy?"  Tang Gui, who had transferred from the Land Reform department to the Finance Department's Measurement Division, thought about it and answered: "Yes and no."  Xu Jia was stunned, not understanding what Tang Gui meant by this seemingly ambiguous yet clearly deliberate answer.  "How so?" Xu Jia pressed.  Tang Gui sighed deeply. "It's not that one yuan corresponds to one yuan of goods. If only it could be that precise—that's why I said no. When the Chairman established this policy, he said currency issuance is divided into three parts. First is wage expenditure—like for mine workers producing coal and iron, who must be paid for their work. Second is operating capital to keep current industries running—our factories need to buy coal, iron ore, and equipment; we need the funds for that. Third is industrial expansion—enterprises need to increase output, whether by adding workers, improving equipment, increasing equipment quantity, or adding both workers and new equipment. In short, there's a lot involved. Think of it as a big pot. The way I see it, the size of your pot determines how much rice you cook. But I've just heard about and executed these things—as for how it all actually works, I don't know either."  Having said this, Tang Gui sighed again, looking at Xu Jia with an expression of helplessness.  Xu Jia had heard about all this too, but if even Tang Gui, the implementer, didn't understand how it operated, Xu Jia certainly didn't. Just as they were staring blankly at each other, Han Haitao—the former teahouse owner temporarily transferred to the Price Supervision Bureau—spoke up: "Director Xu, I think the operating principles of this plan are basically: work gets paid, borrowed money gets repaid."  At this, Han Haitao looked at Xu Jia and Tang Gui, both of far higher standing and seniority than himself. Seeing neither looked displeased, he continued: "That's what we were taught in Price Administration Bureau training."  The Price Administration Bureau was responsible for inspecting market prices and preventing hoarding and speculation—a simple enforcement department. The basic operational level was too low for Xu Jia and Tang Gui. But when Xu Jia found himself unable to grasp the core of monetary policy, he could only approach it through concrete operations.  Though the currency issuance was large, it wasn't used arbitrarily. "Work gets paid" was easy to understand—the Northeast strictly investigated wage withholding, and those who oppressed the common people had all been eliminated.  "Borrowed money gets repaid" was equally easy to understand. Enterprises running production didn't use their own money to buy raw materials; they borrowed from banks. After selling their goods, they repaid the loans according to the lending terms.  This brought up the question of production efficiency. Enterprises with higher production efficiency earned more from selling the same goods. Such factories' staff also enjoyed better compensation.  But things weren't so simple—there were countless complications and twists. Xu Jia felt he had achieved the minimum expectation from inviting his two colleagues: he had confirmed that he couldn't understand these matters. Since he couldn't understand, he wouldn't bring them up when reporting to He Rui. If He Rui asked, Xu Jia could simply say he didn't understand.  At 2 PM, Xu Jia met with He Rui in a relatively relaxed mood. Indeed, He Rui didn't ask about banking or currency matters. The focus was on the construction of the administrative management system.  After Xu Jia finished his report, he couldn't help but ask: "Chairman, the Northeast and Inner and Outer Mongolia currently produce about 3 billion jin of grain. We collect grain taxes of 900 million jin, of which 150 million jin goes to government personnel expenditure. Right now, much of our revenue comes from exporting grain. What will happen in the future?"  He Rui chuckled softly. "Not exporting grain in the future will solve this problem."  Xu Jia was stunned. Currently, most of the Northeast's imported equipment was purchased with money from grain sales. A large portion of the dividends paid to foreign merchants also came from grain sales revenue. If grain exports stopped, this income would vanish. He Rui's words were spoken lightly, but the implications were enormous. Xu Jia wanted to understand He Rui's plan and asked: "If we don't export grain, what do we do next?"  He Rui smiled. "If we don't export grain, we can export industrial goods. We can also do some other business—make some money as middlemen. Grain actually isn't profitable; we're only exporting it now because we have no choice."  Even as a military academy graduate, Xu Jia knew that exporting industrial goods was the hallmark of an industrial nation. Though he wholeheartedly supported He Rui's plan, after nearly three years of statistical work, Xu Jia no longer harbored blind optimism. He asked: "Chairman, what does the Statistics Department need to do?"  He Rui answered decisively: "The inspection teams you've been sending out must strengthen their inspection of compulsory education. Xu Jia, how many years to graduate from elementary school?"  "Five years," Xu Jia immediately answered. At the same time, he gently rotated his beads, easing his inner pressure.  "How's the beads working?" He Rui asked.  "Chairman, I turn them when thinking about problems—it really helps," Xu Jia replied. This was He Rui's suggestion to everyone: those who could relieve stress on their own naturally should; for those who couldn't, find an object to help. Xu Jia had tried several things and found the beads suited him best.  He Rui nodded. "If compulsory education is strictly implemented, within four years at most, everyone under 18 in the entire Northeast will have graduated from elementary school. Another three years after that, and we'll have large numbers of our own junior high school graduates. I spent several years in Japan, and I can tell you definitively—by then, the number of junior high school graduates will be about the same as Japan's. Junior high school graduates have the opportunity to become technicians, engineers. Xu Jia, do you think we Chinese are inferior to the Japanese in intelligence?"  Xu Jia's eyes grew bright. Unconsciously, he stopped rotating his beads and answered loudly: "Of course not!"  "Indeed not. And we also have adult literacy programs and post-graduation vocational training systems. We can catch up to Japan in compulsory education levels in a very short time. This requires large numbers of government personnel who can execute the work. Many people now think there are too many people on the public payroll—they're not wrong. Of 3 billion jin of grain, we take thirty percent in tax, which is 900 million jin. The 150 million jin accounts for one-sixth. What we need to do is use the remaining five-sixths well, not hoard it like misers. For a modern industrial nation, such thinking is utterly foolish."  Xu Jia felt he understood some of it, but much more remained unclear. However, there was no point in asking further now. Regarding this currency issuance question, Xu Jia knew that even if he asked, he wouldn't understand.
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Seeing that the discussion was coming to an end, Xu Jia began to pack up his prepared documents. Then he heard He Rui ask, "Xu Jia, what is your view on the rotation system?"

Unsure of He Rui's intent, Xu Jia picked a positive aspect to mention. "I think it's very good. Without rotation, we couldn't have improved so quickly."

Knowing Xu Jia didn't grasp the seriousness of the issue, He Rui gave the answer directly. "We must consider future adjustments now. When we liberate the whole of China, we will need to prepare one million local cadres."

"Liberate the whole of China?" Xu Jia was stunned for a moment, then his spirits soared. But a moment later, he was astounded again. *One million cadres!* The entire population currently under the government's administration in the Northeast was only 20 million. That meant 5% of the population would need to become local cadres. This figure was beyond Xu Jia's comprehension.

He Rui didn't want Xu Jia to guess blindly, so he provided the answer. "I'll speak plainly. We cannot cultivate one million local Northeast cadres. We must look for cadres among those migrating to the Northeast from other regions, and have them return to Henan, Hebei, Shandong, and Shanxi. This is the most efficient choice. Locals are more persuasive to their fellow provincials. This requires us to start considering this matter now."

Xu Jia went straight to the core question. "When does the Chairman plan to liberate the whole of China?"

"I don't know either; it all depends on the results of our development. For example, the General Staff will formulate a plan to liberate China, calculating that it requires 2 million troops and continuous combat for one or two years. How to raise 2 million troops? During the combat operations of these 2 million troops, how much weaponry, ammunition, equipment, and logistical supplies will be needed? If we can support this, then we can start the war. If we cannot, then we wait until these preparations are complete before starting. None of this is decided by me personally, but by realistic preparations. This is the operating mode of a modern industrial nation."

Xu Jia felt his heart racing; he didn't know if he was excited or uneasy. Conquering the world was a massive undertaking, yet He Rui spoke of it as lightly as going on a picnic. This made Xu Jia feel extremely unsettled.

After his emotions settled a bit, Xu Jia felt his shock was somewhat inexplicable. Following He Rui's plan: raise a sufficient army, organize one million local cadres to take over local governance across China. Equip the army and cadres with arms and supplies, and naturally, the war could be waged.

He Rui's line of thought was not only reasonable but also highly feasible. For a moment, Xu Jia suddenly felt a sense of absurdity and couldn't help but laugh out loud.

"Do you find this matter highly feasible, and much simpler than you thought?" He Rui asked.

Xu Jia nodded hurriedly, yet in his heart, he felt an indescribable dissonance about this natural progression. Thoughts flew through his mind for a while before he found the reason for this incongruity. "Chairman, do other Military Governors also think about the steps to unify China in this way?"

He Rui did not answer but asked back, "Do you think there are other ways to unify China?"

"...No," Xu Jia answered decisively, then asked, "Chairman, I just find it strange. With the insight of the current Military Governors, surely they wouldn't fail to think of this. But why don't they do it?"

He Rui lit a cigarette and looked at Xu Jia with interest. "Because they failed to build a system like ours. Under our system, not all 500,000 people are satisfactory. But these 500,000 people are fulfilling the requirements of their respective posts according to the system's demands, and we are also striving to make the organizations under the entire government complete the work requirements we set based on policy."

Xu Jia completely agreed with He Rui's view but still felt the matter was definitely not that simple, so he answered frankly, "Chairman, I think things should be more complex, right?"

"Yes, it will be more complex. But if you can look at it according to the laws of development, you will feel it is very clear. For example, before long, I will discuss the issue of redrawing the border with Soviet Russia. Do you have any views?"

Xu Jia felt dazed again. Aside from liberating the whole country, how did a new issue of border demarcation with Russia suddenly appear? And it was stated by He Rui in such a 'matter-of-course' tone. Faced with the impact of this content, Xu Jia simply gave up thinking. "Chairman, I will follow your arrangements completely."

He Rui decided to spare Xu Jia from thinking so much for now and smiled. "Alright, when the time comes, we will discuss it at the Party Committee meeting."

After Xu Jia's report concluded, He Rui wanted to continue reading the statistical reports for a while, but he couldn't focus. Xu Jia's performance left He Rui feeling a bit disappointed. He Rui considered the reactions of other core leadership members when facing the same problems. The result of his consideration was still unsatisfactory.

Young people lack experience; this is not their fault but a reality of their situation. They must personally experience great storms to gain a broader vision. Just like the Japanese military men who would soon arrive in Fengtian—only by bloodying their heads against a wall would they understand that all of Japan's current ideas for solving its predicament are wrong. Even exceptional talents like Ishiwara Kanji will have the same problem. This is the so-called limitation of history.

Thinking of this, He Rui suddenly remembered something. He hadn't yet prepared the itinerary for these young Japanese officers to visit. He Rui picked up a pen and began to list on paper the lines of thought the Japanese young officers might have, and the response content targeting their lines of thought.

In the morning, He Rui waited at the Office of General Zhen'an for the visiting Japanese youths. Before noon, the secretary came in to report, "Chairman, they have arrived and have been taken to the small auditorium next door."

He Rui then closed the military industrial production report file and told the secretary, "Contact the members of the electroslag remelting task force. I want to see them in the next two days."

The secretary hurriedly noted it down. Just as he finished writing, he saw He Rui had already stood up, put on his military cap, and strode out. The secretary wanted to follow but felt he had to handle He Rui's arrangement first, so he picked up the phone and began dialing the Metallurgy Research Institute.

He Rui walked into the small auditorium. The Northeast foreign affairs staff responsible for receiving the Japanese young officers immediately shouted loudly in Japanese, "Silence! General Zhen'an has arrived."

The Japanese young officers immediately formed ranks quickly, each standing ramrod straight. He Rui walked into the small auditorium and saw Ishiwara Kanji standing in the first row. As expected, a hairless lip means a shaky grip—this guy had only grown a small mustache, yet he immediately looked much more steady.

Meeting He Rui's gaze, Ishiwara Kanji's expression was immediately filled with joy and anticipation, unexpectedly unchanged from a few years ago in Japan. He Rui nodded slightly to Ishiwara Kanji, and Ishiwara Kanji also bowed his head slightly in return.

He Rui shifted his gaze to look at the other Japanese young officers. These youths all looked solemn and appeared very competent. He Rui stopped in front of the group. The foreign affairs officer in charge stepped forward and whispered, "Chairman, we have obtained the list."

He Rui nodded and walked up to Colonel Sato. "Senior Sato, long time no see."

Seeing He Rui wearing a military uniform of uncommon design, Colonel Sato thought it must be the service uniform of the Northeast Army. With warlords rife in China now, He Rui's uniform, which was vastly different from the Beiyang style, should represent He Rui's stance of independence from the Beiyang center.

But while the uniform style was different, the rank remained the same. The title General Zhen'an denoted a full General. As the highest administrator of the Manchuria-Mongolia region, this junior's rank of General was fully deserved. Colonel Sato raised his hand in salute. "General, long time no see."

He Rui extended his hand. After shaking hands with Colonel Sato, He Rui smiled. "Please introduce these fellow students to me, Senior Sato."

"Certainly," Colonel Sato replied.

The first to shake hands was naturally Ishiwara Kanji. He Rui didn't say much and just let Ishiwara Kanji stand beside him.

The next young officer saluted He Rui excitedly. "I am Yamagami Tomonari. I admire Senior's achievements in governing Manchuria and Mongolia very much."

When the next officer saluted, he said excitedly, "I have long heard of your great name. Hearing that you secured Manchuria and Mongolia so swiftly, you are truly a role model for my generation."

He Rui looked composed, but in his heart, he was somewhat disappointed. As He Rui expected, at least half of the visiting Japanese young officers expressed admiration for He Rui 'controlling Manchuria with impressive military prowess,' sounding like they were influenced by utilitarianism. Only a minority clearly expressed admiration for He Rui's achievements in governing the Northeast and Inner/Outer Mongolia.

Japan's national development was becoming increasingly constrained. The fastest way to solve problems was none other than exporting internal conflicts. If these youths developed along their current paths, most Japanese young officers would likely embark on a path of pure nationalism, which is the path of external expansion.

After meeting everyone, He Rui walked up to the podium and sat down, ordering, "Gentlemen, please sit."

Seats had already been arranged in the small auditorium. The Japanese officers sat down quickly. Their rows were neat, demonstrating strong habits of hierarchy and discipline.

"If I am not mistaken, you came to Fengtian to see what development the Northeast has made under my governance. I have arranged the itinerary for you, so please be patient. Before that, I want to say something to everyone. I studied in Japan for many years, and Japan is my second hometown. So facing the storm that is about to descend on Japan, I cannot help but give a reminder. An economic crisis is coming; Japan needs to prepare immediately."

Hearing He Rui speak like this, the Japanese youths all looked puzzled. He Rui continued, "If you have no interest in listening, I will only say this one sentence. I wonder if you are interested in listening further."

The young officers of the Japanese Future Society all looked at Ishiwara Kanji. Ishiwara Kanji just shook his head, signaling everyone not to ask questions. These young officers all shut their mouths and said nothing.

The other young officers looked puzzled but had no intention of asking. Seeing this, He Rui smiled. "In that case, let this matter end here. Everyone, prepare to follow me for the visit."

After speaking, He Rui stood up and issued an order to the Japanese young officers. "All rise!"

At the command, the Japanese officers stood up neatly. The guards beside He Rui and the reception staff from the foreign affairs department looked visibly moved. Just from their discipline and reaction speed, this group of Japanese young officers had already demonstrated the basic qualities a soldier should have. Especially this readiness to receive orders at any moment—even the officers of the Northeast Army did not quite possess it.

Japan, as China's greatest threat at present, truly lived up to its reputation.
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With a click, the tenth 7x45mm round was pressed into the magazine. Xu Chengfeng lay prone on the ground, legs spread wide, forming a stable three-point support with his arms supporting the rifle.

At the firing positions of the range, Cheng Ruofan, Zhong Yifu, Hu Xiushan, and Zhou Yinshan, the Head of the Staff Department at the Northeast Army Academy, had all adopted the same prone unsupported firing position. The wind fluttered the flags set up at the firing points, making a rustling sound; otherwise, the range was silent.

The manually operated red signal flag near the targets began to wave, signaling that the target area was clear and firing could commence. Seeing the signal, Xu Chengfeng, who had already completed his aiming, pulled the trigger.

Gunshots rang out across the range, but soon ceased. Several high-ranking officers stood up and, in accordance with range regulations, placed their empty weapons on the ground. Staff members beside the firing positions waved green flags, and only then did the personnel responsible for retrieving the targets run forward.

These were lessons learned in blood. The regulations had been established from the start, but initially, some people still failed to follow them and were accidentally hit. Fortunately, no lives were lost, and the wounded only suffered minor injuries. The troops used this incident to conduct another round of strict disciplinary training, and now no one ran about on the range.

Zhou Yinshan was most interested in the semi-automatic rifle. Upon returning to the waiting point, he picked up the empty gun on the table and began to examine it. After just a moment, the targets were retrieved. The shooters were all graduates of the Baoding Military Academy; their shot groups were very tight, with even the worst performance achieving a score of 8 rings.

Xu Chengfeng recalled the firing experience. The Type 18 semi-automatic rifle used 7x45mm ammunition with a muzzle velocity of 700 meters per second, 60 meters per second faster than the Hanyang 88's 640 meters per second. Because the bullet diameter was 1 millimeter smaller, the recoil was less than that of the Hanyang 88, and the trajectory was much flatter.

Before Xu Chengfeng could speak, Cheng Ruofan voiced his opinion. "I think this rifle is fine. It can be used to equip the Instructor Division."

Zhong Yifu wasn't entirely convinced. "The gun is so much heavier. If only it weighed the same as the Hanyang 88."

Compared to the Hanyang 88, the Type 18 semi-automatic rifle was 0.7 kilograms heavier—less than one and a half jin. But Zhou Yinshan didn't agree with Zhong Yifu's view. "With the addition of the semi-automatic loading mechanism, I'm afraid the weight can't be reduced. This semi-automatic loading means you don't need to work the bolt between shots, more than doubling the rate of fire. I think this weight is acceptable. Besides, there are feedback forms..."

Saying this, Zhou Yinshan patted the stack of forms on the table. "If you have opinions, report them."

"Teacher is anxious to equip the troops," Xu Chengfeng laughed.

Zhou Yinshan made no secret of his view. "That's right, I am indeed very anxious. The troops are at full strength, but the equipment is not yet complete. What will we do if a war really starts?"

Once this was said, even Zhong Yifu, who had hoped for a better weapon, fell silent. Cheng Ruofan's thoughts were exactly the same as Zhou Yinshan's; he picked up a feedback form and began to fill it out. The others silently did the same.

After finishing, Cheng Ruofan saw that Zhou Yinshan had also completed his form, so he asked, "Teacher Zhou, are there any Japanese officers who do not want to invade Manchuria and Mongolia?"

Like He Rui, Zhou Yinshan had stayed in Japan for several years and had studied Japanese just as seriously, so he understood the currents of thought within Japan quite well. Hearing Cheng Ruofan's question, Zhou Yinshan answered without hesitation, "There are two types of Japanese officers: one believes that Manchuria and Mongolia must be taken at all costs, and the other believes the cost of taking Manchuria and Mongolia is too high, so they must find the right opportunity. There are no Japanese military men who oppose the invasion of Manchuria and Mongolia."

Not only Cheng Ruofan, but the other officers also changed their expressions upon hearing such a detailed and accurate description. Cheng Ruofan's handsome face was somewhat distorted by anger, and he said hatefully, "In the future, we must make the Japanese learn a lesson!"

After speaking, he continued with his anger unabated, "I don't know why the Chairman wanted to host those Japanese officers so warmly! I also heard that the Chairman took the Japanese officers to the countryside to let them fully study and understand our policies for governing the Northeast. Is the Chairman not afraid that the disciple will learn the trade and starve the master?"

Several senior officers nodded in agreement, but Zhou Yinshan was amused. "Hehe, Ruofan, your perspective is wrong."

Cheng Ruofan actually didn't believe that He Rui didn't understand these things; he just couldn't figure out why He Rui, knowing this, would still teach the methods of governing the Northeast to the Japanese officers who would invade China. Hearing Zhou Yinshan offer a different view, Cheng Ruofan was not unhappy but asked excitedly, "Teacher Zhou, quickly tell us what's going on."

"I don't understand what the Chairman is thinking either; we can ask him directly when we see him giving his report. However, I know a little about how Japanese soldiers think. Since everyone has participated in land reform, you should know how many people were dealt with in the process. Compared to the land policies outside the Pass, the land conflicts in Japan are ten times more intense. If those Japanese officers really want to implement our Northeast policies in Japan, they would first have to overthrow the ruling clique within Japan."

Cheng Ruofan was stunned, while Hu Xiushan frowned slightly. Hearing this, Xu Chengfeng and Zhong Yifu both sighed softly and exchanged a glance.

Zhong Yifu, in particular, felt a flood of emotions. If he hadn't followed He Rui, Zhong Yifu would never have imagined in his life that the path to making China rich and strong would start with land reform. As the son of a small landlord with a hundred-odd mu of land, Zhong Yifu couldn't help but feel conflicted whenever he thought about how He Rui would inevitably unify China. He Rui would definitely not stop at land reform in the Northeast, and the land situation across the country was not like the situation outside the Pass where land was plentiful and people were scarce. The conflicts that would erupt then—just imagining them made Zhong Yifu feel a chill.

Cheng Ruofan's family had nothing to do with landlords, so he had already figured out what Zhou Yinshan meant and said happily, "Is the Chairman trying to subvert those Japanese officers?"

Before his voice had faded, Xu Chengfeng spoke up. "The Chairman has already begun setting up intelligence gathering work on Japan. The situation of land in Japan can be discussed after the reports come in."

Zhou Yinshan knew Cheng Ruofan's personality; this young man was unfocused, or rather, his character was not steady. He was easily distracted by things. This was why Cheng Ruofan was a Class C student, while Xu Chengfeng, who was about as intelligent as Cheng Ruofan, was a Class A student.

At this moment, Zhou Yinshan realized that energy shouldn't be wasted on unnecessary aspects. So he followed Xu Chengfeng's lead and said, "Since we are to form the Instructor Division, everyone should consider how to resolve the artillery and communications issues. It's a pity we can't go to the European battlefield to observe; otherwise, we could see how Europe is solving these problems. There is also a major matter: the aircraft issue raised by the Chairman. The application and planning of the air force require a large scale. But our current aircraft are still only on paper. This requires establishing a more effective staff system. Let's propose equipment requirements first."

Naturally, Cheng Ruofan's attention was drawn to the work of force building. He himself did not realize that Xu Chengfeng and Zhou Yinshan were actually steering the discussion.

Clearly, Cheng Ruofan's attention could also be highly concentrated on the content he cared about. Facing the aspect of 'proposing equipment requirements,' Cheng Ruofan quickly became a main force in the discussion. Especially when Cheng Ruofan took out the discussion points he had prepared long ago, everyone was attracted by this guy's various novel ideas. They had already thrown the matter of He Rui entertaining the Japanese officers to the back of their minds.

At this time, He Rui had already led the Japanese officers back from the countryside. Upon returning to their residence, the Japanese officers, without exception, began to tidy their uniforms. At this moment, the door opened, and a waiter brought in a cardboard box filled with shoe polish.

The Japanese officers knew at a glance that this was specially ordered by He Rui to be sent to them, and they all stood up to express their gratitude. In this era, the shine of officers' leather shoes was also an important part of military appearance. Especially since the shoe polish sent by He Rui was enough for each person to receive two tins, everyone felt He-kun's thoughtfulness and understood more deeply why He Rui had won the goodwill of so many people in the Japanese army.

How could people not like such a straightforward man who addressed everyone's needs without making a sound?
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The attendant emerged from the room where the Japanese officers were staying and immediately went to the intelligence post set up next door to report. Recalling what he had seen, the attendant said, "The low-ranking Japanese officers are polishing the high-ranking officers' leather shoes, using the shoe polish distributed to them..."

The intelligence officer finished recording the attendant's verbal account and said politely, "Thank you for your hard work."

The attendant didn't stand on ceremony; seeing his job was done, he got up and took his leave. Back at the hotel, he saw the Japanese officers had already finished tidying their clothes and had lined up wearing shiny leather shoes. Colonel Sato, the highest-ranking officer, walked at the front. According to their ranks, the Japanese officers formed several small squads and filed into the banquet hall reserved for their reception.

Watching the backs of the Japanese officers, the attendant just wished this whole thing would end quickly. These Japanese officers were indeed disciplined, but the nitpicking attitude they displayed toward ordinary staff was truly repulsive. Even a big leader like He Rui couldn't match their arrogance when it came to putting on airs.

The Japanese officers hadn't considered the ordinary staff's perception of them at all. Facing the pressure from He Rui had already made many officers' hearts race. After all, men like Ishiwara Kanji were outliers in the Japanese military; most officers didn't dare let their own laxity lead to a reprimand from their superiors.

Arriving outside the banquet hall, they saw the layout inside was entirely in the style of a Japanese banquet, with rows of small Japanese tables arranged in neat rows. Everyone hurriedly took off their shoes but dared not enter.

Then came the sound of footsteps, and He Rui's voice rang out, "Gentlemen, please be seated."

The officers hurriedly turned and made way. He Rui passed through the crowd and entered the banquet hall first. After everyone was seated, waitresses wearing kimonos brought in wine and dishes. Ishiwara Kanji smiled, "Senior, are these Chinese?"

No one expected Ishiwara Kanji to dare ask such a question, and the expressions of many Japanese officers changed. He Rui didn't mind at all and smiled, "These are all Japanese. Some were invited from the Kwantung Leased Territory, and a few were invited from Yoshiwara."

Ishiwara Kanji looked left and right, showing no sign of lasciviousness, and answered straightforwardly, "Then we are in for a treat for the ears."

Amidst the surprised, curious, and wary gazes of the crowd, He Rui saw that the dishes were served. He asked these Japanese women to pour wine for everyone, poured a cup for himself, then stood up holding the wine cup and said, "This is a time for a joyous banquet. Let us laugh to our hearts' content. Today, we seek only to drink until we stop."

Colonel Sato didn't want to hear Ishiwara Kanji say anything inappropriate, so he stood up first and said, "Thank you, He-kun, for the banquet!"

"Welcome, everyone, to the banquet." After He Rui finished speaking, he raised his cup and drained it in one gulp. Ishiwara raised his cup and drank it down; it was indeed high-quality Japanese sake.

Everyone took their seats. He Rui clapped his hands, and two waitresses kneeling by the side door straightened up and slid open the paper doors. A fragrance drifted into the hall as two beautiful geishas holding *shamisen* walked out with small, graceful steps. After bowing to the crowd, they sat down at He Rui's side.

Japan had a strict hierarchy, and geishas' attire had its own specifications. The Japanese officers who had been to Yoshiwara knew these two were definitely *Oiran* (top-ranking courtesans), who were normally never allowed to leave Yoshiwara. For He Rui to be able to invite them out, this influence... was not something an ordinary member of the upper class in Japan could achieve.

After three cups of wine, He Rui clapped his hands again. The geishas were well-versed in all rules; without further signaling, they picked up their *shamisen* and began to play. At this level, their skill was extraordinary. Once the piece ended, the whole hall cheered.

The Japanese officers had long forgotten they were in Fengtian, repeatedly asking the geishas to play a few more tunes. The two *Oiran* bowed slightly, and one of them continued to play her famous piece on the *shamisen*. Listening to the beautiful music, with waitresses pouring wine and serving food beside them, the officers felt delighted. Some had already unbuttoned their collar hooks, comfortably enjoying the banquet.

Colonel Sato tried hard to maintain sufficient vigilance. Even though he felt excellent, he sat bolt upright. However, Ishiwara Kanji next to him had already stood up, walked over to sit beside He Rui, and even invited Colonel Sato to sit down. Colonel Sato had no choice but to go over.

Ishiwara Kanji raised his wine cup, "He-kun, Senior Sato and I both want to know He-kun's judgment on Japan's future situation. At this moment, I imagine the gathering of the Restoration activists in Kyoto back then was just like this. He-kun didn't say a word about politics in the past few days; you should say something now, right?"

"Do you really want to hear it? It may not necessarily be a rosy prediction; I fear it might spoil everyone's fun," He Rui replied indifferently.

Ishiwara Kanji showed no reaction to the wine and beauty around him, stating firmly, "In this situation and scene, even a bad future, I think, can be accepted."

Some Japanese officers were completely immersed in enjoyment, but some noticed the three gathering together and stood up to join them. He Rui let them sit down before saying, "When I left Japan three years ago, I gave a final lecture at Tokyo Imperial University. Reporters were present, and they recorded my discourse on Japan's future. I wonder if you have seen that news, or if you have any impression of it?"

Colonel Sato had no memory of this matter and was about to ask when he heard Ishiwara Kanji say, "Do you mean the argument about adjusting export policy starting in 1918 and beginning infrastructure construction?"

Colonel Sato knew He Rui had a great influence on Ishiwara Kanji, so he could only say, "Please, He-kun, elaborate on it again."

He Rui then explained the policy of 'counter-cyclical investment' to these Japanese officers beside him. Many of the officers didn't quite understand, and only a few listened with delight. Lieutenant Yamagami Tomonari praised loudly, "This is indeed a good policy! If this is done, the profits earned by the nation in the European war can be used for the people."

Hearing Yamagami say this, more Japanese officers understood, and their expressions turned to anticipation.

Colonel Sato understood part of it. He only felt He Rui's ideas were truly fanciful, but he couldn't say this out loud. During this visit of the Japanese officers to Fengtian, He Rui had led them to visit the rural areas outside Fengtian. If those villages weren't completely fabricated by He Rui, then He Rui's policies were exactly the same as the suggestions he had given to the Japanese government.

Just as Colonel Sato was considering how to ask, he heard Ishiwara Kanji ask, "Does He-kun think the upper echelons in Japan can understand what He-kun is saying?"

He Rui smiled, "The Japanese upper echelons are also elites; how could they not understand even this? Not only can they understand, but they can also understand it very thoroughly. Just like me in the Northeast: first is to guarantee employment, second is to increase people's income, especially the income of the lower-class people."

Speaking of this, He Rui asked the officers around him, "Gentlemen, you are soldiers, not politicians. Can everyone understand these two points of mine?"

Colonel Sato looked at the surrounding officers. Just seeing their expressions, he knew these people completely understood these two points. Even without being well-educated officers, even if a random ordinary Japanese soldier were pulled over, they would understand the concepts of guaranteeing employment and increasing the income of the lower classes. Not only would they understand, but they would also support it.

Thinking of this, Colonel Sato became alert. By speaking like this, He Rui was clearly driving a wedge in the relationship between the Japanese military and the government!

Just as he had this realization, he saw an officer ask hesitantly, "He-kun, since Japanese politicians can understand this, why don't they do it?"

He Rui's tone was calm, "Everyone has their own interests, and the choices everyone makes are to maximize their own interests. For example, I am implementing a new political system in the Northeast for my own interests. My life's goal is to turn China into a powerful and wealthy country. As for the choices of Japanese politicians, they should also be for their interests. As for where their interests lie, that varies from person to person and is not something I can know."

Seeing the thoughtful or indignant expressions of the Japanese officers, Colonel Sato prepared to interrupt this conversation. Even if doing so was extremely impolite, he was ready to do it.

But then he saw He Rui stand up and smile, "Gentlemen, I said earlier, today is a joyous banquet; we seek only to laugh to our hearts' content. Come, let us dance!"

After speaking, He Rui ignored the officers surrounding him and strode to the open space in the center of the venue, ordering the waitress nearby, "Bring a fan!"

The waitress hurriedly took out the fan tucked in her waist and presented it with both hands. The two *Oiran* also stopped the tune in their hands; one of them picked up a hand drum. With a slight adjustment, the two *Oiran* began to play *Gagaku*.

He Rui held the fan, slowly raised his arm, pointed forward, and his body swayed back and forth slowly and rhythmically. Although he was wearing a military uniform instead of a kimono, he was still elegant and composed enough. Seeing He Rui's dancing posture, the two *Oiran*, with their thickly powdered cheeks, remained expressionless, but their eyes were full of surprise.

*Gagaku*, also known as *Bugaku*, is music and dance used in Japanese court sacrifices and banquets. Its meaning is not entirely the same as the *Yayue* in ancient Chinese dance. Emperor Monmu of Japan established the *Gagaku-ryō* (Bureau of Music). Later, *Gagaku* was divided into Left and Right sections. The Left was Tang music, and the Right was managed by the O clan (court musicians), implementing a hereditary system.

Because *Gagaku* dance is passed down to a single son, it is called a secret transmission. Its dance rhythm is slow, and its movements are different from general Japanese dance. It retains postures like "Sword Finger" and "Horse Stance," and its footwork is unique.

The most famous *Gagaku* dance in recent times was about 60 years ago, before the Meiji Restoration during the Bakumatsu period. Matsudaira Katamori, the ninth *daimyō* of the Aizu Domain, danced *Gagaku* in the main castle of the Aizu Domain before accepting the command to go to Kyoto. That tragic yet unwavering determination began to receive higher evaluation within Japan after the reputation of the Japanese upper class plummeted following the Meiji Restoration.

The *Oiran* had the opportunity to see these secretly transmitted dances. Seeing He Rui's composed dancing posture, although some parts seemed slightly different from what they knew, they also knew that what they knew might not be the original dance. Seeing that He Rui's dance was largely correct, they dared not be critical.

As for the Japanese officers, they understood these upper-class traditions even less; they had merely seen some Kabuki dance styles. Seeing that He Rui's style was different from Kabuki, and the dance matched the elegant and special tune played by the geishas extremely well, embodying the characteristics of the upper class in Japanese culture, they all knew this was definitely extraordinary. The gazes they cast over were full of admiration.

Once the dance ended, everyone praised it. He Rui put away the fan and smiled, "Continue playing music, continue dancing. Everyone, join in!"

The officers stood up one after another to join. The atmosphere in the venue continued to climb, and before long, it entered a state of true joy.

At this moment, an officer stepped forward and said to He Rui, "Senior, after this parting, I don't know when we can meet again. I ask Senior to bestow a piece of calligraphy."

He Rui had also drunk quite a bit; his face was a little red. With the alcohol kicking in, he shouted to the waitresses, "Bring brush and ink!"

An *Oiran* stood up, walked to the door with mincing steps, brought brush and ink, and personally spread the paper for He Rui. He Rui didn't think twice; lifting the brush, he wrote a large character: '**侍**' (Shi/Serve/Samurai).

Seeing He Rui write with flourishes, the surrounding crowd all cheered. The officer who requested the calligraphy was dizzy and a bit confused, "Senior, what does this character mean?"

He Rui threw down the brush and straightened his chest, "We soldiers naturally must serve the country. To serve effectively, one must serve. As far as I am concerned, what soldiers should serve is the people. In Chinese, it is 'Serve the People' (为人民服务). However, in Japan, the majority believe that what should be served is the State, and I don't think that's wrong either."

The Japanese officers nodded one after another, feeling this statement made sense. He Rui continued, "The country is in difficulty, and many Japanese soldiers believe that exporting internal conflicts outward is the only way to solve the problem. There are quite a few such people. In my view, there will definitely be a great war between China and Japan in the future. Later, when we are on the battlefield, gentlemen, please do not show mercy. Please fight hard for the Great Japanese Empire."

If these words were spoken at normal times, I'm afraid swords would be drawn. However, amidst the heat of the moment, when the Japanese officers heard these words, they felt their emotions stirred. The Japanese officer who requested the calligraphy bowed deeply to He Rui, then stood bolt upright, "Senior is so heroic. If we meet again on the battlefield, this subordinate wishes Senior long-lasting military fortunes (*Buun chōkyū*)!"

Other officers also followed with surging emotions, saying, "We wish Senior long-lasting military fortunes!"

He Rui laughed heartily and ordered, "Pour wine!"

The waitresses weren't drunk. Seeing Chinese and Japanese soldiers wishing each other outstanding performance on the future battlefield of a great war between China and Japan, their expressions were quite strange. But they still hurriedly obeyed, brought wine cups to everyone, and filled them all.

The two *Oiran* walked to He Rui, one on the left and one on the right; one presented the cup, and one poured the wine. Seeing the wine was full, He Rui raised the cup high, "War is the continuation of national policy; it's just a difference in stance, there really is no consistent standard of judgment. However, there is one thing that is not so, and that is how one conducts oneself. I seek only one thing in conducting myself: when my life comes to an end, I can ask myself if I have a clear conscience. If I have a clear conscience before dying, what is there to fear in death! At this moment, I wish you all a life with a clear conscience."

Hearing this, the Japanese soldiers felt their hearts resonated with He Rui, and they raised their wine cups one after another, "Wish for a life with a clear conscience!"

Everyone drained their wine in one gulp. He Rui threw down the wine cup and said loudly, "This time you gentlemen came, the systems you visited, as well as the words just now, are all my true feelings. I ask you all to reflect on them carefully. I bid you farewell now. When you gentlemen return, I won't be seeing you off. Farewell."

After speaking, He Rui picked up his military cap and put it on, adjusted it, and strode out. The two *Oiran* followed He Rui with their eyes, seeing the Japanese officers all standing up to see him off. Either shaking hands with He Rui or saluting him. He Rui also shook hands and saluted, bidding farewell one by one. Seeing those he was closer to, he offered a few words of encouragement or spoke some friendly words.

When he reached the porch, He Rui didn't turn back; he put on his shoes and left unhurriedly. The two *Oiran* felt both relieved and slightly disappointed. They were invited this time with generous remuneration, and it was stated that they would absolutely not be providing sexual services.

He Rui left just like that, indeed as agreed. But He Rui leaving like that made the two feel that perhaps it would have been very interesting to have a bit more interaction with this big figure from China.

The two looked at each other, prepared to pack up their instruments and withdraw. But they heard Ishiwara Kanji shout loudly, "Gentlemen, He-kun is busy with official duties and cannot drink much. We haven't enjoyed ourselves to the fullest yet. Come, let's continue drinking, no going home until we're drunk!"
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Ishiwara Kanji and the others had to be carried back to their quarters; the Japanese tolerance for alcohol was truly lacking. When Ishiwara woke from his drunken sleep, the sun was already high in the sky the next day.

The wine was good enough that he had no hangover or headache. Ishiwara only remembered that he had nearly gotten into a fight with Colonel Sato at the end, before being pulled away. After thinking carefully for a while, Ishiwara recalled that the conflict had started when an officer raised an issue he had seen in the rural villages around Fengtian.

Just as he was thinking, footsteps sounded, the door opened, and Yamagami walked in. Seeing the bruises on his face, the events of the previous night suddenly came back to Ishiwara with clarity.

After He Rui left, the Japanese soldiers had discussed what they had seen in the Chinese countryside over the past few days. In Ishiwara's view, it had been a very meaningful grassroots visit. The villages around Fengtian had completed land reform. The leading figures in the villages were no longer landlords and gentry, nor were they the clan elders. Instead, capable young and middle-aged men with prestige, elected by the government, had become village heads and militia leaders.

The militia leader's job was to strike at criminals and maintain public order. The village head's work, aside from organizing tax collection, enforcing compulsory education, and eliminating illiteracy, mostly involved helping to organize production during the busy farming season, and building water conservancy projects and roads during the slack season. There was also the task of fighting for production projects contracted out by the government and organizing villagers to work for wages. In short, it was about organizing production.

Maintaining security with one hand and production with the other. The vitality displayed by the Northeast's countryside commanded the utmost admiration from Ishiwara and the others.

However, the conflict was triggered by something else. When He Rui was in the countryside, his attitude toward ordinary villagers was extremely natural. He could always pull some candy out of his pocket for the children. When facing the farmers, He Rui's attitude was completely devoid of arrogance or commands; instead, he encouraged the children to attend school and encouraged everyone to work hard in production.

Such approachability led a Japanese officer to sigh, "He-kun is too kind to the lower classes!"

Hearing this, Yamagami had immediately exploded in anger. "I come from a tenant farming background, I am a 'lower class' person. Does that mean we deserve to be looked down upon?"

Once these words were spoken, the Japanese officers instantly divided. Fueled by alcohol, the young men broke into a brawl, and the scene turned into chaos.

"Yamagami-kun? How was the fight resolved?" Ishiwara asked.

Hearing this question, Yamagami couldn't help but smile, though his face twitched, evidently pulling at a painful spot on the corner of his mouth. Rubbing his cheek, Yamagami said, "Ishiwara-kun, you were drunk. In the end, the guards rushed in and separated everyone."

"I had no idea?" Ishiwara hadn't expected he had been that drunk.

Yamagami vaguely remembered that Ishiwara had been punched in the head by someone and then collapsed. As for who hit him, he had absolutely no impression.

But this wasn't important. After fighting this fight, Yamagami felt very relieved. He had figured out some things by now, so he lowered his voice and asked, "Ishiwara-kun, is the Emperor also in league with those power-holders?"

Ishiwara sighed. For him personally, this was a fact that no longer needed discussion. But facing his comrade's question, Ishiwara answered, "Yamagami-kun, in all of Japan, fewer than one in fifty ordinary people dare to think this. And fewer than one in five hundred can firmly recognize this point."

Yamagami's eyes lit up. "With our Japanese population of fifty million, that means a hundred thousand people are aware of this!"

Seeing Yamagami's excitement, Ishiwara poured a bucket of cold water over him. "But the majority of those hundred thousand are the upper class!"

Yamagami was stunned. The 'Japanese people' in his heart did not include the upper class. Reminded by Ishiwara now, he realized the number of enemies was massive!

Just then, Ishiwara stood up and began tidying his uniform. "It's time to return to our country. Yamagami-kun, wait and see the situation that follows. He-kun has already given the Japanese upper class a solution to the problems two years in advance, but the upper class will absolutely not accept it. Events will continue to unfold like this. No one can change it."

Yamagami quickly stood up. "I will find ways to propagate our ideals to the soldiers in the army."

Ishiwara nodded. "You must be careful. Especially when things happen, those people will be extremely vigilant."

Hearing the news that the Japanese officer delegation had left Fengtian, the comrades responsible for security all breathed a sigh of relief. Xu Chengfeng and others, upon receiving the news, immediately made a report to He Rui regarding the new rifles.

After finishing the report, Xu Chengfeng saw that He Rui didn't seem concerned, and determined that He Rui already had a complete vision regarding the weapons of future warfare. Since He Rui was already like this, Xu Chengfeng asked, "Chairman, are there any other requirements for the weapons?"

He Rui appreciated such questions. "If there are, it would be converting the semi-automatic assault rifle to a fully automatic assault rifle. But this is not an immediate issue. Our enemies' rifles are already completely insufficient to cope with our army's current firepower. Their advantage lies only in artillery and air force; these are the parts we need to strengthen."

Zhong Yifu had more expectations for the rifles and hadn't expected He Rui to be so confident. Seeing that the rifles might be fixed at the current level, he quickly asked, "Does the Military Governor think our light weapons have already surpassed foreign armies?"

He Rui knew the comrades lacked confidence and explained patiently, "I can be certain that our light weapons already possess an overwhelming advantage over foreign weapons. You are all soldiers; how many soldiers can clearly see the enemy with the naked eye at two hundred meters? Relying on the naked eye, let alone accurately hitting an enemy at three hundred meters, even accurately hitting a tank..."

Speaking of this, He Rui remembered that the comrades didn't have a clear concept of tanks. Even if they did, it was of those wooden-shelled samples. So he changed his phrasing. "How many soldiers can accurately hit a horse at three hundred meters? Everyone should be very clear on this! In such times, equipping the marksmen in the units with telescopic sights as much as possible is the way to solve the problem, not pursuing some so-called rifle with a range exceeding one kilometer. Our semi-automatic rifle has an effective range of 500 meters, which is enough. Facing enemies at other distances, we must rely on the proactive tactics of the squad and platoon, on artillery, on aircraft, rather than making completely inefficient demands on the soldiers' shooting standards."

Zhong Yifu knew He Rui's personality was extremely resolute, so he gave up on persuading He Rui to invest more in rifles. "But when will we be able to fully prepare the necessary artillery?"

"Yifu, you are doing staff work now. First, raise the level of staff planning for aircraft, artillery, and infantry assault tactics. People can wait for weapons, but weapons cannot wait for people. This is the setup I've prepared; take it with you when you go back." After speaking, He Rui had his secretary bring over a stack of documents and placed them in front of Zhong Yifu.

He Rui actually thought very highly of Zhong Yifu, so he advised, "Yifu, the next war will definitely not look like the current European war. We must look at development issues using methodology. The 'Kaiserschlacht' the Germans are currently conducting uses relatively crude infantry assault tactics. You've seen those translated operational manuals, right?"

At the mention of those manuals, not only Zhong Yifu but other senior officers also became interested. The manuals were quite amusing: one was a French manual in French, and the other was a German manual in German.

In Russia's Brusilov Offensive of 1916, they defeated the German-Austro-Hungarian forces and crippled the Austro-Hungarian Empire. After a French staff officer learned about the Russian tactics in detail, he proposed a French version of the operational method, and the French Ministry of Defense wrote a manual and issued it to the French frontline.

However, in 1917, the French troops mutinied en masse. Although the French Ministry of Defense forcefully executed the ringleaders, they still reached a compromise with the vast number of French soldiers to no longer conduct offensive campaigns. Thus, this manual for active offense ended up being useless, and was then captured by the Germans during battle.

Afterwards, German staff officers developed 'Stormtrooper' tactics based on the tactical ideas in this French manual and popularized them throughout the army. In the 'Kaiserschlacht' launched at the end of March 1918, the German army used the new tactics to achieve great results, and it looked as if they were approaching Paris again.

When these two operational manuals were brought up, the expressions of Zhong Yifu and the others unconsciously turned serious. Because since they started army building with He Rui in 1915, the troops had begun writing operational manuals, with He Rui taking the lead in drafting the content.

Initially, everyone was just shocked by the operational system full of offensive spirit, which was completely different from traditional warfare. But after a few years of bloody fighting in the European theater, the latest operational concepts derived from continuously accumulating tactical progress were becoming more and more like the plan He Rui proposed in 1915. Although everyone didn't say it out loud, they were incredibly impressed in their hearts.

At this moment, although He Rui proposing to do the theoretical planning first was still relatively hard to accept, no one objected. They began discussing the 'combined arms tactics' of the new era with He Rui.

The so-called combined arms tactics did not aim to throw planes and cannons onto the battlefield all at once. Instead, it was to effectively weaken the enemy's firepower and troop deployment by utilizing different attack ranges and different firepower delivery, allowing our side to gain an advantage in the direction of attack.

Taking aircraft as an example, what aircraft needed to provide included reconnaissance, artillery spotting, and bombing to interdict the enemy's troop movements. Now that the Northeast had hired domestic aviation technical personnel, they also had planes that could fly into the sky. But making those incredibly crude planes achieve the operational goals He Rui proposed was completely impossible at this stage.

Precisely because of this, everyone's thinking became clearer. Zhong Yifu asked, "Chairman, should we set aside aircraft production for now and only consider what kind of combat capabilities aircraft can essentially provide?"

He Rui nodded. "That's about it. But, Comrades, you must also pay attention to one thing: you must formulate different operational system arrangements according to different needs. Because aircraft are not omnipotent; the combat capabilities they can provide are limited."

Zhong Yifu had long had his own considerations, so he continued to ask based on He Rui's line of thought, "Chairman, there will be different operational needs in different regions. Will so many types of aircraft be thrown into battle?"

He Rui was very pleased, but he didn't praise Zhong Yifu, only nodding in reply. "Every operational environment requires combat methods suitable for that environment. War is just like that."

Zhong Yifu had obtained the answer he wanted, so he asked no more questions. Cheng Ruofan, whose thinking was more active, raised his question. "Chairman, if Japan attacks Russia, what kind of mode of operations will it be?"

He Rui looked at Cheng Ruofan, whose thinking was the most unconventional, and smiled. "Regular army versus guerrillas; this is also a very good subject for operational research. Ruofan, do you want to try leading some people to study it?"

Cheng Ruofan rejected it immediately. "Chairman, let someone else study it. I'm just curious about the battle between Russia and Japan, I have no other intentions."

If it was just curiosity, everyone had it; He Rui himself had been a 'curious child' for many years. Seeing that Cheng Ruofan could no longer be led by the nose by his own curiosity, He Rui was also very happy. Cheng Ruofan, like the other comrades, had made very significant progress.

When the meeting ended, He Rui prepared to go to the countryside for an inspection. Just as he was looking at the inspection list brought from Xu Jia, the secretary came in and said, "Chairman, Russia has sent a telegram. They have sent a representative and want to meet with us."

He Rui put down the document and asked, "Which Russia?"

The secretary answered decisively, "Soviet Russia."
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"Ro...man...ovsky." He Rui repeated the Soviet Russian envoy's name for about the fifth time, feeling he had more or less memorized it, especially the latter half. But as for this Red envoy's full name, He Rui didn't bother to memorize it at all. Remembering a string of dozens of letters was meaningless.

Zhao Tianlin sat beside He Rui, looking through the other party's information. Seeing He Rui was ready, he asked, "Chairman, the Foreign Language University plan has been postponed. We can't find that many teachers now; should we start it immediately?"

Seeing Zhao Tianlin's serious expression, He Rui smiled. "Language needs an application environment. Arranging for students to work together with the Germans and Russians in the internment camps will easily improve their proficiency."

"That's not appropriate, is it? They are prisoners," Zhao Tianlin raised a different view.

"We send people there to learn languages, not to let the prisoners lord over them. Besides, Director Zhao's words are a bit politically incorrect; labor distinguishes no high or low." As He Rui said this, he had already stood up.

Zhao Tianlin didn't know if the second half of He Rui's sentence was sincere or fake, but in the Northeast, the political correctness was 'labor distinguishes no high or low'. If not for this fact, He Rui's words could have been treated completely as a joke.

Arriving at the conference room, they saw a Russian youth sitting with a Chinese youth, the two chatting in low voices in Russian. Seeing He Rui enter, the two stood up alertly. He Rui couldn't be bothered to shake hands with them; signaling for everyone to sit down, he asked directly, "Please tell me, is the *tovarisch* (comrade) who has come a Bolshevik? Are you under the leadership of a Central Committee member of the Communist Party (Bolsheviks)? Or under a committee subordinate to the Central Committee? Or some other status?"

Once these words came out, the Chinese translator youth opposite looked astonished, and the recording staff on He Rui's side also looked astonished.

When the Chinese youth translated He Rui's words, the Russian youth's expression also changed. He absolutely hadn't expected He Rui to understand the organizational structure of the Communist Party so well. Hesitating for a moment, the Russian youth said, "My name is Romanovsky, and I am under the leadership of Commissar Joffe of the Bolshevik Foreign Affairs Commissariat."

Hearing he was Joffe's subordinate, He Rui couldn't help but smile. "Commissar Joffe has already finished signing the *Treaty of Brest-Litovsk* with Germany. Why didn't he come? Is he worried that we would harm diplomatic personnel?"

Hearing this, Romanovsky couldn't help but go on high alert. Before this trip, in the intelligence collected by the Communist Party, He Rui was characterized as a local Chinese warlord chieftain—cunning, ruthless, adept at seizing opportunities, and extremely dangerous.

Since He Rui was so clear about Joffe's position within the Bolsheviks, it proved that these judgments were accurate, and he had to deal with him carefully.

"Commissar Joffe is currently busy with work and cannot come. I was delegated by Commissar Joffe to protest to Your Excellency. Your Excellency's seizure of the Chinese Eastern Railway is a very malicious act of aggression, which we cannot accept..."

After the Chinese translator conveyed the Russian envoy's statement, He Rui didn't answer but asked the Chinese youth with the Northeast accent, "Is your name Li Taihu? Have you joined the Communist Party (Bolsheviks)? Have you acquired Russian citizenship? Are you a member of the Chinese Regiment in the Red Army?"

Li Taihu also braced himself. "I am Li Taihu, from the Red Army Chinese Regiment, and I haven't acquired Russian citizenship."

He Rui sized up this Chinese member of the Communist Party. Seeing his long face, thin build, and fearless gaze, filled with the passion emanating from within that was typical of revolutionary youth in this era, he continued to ask, "Oh. Comrade Li participates in the revolution; do you identify with using violence to overthrow feudal rule, or do you identify with communist ideals? That is, the ideals of *The Internationale*."

Li Taihu had made many preparations before meeting He Rui, but he absolutely hadn't expected a warlord chieftain to say '*The Internationale*' as a matter of course, and even use this question to inquire about Li Taihu's political stance. All the various preparations he had made seemed to have lost their direction, and for a moment he didn't know how to answer. Finally, he could only reply, "I identify with the ideals of *The Internationale*."

He Rui pressed, "Does this Romanovsky identify with overthrowing Tsarist Russia, or does he identify with *The Internationale*?"

Li Taihu translated He Rui's words, and Romanovsky didn't dare answer immediately. He Rui's danger level was raised significantly in his mind. Even relying on intuition, Romanovsky could feel that this meeting would be very arduous. But not answering wouldn't do either. Finally, Romanovsky asked He Rui in return, "Is General He also a communist?"

He Rui laughed. "I am a staunch communist."

Hearing He Rui, who was characterized by the Communist Party (Bolsheviks) as a warlord chieftain, unashamedly claim to be a communist, Romanovsky only felt a surge of anger, feeling he had been greatly mocked. Since He Rui spoke like this, Romanovsky simply ridiculed, "Seizing another country's property—what a 'staunch communist'."

This ridicule had absolutely no effect on He Rui. He Rui hadn't expected a low-ranking Communist Party member to have a high level of understanding anyway, so he laughed unceremoniously. "Oh? I don't know which kind of communism Romanovsky studies, but in the communist ideals I know of, they all support national liberation. The Chinese people resisted the unequal treaties imposed on China by imperialist countries, recovered their own national interests, and turned the Chinese Eastern Railway into a state-owned asset. Shouldn't communists slap the table and shout 'bravo', shouldn't they celebrate upon seeing this? Since you claim to stand for *The Internationale*, based on the logic before and after, I can only reach one conclusion. You only oppose Tsarist rule, you do not oppose imperialism. The *Internationale* you identify with is just another form of imperialism."

Zhao Tianlin had seen He Rui go tit-for-tat with Britain in diplomatic settings, refusing to yield an inch. Even so, witnessing the fierce verbal attack He Rui launched this time, Zhao Tianlin was somewhat startled.

His experience studying in the United States made Zhao Tianlin understand that accusing the other party like this was as scathing as accusing a believer in God of actually being a Satanist.

Sure enough, the expressions of Romanovsky and Li Taihu opposite were constantly changing—indignation, anger, astonishment, bewilderment; various emotions appeared one by one and began to switch back and forth. It was evident they wanted to retort but didn't know how to answer immediately.

He Rui didn't give the two a chance either. He stood up and said coldly, "One of the foundations of communism is historical materialism, which is a very logical scientific system possessing a superior methodology for seeing through phenomena to the essence. Therefore, the two of you who claim to be communists disappoint me greatly. This meeting ends here. Come see me again when you can answer the question I just asked."

After speaking, He Rui turned and walked away, not looking at the Soviet Russian envoys at all.

Zhao Tianlin looked again at the two young Bolsheviks. Seeing they still couldn't say anything, he couldn't be bothered to observe further. He followed in He Rui's direction.

When he caught up with He Rui, Zhao Tianlin asked, "Chairman, why did you treat them like that?"

He Rui's tone was normal. "They couldn't even answer such a question, so there's no value in continuing the discussion. Even if I told them my expectations, they wouldn't have the ability to correctly convey them to the Central Committee of the Communist Party (Bolsheviks). Letting them be so embarrassed might allow higher-ranking officials from the Communist Party (Bolsheviks) to come for negotiations."

Zhao Tianlin originally thought He Rui was annoyed by the Soviet Russian side questioning China's action of recovering the Chinese Eastern Railway. He hadn't expected He Rui was considering a problem on another level, and for a moment he was attracted by this line of thinking.

Walking a ways with He Rui, Zhao Tianlin asked, "What does the Chairman want Soviet Russia to know?"

"I want Soviet Russia to know that our regime is not an imperialist regime, and our Civilization Party is not an imperialist party. Out of national interest, I want to resolve border issues with Soviet Russia, establish security and mutual trust, and even be able to cooperate."

Hearing this, Zhao Tianlin felt he could somewhat understand He Rui's rebuke, but he felt a bit uneasy. Within the Civilization Party now, especially in the army, some cadres were already considering recovering the land ceded to Russia. Zhao Tianlin himself had such expectations. However, in He Rui's words just now, no thinking in this regard could be found at all.

So Zhao Tianlin asked, "In that case, why doesn't the Chairman send someone to Russia to negotiate with Soviet Russia?"

He Rui answered as he walked, "To achieve mutual trust, there are two best environments. One is long-term friendly interaction. The other is desperation with no other way out. With our current strength, the second is the easiest to achieve. So let Soviet Russia take the initiative to come to us seeking cooperation. This is our only choice."

Zhao Tianlin couldn't immediately accept He Rui's line of thought and could only think as he walked. Walking through the courtyard and returning to He Rui's office, Zhao Tianlin sat in a chair and frowned. After thinking for a while, he finally understood He Rui's meaning and couldn't help but praise with a heart full of joy, "Brilliant! This is what 'when water flows, a channel is formed' means!"

"Exactly. The countries surrounding Soviet Russia all want to eliminate the Soviet Russian regime. In this moment where they are striving for self-preservation, reducing enemies, or even increasing friends, is their best method. But that kind of Great Power chauvinist thinking in Russia is deep-rooted; they have to realize it themselves. Diplomacy relies on maneuvering. In Soviet Russia's eyes, we are a weak great power. Naturally, they hope to use intimidation to gain security. I was so impolite to them only to achieve sincere negotiations as soon as possible. I hope Soviet Russia can understand this sooner."

Zhao Tianlin pushed up his glasses, feeling very excited inside. He Rui returning to China, going alone to the Japanese Kwantung Leased Territory to resolve the Japanese incident in Changchun, and achieving diplomatic success—this was one of the two main reasons that prompted Zhao Tianlin to choose to follow He Rui. Afterwards, Zhao Tianlin participated in many diplomatic activities, and his understanding of diplomacy had changed a lot.

The diplomatic means He Rui displayed at this moment touched Zhao Tianlin even more deeply. He was a Doctor of Laws to begin with and attached extra importance to logic and reason. Now he was even more certain of the role internal logic played in diplomacy.

However, thinking of this, Zhao Tianlin couldn't help but feel some worry. Just as he wanted to ask He Rui, he solved it in his own heart.

Zhao Tianlin worried that Soviet Russia, facing such a predicament, would send troops directly to attack the Northeast and Inner/Outer Mongolia, attempting to use military pressure to force He Rui to submit. But just as He Rui said, Russia was now under siege by all surrounding countries. Japan had already contacted He Rui, preparing to purchase grain and logistical services from the Northeast to attack Russia. Where would Russia have the strength to threaten the Northeast and Manchuria-Mongolia? Everything He Rui did fit the current world situation.

Thinking of this, his thoughts became clear. Zhao Tianlin deliberately sighed, "It seems the land we ceded can be recovered!"

He Rui, however, seemed not to have heard, giving absolutely no reaction.

He Rui certainly heard it, but the current situation hadn't reached that stage. Moreover, He Rui's own views on recovering territory were different from Zhao Tianlin's, and even from the vast majority of Civilization Party members.

So He Rui changed the subject. "Director Zhao, there are two things to do now. First, the Russians we caught when recovering the Chinese Eastern Railway are basically all White Russians. Now we demand that Britain and France, based on their anti-Soviet Russia stance, take in these refugees. If they don't take in these refugees, it would be an action completely devoid of international morality. If they insist on making us continue to keep White Russians in the internment camps, Britain and France have to pay money!"

Zhao Tianlin was holding a water cup drinking water at this moment. Hearing He Rui boldly demanding money from Britain and France, he almost choked and sprayed a mouthful of water. Not only Zhao Tianlin, but other staff members in the office were also bewildered by these words.

He Rui was completely unaffected by these comrades and continued, "If Britain and France don't pay, we will publicize this matter in domestic newspapers and European newspapers, letting all of Europe know about this conduct of Britain and France that lacks international morality."

Zhao Tianlin didn't know for a moment what exactly He Rui wanted to do. Finally, he could only ask, "Chairman, your intention wouldn't be to force Britain and France to take those twenty thousand Russians away, right?"

He Rui smiled lightly. "Heh heh. If Britain and France indicate they cannot accept this and want us to solve it, then Director Zhao can tell Britain and France that the White Russians have already transported quite a lot of gold to the British Consulate in Fengtian to buy arms. We don't accept pounds or francs; we want the White Russians to use that gold to pay the expenses."

Zhao Tianlin's expression turned serious. That He Rui would take things to this extent was unexpected yet stood to reason.

The interesting parts of diplomacy made Zhao Tianlin feel a special charm. Finally, Zhao Tianlin sighed, "I will seize the time to strengthen the Foreign Language Department."
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Zhao Tianlin was considering how to handle He Rui's arrangements in his mind and prepared to stand up and leave. Just then, he heard Secretary Song Danshan ask, "Chairman, what is the second thing?"

Now Zhao Tianlin remembered that He Rui had said there were two things to do, so he quickly sat down again. He Rui said, "The number of people coming from inside the Pass is too large. Our education must be strengthened; compulsory education and the literacy campaign must be persisted in."

Zhao Tianlin immediately asked, "What about the budget?"

He Rui answered decisively, "The Department of Education should prepare the budget and submit it."

Since He Rui spoke so readily, Zhao Tianlin also stood up readily to leave. The Statistics Department managed statistics, and the Department of Education also had its own statistics and budget departments; the two sides exchanged a lot of data in their work. Regarding compulsory education, Zhao Tianlin completely agreed with He Rui's view.

Since He Rui wanted a budget, Zhao Tianlin naturally wouldn't be stingy about submitting one. The leaders of relevant departments in the Department of Education gathered in Zhao Tianlin's office. Hearing that Zhao Tianlin wanted to formulate an education budget with a target of '40 million people', the conference room fell silent for a moment.

If calculated at one teacher per 100 people, 40 million people would require 400,000 teachers. With the current three-person rotation model, that would be 1.2 million.

After exchanging glances, the head of the Statistics Division plucked up the courage to tell the numbers to Zhao Tianlin, finally saying, "Director Zhao, based on the standard of 12 yuan and 300 *jin* of grain per person per year, this would be 360 million *jin* of grain, and 14.4 million yuan in funds. This doesn't include expenses for textbooks and teaching aids. Adding those, the funding will exceed 20 million yuan."

Everyone thought Zhao Tianlin would be scared by this number, but unexpectedly, Zhao Tianlin just pushed up his glasses and answered decisively, "Prepare the budget, and I will submit it."

Seeing Zhao Tianlin so determined, a sigh resonated through the office. Without waiting for the sentiment to spread, Zhao Tianlin slapped the table. The cadres of the Department of Education were startled, and the room instantly quieted down. Zhao Tianlin kept a straight face and said, "Comrades, don't worry about money; that's not something we should worry about. There is another matter we need to work on recently, which is vocational education. The vocational education carried out for workers in factories is dragging us down. We rolled it out according to the German vocational education system, but the results are not obvious. Is this because there's a problem with our set education standards, or because not enough time has passed to see the effects? Everyone needs to start conducting investigations."

Hearing this, the head of the Statistics Division spoke up right then, "Director Zhao, we don't have that many personnel."

Everyone thought Zhao Tianlin was going to force the work on them, but they heard Zhao Tianlin offer a method. "Yes, we don't have that many personnel. Recently, Governor Wu Youping made an attempt in Jilin, letting teachers participating in training join in municipal statistics work and other tasks. I think we can adopt this."

The head of the Inspection Division responsible for monitoring teaching quality frowned. "Suddenly increasing this work, won't this unsettle the teachers?"

Zhao Tianlin already had arrangements. "Suddenly increasing it certainly won't do. We will incorporate these tasks into the teachers' training schedule, making it standardized and routine."

Seeing Zhao Tianlin so insistent, the cadres couldn't find reasons to object, so they agreed. After the meeting ended, Zhao Tianlin made a phone call to Xu Jia, the Director of the Statistics Department. "Director Xu, the task of adjusting the teachers' schedule mentioned last time has been assigned. Has the work arrangement content on your side been decided?"

There was silence on the phone for a moment. When Xu Jia's voice sounded, it was quite excited. "Thank you, thank you! Director Zhao has been a great help. By the afternoon of the day after tomorrow at the latest, I will personally deliver the work arrangement to Director Zhao."

Zhao Tianlin was about to hang up when he suddenly remembered something. "Director Xu, write the confidentiality requirements in as well."

Xu Jia answered immediately without thinking, "No need, we won't ask teachers to engage in work requiring confidentiality. Our Statistics Department has to submit so many statistical figures in the form of government work reports every year; the data is all public. We are only worried that the numbers aren't precise. Aside from personal information, we have no content to keep confidential."

The two directors reached an agreement, and the matter progressed very quickly. Not waiting for the afternoon of the third day, Xu Jia personally brought the plan to visit Zhao Tianlin on the afternoon of the second day. Facing Xu Jia's gratitude, Zhao Tianlin also unceremoniously put forward a request. "Does Director Xu have any talent suitable for diplomacy? If you feel there are promising ones, recommend a few to me."

Xu Jia was quite puzzled. After asking clearly about Zhao Tianlin's needs, he suggested, "Why doesn't Director Zhao select talent from the university?"

"I'm worried about their reliability. I can only select students with good character and academic performance, but can they pass the political vetting?"

Xu Jia thought about it and felt Zhao Tianlin's worry made sense. Although what Zhao Tianlin was looking for wasn't personnel to provide to the foreign affairs department, for someone to go and entangle with the British, reliability was still the first priority. After thinking, Xu Jia agreed. "I'll go to the Department of Foreign Affairs and borrow two people for Director Zhao. After that matter is resolved, just let them return to their unit. Or why doesn't Director Zhao simply hand the matter over to the Department of Foreign Affairs?"

Zhao Tianlin shook his head. "After all, it was proposed by the Chairman; I still want to finish it personally. Moreover, I also want to see if diplomacy is as I imagine it."

Xu Jia felt Zhao Tianlin's curiosity was a bit excessive, but it wasn't good to say anything else, so he laughed. "Since that's the case, I only have one request: please provide reports in a timely manner during the process, Director Zhao."

The two settled on the terms of exchange and went about their business. Soon, two young men appeared in Zhao Tianlin's office. One was named Huang Zhen, the other Chen Xinli. After listening to Zhao Tianlin's arrangement, the two just looked at each other and replied, "We will listen entirely to Director Zhao's arrangement."

Having made the arrangements, Zhao Tianlin took the two and went straight to the British Consulate in Fengtian. As soon as the Consul saw Zhao Tianlin, he immediately greeted him warmly. "Dr. Zhao, good afternoon."

"Mr. Henry, good afternoon. I came this time to discuss the matter of the Russians in the internment camp." Zhao Tianlin got straight to the point while shaking hands.

"Did the Russians cause trouble?" Consul Henry led Zhao Tianlin toward the reception room. Initially, his steps were brisk, but as Zhao Tianlin spoke, Consul Henry's steps began to seem heavy. When they entered the reception room, Consul Henry sat on the sofa, his face grim. "Dr. Zhao, are you accusing the British Empire?"

Zhao Tianlin leveled a serious charge right away. "That's right, we are accusing the British Empire and the French Republic. There are twenty thousand people after all. If not handled well, I'm afraid it will turn into a humanitarian crisis!"

Facing the accusation, Consul Henry felt somewhat aggrieved in his heart. Twenty years ago, Russia was still Germany's intimate friendly neighbor. Even after joining the Entente Powers, Russia had never been a friendly country to Britain. What did the lives of twenty thousand Russians have to do with the British Empire?

But this couldn't be said publicly. Consul Henry decided to use stalling tactics. "Please let me send a telegram to Minister Jordan regarding this matter."

Zhao Tianlin didn't dawdle either. Standing up, he said, "This matter will have repercussions, Mr. Henry."

Facing this statement, which he didn't know whether to count as a threat, Consul Henry decided to pretend he hadn't heard it.

After sending Zhao Tianlin away, Consul Henry thought about it and felt he'd better not send a telegram to Minister Jordan. There was absolutely no need to disturb Jordan with such a trivial matter.

This happened on May 2nd. On May 3rd, Jordan sat in the armchair in his office in the morning as usual and picked up the newspaper. Now he had to read the *Northeast Daily* every day; this newspaper was very valuable in the eyes of senior civil officials. Then, the headline on the front page made Jordan suspect he had read it wrong.

Composing himself and looking carefully, he hadn't misread the headline: "Britain, France, and the US Ignore Humanitarian Disaster." Jordan looked at the newspaper header again; it was indeed the *Northeast Daily*. for a moment, Jordan couldn't figure out what exactly He Rui meant. In these years of raging war, what kind of major event could be called a humanitarian disaster?

The news started with a small story.

...Recently, Mr. Malinowski, an Austro-Hungarian anthropologist observing in the rainforests of the Pacific islands, recounted an incident. He described to a local cannibal: "A war is happening in Europe; tens of thousands of people die every day."

The cannibal native asked in amazement: "How can you eat so much human flesh?"

When the anthropologist Mr. Malinowski explained that Europeans do not eat human flesh, the cannibal was stunned and said in confusion: "If you don't eat them, why kill them? Your place is too savage!"

There is a saying in Europe: before the war breaks out, most people will think victory is more important than life. When the war ends, most people will think life is more important than victory. In the world, life is the most important. Therefore, various international treaties emphasize the preciousness of life and the importance of humanitarianism.

The *Geneva Convention* contains content on ensuring the rights of prisoners of war during war, and it has been recognized by all countries.

Now, there are about twenty thousand Russians stranded within China's borders. They no longer have their own government, and no one cares about their lives. Based on the spirit of humanitarianism, the authorities in Northeast China have taken them in for several months. Excessive financial expenditure has exhausted the financial resources of the local authorities in the Northeast.

These Russian people applied for political asylum in Entente member countries like Britain, France, and the US, yet no one cared. The Northeast authorities urge countries like Britain, France, and the US to face this fact squarely and provide customs clearance services in a timely manner, so that these European white people can obtain refugee status as soon as possible and go to the territories of Britain, France, and the US that they dream of...

Jordan had engaged in direct diplomatic confrontation with He Rui and knew He Rui had diplomatic ability. After reading this news, Jordan felt He Rui's image had changed somewhat. How did that elegant and sharp diplomatic figure suddenly start acting like a scoundrel throwing a tantrum?

According to the report provided by Morrison, Director of the Northeast Investment Promotion Bureau, thousands of Chinese poured into the Northeast every day. He Rui not only didn't stop it but encouraged these immigrants. Over a million Chinese immigrants entered the Northeast in a year. How could twenty thousand Russians cause the Northeast's finances to collapse!

He Rui mentioned Russians, meaning they were 'European white people'; this emotional card was played masterfully!

Thinking of this, Jordan immediately ordered a telegram sent to the British Consulate in Fengtian to ask what exactly was going on. At the end of the telegram, Jordan emphasized that they must figure out what He Rui's objective was.

Two days later, the same news was published in *The Times* and *Le Figaro*. Although Britain and France had now lost millions of young men and the public had no sympathy for any Russians, seeing that 'European white people' were about to 'run out of food' in the Northeast under General He Rui's rule, it was inevitable that some sympathy would be aroused.

The 'joke' at the beginning of this news article indeed set the mood. With the war having progressed to this point, ordinary people in Europe also felt it was unbearable.

In such a time of raging war, the influence of the matter in Europe couldn't be said to be nonexistent, but it could only be said to be insignificant.

But in Asia, it was different. Consul Henry saw the news in the *Northeast Daily* and received Jordan's telegram, so he immediately asked to see He Rui. He Rui didn't see Consul Henry, only sending someone to tell him that this matter was the responsibility of Zhao Tianlin.

Left with no choice, Consul Henry invited Zhao Tianlin to the consulate for discussions. Zhao Tianlin was not polite this time, simply asking how the matter should be handled.

Consul Henry continued to play diplomatic games, answering with a serious expression, "Dr. Zhao, you have to discuss this matter with the Russian officials."

"Very well! We will discuss it with the Russian officials." Zhao Tianlin nodded. After speaking, he stood up and said, "In view of the reactions of countries like Britain, France, and the US, we will implement strict epidemic prevention inspections on people from the above countries entering the Northeast region."

"What?" Consul Henry didn't understand.

Zhao Tianlin repeated it once more. "We will implement strict epidemic prevention inspections on personnel and goods entering China from countries like Britain, France, the US, and Japan!"

It took Consul Henry a bit of time to understand what this meant. Strict epidemic prevention inspections meant that the flow of personnel would be greatly affected, and there was also a diplomatically insulting implication in it.

Such 'Europeanized' diplomatic means were unheard of and unseen by Consul Henry in China. This stern-faced diplomat muttered in his heart: *Is this necessary? Is it worth it?*
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Li Taihu, a Chinese member of the Communist Party (Bolsheviks), set off from Blagoveshchensk in the middle of the night and crossed the Songhua River by boat. As soon as the boat reached the opposite bank, troops on the other side arrived at the ferry crossing armed with loaded weapons and shouted at them, "The border has been closed due to disease control. Go back!"

Li Taihu on the boat was stunned; he hadn't expected the warlord chieftain He Rui to actually close the border. Seeing the other side was armed, the boat could only turn back. Returning to Blagoveshchensk, Li Taihu hurried back to the local Bolshevik party branch and informed the Party Committee of the news.

The Party Secretary couldn't help but frown. The number of people in the Bolshevik branch in the Far East was very small; some were railway workers from the Chinese Eastern Railway, and they had also recruited some Chinese members.

One of the most important tasks at present was to rescue those Russian Bolsheviks (who were captured) and restore the party organization. But He Rui's action of sealing the border made this plan fall through.

Just as the Far East Bolshevik Party Committee was troubled, Li Taihu made a suggestion. "I can cross the river quietly and go make contact."

The Bolshevik Party Committee didn't agree immediately. Ever since He Rui recovered the Chinese Eastern Railway and immediately established a state-owned railway company, the party members recruited by the Bolsheviks among the railway workers in the Northeast had quickly ceased taking the initiative to contact the Bolsheviks. The situation had become even worse recently, with Bolshevik members in Northeast China even refusing to see CPSU(b) members.

Li Taihu was Chinese, which already made him unreliable. However, Li Taihu wasn't from the Northeast but had been selected from the Chinese Regiment in Moscow and sent to the Northeast. Openly suspecting Li Taihu would be suspecting Moscow. At least until instructions were received from Moscow, they couldn't do anything to Li Taihu.

So the Party Secretary told Li Taihu to be patient, and that work would be arranged for him later.

At this time, He Rui, regarded as a warlord chieftain by the Communist Party (Bolsheviks), was convening a party and government leadership meeting in his 'lair', Shenyang. As soon as He Rui finished speaking, the comrades exchanged astonished glances. Everyone had expected He Rui's speech to come up with some grand scheme, and that was indeed the case, but the work goal He Rui proposed was too unexpected, leaving all the comrades unsure of how to understand it.

Because what He Rui proposed was a two-year work arrangement to eliminate infectious diseases. Smallpox, plague, and cholera were all virulent infectious diseases, and the Northeast was to eliminate these scourges within the next two years. To this end, the entire Northeast had to mobilize, relying on the government organization that now covered all grassroots villages to complete this matter.

Zhao Tianlin was even more puzzled, because one of the contents of this work was strict epidemic prevention management for people entering from outside the borders, which happened to overlap with the strict epidemic prevention He Rui previously wanted to implement against countries like Britain, France, and the US.

If He Rui's purpose in doing this was just to coordinate with strict external epidemic prevention, wouldn't it be like making a whole batch of dumplings just for a saucer of vinegar?

However, Zhao Tianlin knew it wasn't suitable for him to raise this question at this moment. Moreover, the Department of Education bore a very large workload in this major event covering the entire Northeast and Inner/Outer Mongolia; a large part of the health propaganda had to be completed by the education system.

Everyone felt something wasn't right, but after the work was assigned, only Wu Youping asked a question excitedly, "Chairman, plague and cholera have run rampant in the Northeast for the past twenty years; are we really going to solve them thoroughly?"

He Rui nodded. "We are currently under the threat of infectious diseases at all times. We must save ourselves together with the people of the Northeast!"

Even if the party and government personnel had their own thoughts, no one said anything more. Especially the officials and cadres native to the Northeast; many were even moved to tears. In the past twenty years, at least two large-scale outbreaks of plague and cholera had occurred in the Northeast, killing tens of thousands each time. Small-scale outbreaks were impossible to count, and truly quite a few people died every year.

Since He Rui came to power, the situation had improved somewhat, but it hadn't been thoroughly resolved. Since He Rui wanted to thoroughly solve the plague problem in the Northeast, no one could find any reason to refuse.

At the meeting, the Health Department brought out an overall plan. While the officials and cadres were studying it, Zhao Tianlin took the work content assigned to the Department of Education and found He Rui. "Chairman, does the Department of Education really have to teach these things? Even I haven't studied the ecosystems in here; I'm afraid the teachers will find it even harder to understand."

The propaganda content assigned to the Department of Education was prepared personally by He Rui. Zhao Tianlin's reaction didn't surprise He Rui; if Zhao Tianlin already had 21st-century concepts of nature, He Rui would have been puzzled instead.

He Rui tried to discuss it with Zhao Tianlin. "Director Zhao, if these advanced concepts can only be fully proven in 20 or even 30 years, do you think there's a problem with introducing this education starting now?"

Zhao Tianlin hadn't thought that much originally. He was just troubled by a whole set of knowledge systems including the history of Earth's evolution centered on continental drift theory, the history of biological evolution, and the history of evolution. In Zhao Tianlin's view, he himself felt dizzy reading this knowledge system; how could those teachers with low education levels possibly figure it out?

Hearing He Rui's words, Zhao Tianlin thought for a moment and tried to understand He Rui's line of thought. "Does the Chairman mean to push it through?"

"Yes. Push it through!" He Rui answered decisively. "Our current promotion of education is pushing it through to begin with. Since it's all pushing it through, let's not care about so much. If the details are incomplete, they can be gradually filled in by scientific research and development. But if the system is incomplete, what will everyone feel? My guess is it would be a muddled feeling of not understanding the whole."

After He Rui finished speaking, he was also very uncertain in his heart. Because this was He Rui's personal learning experience, not a universal one. Moreover, as a person from the internet age, He Rui could find corresponding information for whatever knowledge system he wanted to see. Whether this mindset was suitable in 1918, He Rui completely didn't know.

Zhao Tianlin figured out He Rui's line of thought. Frowning and thinking for a moment, he replied, "Chairman, allow me to go back and think. No, allow me to go back and hold a meeting."

"Good, thanks to the comrades of the Department of Education and Director Zhao for your hard work." He Rui felt a lot of weight lifted off his mind.

Watching Zhao Tianlin's retreating figure, He Rui felt somewhat uneasy in his heart. Because there were still quite a few things He Rui hadn't said at all. News came from the neutral country Spain in Europe that large-scale influenza transmission had appeared in Spain, which meant the 1918 Flu Pandemic had broken out after all.

Originally, He Rui still held onto a fantasy that perhaps history would change somewhat. After all, viral infection is a matter of probability; maybe it wouldn't happen. However, that hellhole, the US, was originally where various viruses lay dormant. When the US joined the Entente Powers, large numbers of troops were thrown into combat in Europe, bringing the local viruses to Europe.

Since it had happened, he could only deal with it seriously. The Northeast had now started industrialization, and the urban population had exploded. Once the flu invaded, cluster infections could easily occur.

Preparing for the pandemic was something that had to be done, yet he couldn't say it. This was probably the difficult situation all those in power encountered.

The study sessions after the meeting lasted for three days. Some people say the more you know, the less you fear. However, things often don't seem to be like that. Because they learned the basic principles of infectious diseases, the comrades' fear not only didn't decrease but increased instead.

Finally, Zhao Tianlin made a request, asking He Rui to personally take charge of this work. Hearing that the top leader He Rui would lead everyone in doing this, apart from some hesitation from the comrades in the army, everyone else immediately expressed approval.

He Rui hadn't expected things to turn out like this, but what else could he do besides accept it?

Standing up, He Rui said, "Then I will serve as the commander-in-chief this time. But there is one thing I must say first."

The comrades immediately quieted down, waiting for He Rui to speak. He Rui said in a loud voice, "This campaign needs a name; let's call it the Patriotic Health Campaign. From now on, April of every year will be Arbor Day, promoting the protection of the natural environment and ecosystems. May will be Patriotic Health Month, conducting health propaganda."

Although they didn't know what He Rui's purpose was, since He Rui was leading, the comrades immediately expressed agreement.

Amidst the enthusiastic applause, He Rui wasn't happy at all. A heavy burden was pressed onto his shoulders just like that, especially facing China's frail medical status and the virus originating from the US. He was truly betting everything!

When the applause died down a bit, He Rui quieted everyone. "Comrades, this is a heavy task. The only ones we can rely on are the people. We must believe in the people, mobilize the people, and solve the people's suffering together with the people. This is the only path to victory!"
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Night fell. The Bolshevik party branch in the Far East convened another meeting. From May to June, the border blockade in the Northeast had continued for a month. Facing a complete cutoff of news from the Northeast, the Bolsheviks felt that the warlord chieftain He Rui on the other side must be preparing some terrible conspiracy.

After discussing for a long while, apart from taking the risk to send someone to sneak into the Northeast to gather intelligence, there were no other options. Romanovsky suggested, "Let Comrade Li cross the border again."

Although the Bolsheviks still didn't dare trust the Chinese national Li Taihu, there was no other way at the moment. The two people sent previously had disappeared without any news, most likely having been caught.

When Li Taihu accepted the mission, he felt a somewhat strange atmosphere, but he decided to ignore it for the time being. Shouldering the ideal of liberating the whole world, Li Taihu had deep expectations for the Communist Party (Bolsheviks).

The Party Secretary said seriously, "Tovarisch, recently the White Army has received several trainloads of weapons, which are being transported to arm the White Army in Western Siberia. If the situation is allowed to continue developing, Manchuria will become the most stable weapon supply base for the White Army. We are appointing you to go to Manchuria to contact the comrades there. Most of them are railway workers and will definitely be able to provide us with information. Do you understand the importance of your work?"

"Understood! I will definitely complete the mission!" Li Taihu answered decisively.

There was nothing else to say. Equipped with supplies, Li Taihu traveled all the way to the Songhua River. Under the cover of night, a small boat crossed the wide river surface and arrived at the opposite bank. Li Taihu jumped ashore and extended his hand to the Bolshevik rowing the boat. As they shook hands, Li Taihu said emotionally, "Tovarisch, please wait for my good news."

Parting with the comrades of the Communist Party, Li Taihu headed all the way toward his destination, Harbin. Harbin in summer brightened very early. When the morning light shone on the road, Li Taihu felt only joy in his heart. He was from Heilongjiang; as a teenager, he had followed his father to Russia to make a living, traveling from Lake Baikal all the way to Moscow, where he became a worker. Having experienced all sorts of things and witnessed the corruption and cruelty of the upper class, he joined the Communist Party. When the revolution broke out in Russia, he became a soldier in the Chinese Regiment.

Cherishing the ideal of liberating the whole world, Li Taihu quickened his pace, walking briskly along the newly built road. Seeing a checkpoint on the road from afar, Li Taihu turned into the orderly fields, walking through the sorghum fields.

This sorghum field was huge, and the land was divided into very neat blocks. Even though it was summer, walking inside felt chilly. Walking briskly along the newly built field ridges, he didn't encounter anyone. After walking a long way out, he got onto a newly built dirt road. Li Taihu was surprised in his heart; what was the background of the big family in this village? To be able to build so many roads!

Walking through the fields like this, he would dodge whenever he heard human voices. Thinking he had bypassed the money-collecting checkpoint, Li Taihu turned back onto the main road.

Not far along, he saw another checkpoint in the distance. At this moment, there was a large forest by the roadside, with neat saplings that looked newly planted. Although orderly, they couldn't stop people. With no choice, Li Taihu could only continue walking along the road.

Arriving at the checkpoint, he saw that the people inside were all wearing ordinary, worn but clean clothes and looked like villagers. Only their faces were clean, and their hair was clean; they must have washed. This was unusual.

The leader stopped Li Taihu and asked in a local accent familiar to Li Taihu, "Where is your mask?"

"Mask?" Li Taihu didn't understand what this meant. The questioner took out a thick cotton mask. "This is it."

Li Taihu didn't understand for a moment, but on second thought, he felt this was probably a trick to extort money. So he pretended to be pitiful and said, "Uncle, how much does this cost?"

The questioner frowned in confusion. "Didn't your village issue masks?"

Li Taihu was quite clever and quickly said, "I forgot to bring it when I came out. How much for one?"

The questioner turned his head unhappily and said to the person beside him, "Why does everyone forget to bring it!"

The person beside him laughed in a local accent, "This one is not bad; he hasn't acted tough yet. Look at the previous few punks, acting tough one by one!"

Recalling the guys he had encountered before, the questioner cursed a few times, then turned back to Li Taihu and said, "Ten *wen* for one. Also, take out your travel pass."

Li Taihu was startled in his heart, but his face showed nothing unusual. He reached into his bosom and felt around, then his expression changed. He patted his whole body, deliberately anxious, and said, "Oh no! I lost my travel pass!"

Hearing this, the person at the checkpoint didn't intend to make things difficult for Li Taihu. "If you don't have a travel pass, I can't let you pass!"

Li Taihu had never seen such an amiable person setting up a checkpoint, so he decided to try his luck and began to plead and cajole, saying all kinds of nice things. However, the other party didn't care at all and instead started lecturing Li Taihu. "Lad, orders from above now say that no one without a travel pass can pass the checkpoint or enter or leave the village. This is true. Even if you walk forward, they won't let you pass. You won't even be able to enter the village. Listen to your uncle, hurry back and get your travel pass."

Li Taihu knew he couldn't get a travel pass no matter what. Seeing the mask of the questioner, he said, "Can't I buy a mask? I'll buy one!"

Saying this, he took out ten *wen* and stuffed it into the questioner's hand. Seeing Li Taihu like this, the questioner felt Li Taihu wanted to use money to pass the checkpoint and was reluctant to sell it to him. But Li Taihu was young after all, so he still got the mask and stuffed the money to the questioner.

The questioner still didn't let Li Taihu pass, only advising him to go back quickly.

Li Taihu pretended to be obedient and returned the way he came. When no one could see him, he turned onto a small path. Judging from the news he heard, entering the village was probably impossible, and taking the main road wouldn't work either. Li Taihu walked along the field ridges and small paths; if there was really no other way, he would go directly through the forest.

He had brought enough food before setting off, so he walked all the way like this. He saw neat fields everywhere, with lush crops. It was completely different from the Northeast in Li Taihu's impression.

Another difference was that there were many more ponds that were obviously dug out. Li Taihu only felt now that things were definitely very wrong; the landlords in the village certainly wouldn't spend great effort digging ponds.

...Could it be that there had been a lot of rain in the Northeast in recent years, resulting in a lot of accumulated water?

...That must be it. So the rich locals just dug a few times casually to claim these ponds!

The water in the ponds couldn't be drunk. Fortunately, Li Taihu had brought a large water flask. Not long after finishing his water, he finally arrived at a small river and filled a full flask of water. Then he continued forward according to the compass direction.

After walking for four consecutive days, he finally saw a railway. Li Taihu distinguished the direction again and headed straight for Harbin along the railway, going east.

The closer to the city, the more people wearing masks on the road. Li Taihu also put on his mask and mixed into the crowd. Just as the person at the checkpoint said, there were checkpoints at every intersection, and travel passes were needed to enter and exit.

Li Taihu was nimble. Seeing a travel pass half-exposed in someone's right pocket, he suddenly patted that person on the left shoulder. When that person turned his head to the left, his hands nimbly snatched away that person's travel pass. Then he said, "Brother Wang, it's me!"

Because he was wearing a mask, Li Taihu wasn't worried about being recognized; this was just pretending to mistake the person. Sure enough, that person stared at Li Taihu for a moment and said unhappily, "You've got the wrong person!" and turned to leave.

Li Taihu quickly walked in another direction. Reaching a secluded spot, he took out the travel pass to look. This was a travel pass for entry and exit on that day. The holder of the travel pass was a textile factory worker, who happened to be surnamed Li too. Apologizing silently to this 'clansman of the same surname', Li Taihu took the travel pass, wore the mask, and went to the checkpoint. The people there didn't make things difficult either; after checking the travel pass, they kept it and let Li Taihu into the city.

Construction was in full swing inside the city, with ditches being dug everywhere. Li Taihu felt it was an opportunity, so he went up to find the foreman, wanting to get a job digging ditches.

The foreman looked at Li Taihu and said, "We are all from the same village; we don't take outsiders."

"The wages can be less, just give me a bite to eat," Li Taihu pleaded.

The foreman scolded unhappily, "Why are you so dense? I said, we are all from the same village; we don't want outsiders."

Li Taihu had no choice but to continue walking along the street. He found several places in succession, but the words spoken were the same: the workers were all from their own village, and they didn't accept outsiders.

He wanted to find an inn to stay in, but seeing from afar that entering an inn also required a travel pass, he could only give up. Not only that, there wasn't even a single beggar along the street, causing several of Li Taihu's prepared plans to fall through.

Helpless, he could only walk around the city. Fortunately, Harbin was quite big, so it wasn't to the point of having nowhere to go. Passing by an Orthodox church, Li Taihu couldn't help but stop. The church's main door was tightly shut and locked. This kind of Orthodox church definitely belonged to Russians, and now the Russians had naturally been locked up by the warlord chieftain He Rui.

People came and went on the street, and it wasn't convenient for Li Taihu to slip into the church, so he could only continue walking slowly. The summer days in Harbin were truly long. When work ended, whether workers or students, they all walked on the street in neat ranks. In such a big city with so many people, there wasn't even a gap for Li Taihu to insert himself.

Finally enduring until dark, Li Taihu went straight to his destination. This was where railway workers lived, and there were also people guarding the street intersection. Taking advantage of the night, Li Taihu nimbly climbed over a new wall temporarily built at the entrance of what used to be an alley, and finally got inside.

Arriving at the target location, Li Taihu knocked on the courtyard door according to the code. After several attempts, he finally heard footsteps inside. The person in the courtyard tried to walk lightly, stopped at the door for a while, and then asked in a low voice, "Who!"

"Konstantin," Li Taihu answered with the code word.

The door opened, and the person pulled Li Taihu inside, stuck his head out to check that no one was around, and quickly closed the door. Then he dragged Li Taihu directly to a side room. Without lighting a lamp, the person said to Li Taihu in the darkness, "I don't care who you are; I've said it before, I'm quitting!"

Li Taihu knew that most Bolsheviks in Northeast China had chosen to give up the revolution under the inducement of the warlord chieftain He Rui, which had led to Li Taihu himself being suspected by the Far East Bolshevik party branch.

The comrade before him was also considered relatively trustworthy. Li Taihu tried hard to persuade him, "Tovarisch, do you know? We Bolsheviks have already occupied all the major cities. As long as we defeat the White Bandits, the revolution will succeed! We don't need you to do much; just tell us the quantity and time of the weapon wagons transported from the arsenal, and leave the other things to us."

Hearing this, the man couldn't help but snort coldly. "Do you have a radio?"

One sentence stumped Li Taihu. The Far East branch of the Bolsheviks did have radios, but after the Chinese Eastern Railway was seized by the warlord chieftain He Rui, the radios originally on the Chinese Eastern Railway should all have been seized by He Rui. The former Bolshevik before him had asked a question Li Taihu couldn't answer.

The man waited for a long time. Seeing Li Taihu remained silent and didn't lie, he couldn't help but sigh. "Tovarisch, with the current control in the city, news can't be sent out at all. You'd better hurry back while it's dark, and don't look for anyone else. Go back to the Russian side and tell the Russian *tovarisch* that life outside the pass is good now, and we are quitting."

After speaking, the man turned and went out. Not long after, he came back and stuffed two steamed buns into Li Taihu's hands. "Take this, eat on the way. Hurry and leave."

Li Taihu tried to persuade him with a couple of sentences, but that man got angry. He grabbed Li Taihu and said viciously in a lowered voice, "Marshal He issued an official document: anyone who participated in the Russian Bolsheviks, as long as they turn themselves in, because they believe in communism, bygones will be bygones. We've all been comrades; I don't want to make things difficult for you. But if you push me, kid, I'm not afraid! At worst, I lose my prospects for promotion and just scrape by for a living; I can accept that!"

This person's words confirmed the news of the Communist Party (Bolsheviks) Far East Party Branch. Li Taihu was both angry and annoyed in his heart, but there was nothing he could do. Because the warlord chieftain He Rui had indeed used such a method to disintegrate the already small Northeast Bolshevik organization.

Since the other party wasn't afraid of threats at all, Li Taihu had no plan either. He could only leave in disappointment.

Climbing over the wall again, Li Taihu thought about it and went straight to that closed church. Since he had come to Harbin, he would try his best. After all, there were still several people on the list; trying them one by one, maybe there would still be gains.

Crawling into the church through a window, Li Taihu saw rows of benches in the nave, so he found one and lay down. He was truly exhausted at this moment, and not long after lying down, he fell into a deep sleep.

In the darkness outside the church, several people walked out. They discussed in low voices for a moment; someone stayed to monitor, while others went along the road. Arriving at a large courtyard, a room had lights on. Going inside to report the situation, the person in charge scratched his head, yawned, and said to another person, "Shall we try casting a long line to catch a big fish?"

The other person also yawned. "All right. Anyway, the Chairman said that for those who believe in communism, as long as they haven't committed crimes, don't arrest them, and certainly don't kill them. This kid can't be killed either."

Li Taihu didn't know that he had been noticed by noon after entering the city. However, Li Taihu's acting as if nothing was wrong aroused suspicion, making them think he might be a Japanese spy, so they didn't arrest him immediately. When Li Taihu went to find a Bolshevik whose identity had been confirmed, his identity was finally figured out.

The two discussed their judgment of Li Taihu. One sighed, "When I listened to the Chairman's lectures, I was thinking, the Chairman believes in communism very much."

"That's because you didn't listen to the class properly. The Chairman inherently believes in practicing communism; what he detests is religious fundamentalism. The Chairman is wary of the Communist Party because the direction of the Communist Party's future cannot be seen yet."

The other person didn't reply. Everyone had worked together for a while and knew each other's levels. This person just had a good memory and could recite terms. As for the true meaning of these terms, he probably didn't understand.

Yawning again, this person said, "Since he's a Bolshevik, it saves trouble. If he were a Japanese spy, we'd have to put in more effort. Sleep for a while; we have to go catch Japanese spies at dawn."
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For three consecutive days, Li Taihu slept in the closed church during the day and only came out at night to look for former Bolsheviks. Every result disappointed him; without exception, they all rejected his request.

Seeing that only one person remained on the list, Li Taihu decided to take a risk and try to sneak into the internment camp detaining Russians to look for the Bolsheviks inside.

On the outskirts of the city, there was an area enclosed by barbed wire. Viewed from a distance during the day, a large number of Russians were doing construction work inside. Some buildings had already taken shape, while others were under construction.

At night, Li Taihu crept over quietly, advancing along a path he had observed during the day. Dodging the patrol team, Li Taihu lay prone on the ground, wanting to crawl through a gap. His upper body had already passed through when he suddenly felt a sharp pain in his buttocks. Li Taihu knew he was hooked by the barbed wire. While trying to break free from the iron barbs, he felt several other places starting to sting.

Li Taihu composed himself and felt with his hand; it turned out that the barbed wire he had propped open with a small stick had been dislodged during his movement, and the stick had fallen, causing the wire to hang down again. He tried to push the barbed wire away with his hand, but suffered several pains as his hand was punctured by the sharp wire tips. Just as Li Taihu was wondering how to extricate himself, the faint sound of footsteps came. Li Taihu knew he couldn't escape, and lay on the ground full of frustration.

However, the other party didn't shout and scream as Li Taihu had imagined. The footsteps were clearly heading toward Li Taihu's side but turned a corner midway, and the sound of the main gate opening came. This gave Li Taihu hope again; perhaps the other party hadn't discovered him, so he had time to continue trying to break free.

There seemed to be three or four people coming. The footsteps entered the main gate and walked toward Li Taihu again. They walked unhurriedly until they were in front of Li Taihu. The leader squatted down and smiled. "Tovarisch, do you need help?"

The people beside him laughed. The man speaking to Li Taihu simply sat down cross-legged and struck a match. In the faint firelight, Li Taihu saw a long, very young face. The man lit a cigarette and asked, "Li Taihu, want a puff?"

Hearing this, Li Taihu understood he had been completely betrayed. Although he didn't know which person had betrayed him, those people had undoubtedly all abandoned the Bolsheviks. Things having come to this, Li Taihu said, "Pull me out."

The man sitting directly in front of Li Taihu laughed. "I think talking like this is quite good. Don't worry, Chairman He said regarding Bolsheviks: kill none, arrest few. When we finish talking, I'll send you to the hospital to get bandaged up."

Li Taihu listened to this guy's somewhat gloating yet pretentiously magnanimous words, so angry he wanted to retort. But he couldn't help hissing in pain. It hadn't felt very painful when he was first pricked by the barbed wire, but now the pain in the wounds was becoming more and more intense, to the point where he couldn't speak.

The man opposite took a leisurely drag on his cigarette and continued, "Tovarisch, what is your purpose in coming here?"

Li Taihu kept his mouth shut tight, lying motionless on the ground without uttering a sound. The man waited patiently for a while. When the cigarette was smoked to the end, he stubbed out the butt on the ground in front of Li Taihu, stood up, and kicked the barbed wire barrier twice. More coiled barbed wire hung down, piercing Li Taihu's body, and the iron barbs already embedded in Li Taihu's flesh also shook, causing Li Taihu to give a low groan of pain.

The man didn't ask anymore, only instructing the people around him, "This person crawled in by himself; he probably wants to steal things. Since he's not moving, let him lie here. Tomorrow morning, ask the police to come and take this thief away."

Li Taihu only felt the wounds hurting more, and hearing this guy's flat, indifferent tone devoid of any emotion, he knew the guy opposite was truly ruthless. If he waited until tomorrow morning like this, his life probably couldn't be saved. Helpless, he could only shout, "Let me out, and I'll tell you."

The man chuckled lightly. "If we let you out, we'll send you directly to the hospital. Where would we have the time to ask you then? Why not say it now?"

Early the next morning, a document was delivered to the Security Bureau's Harbin branch. Branch Chief Wang Xinli finished reading the two reports and couldn't help but sigh. The report described the interrogation process in a few words. However, the scene of barbed wire piercing the body described by these simple words already made Wang Xinli feel uncomfortable.

Wang Xinli was a local. After finishing middle school, he received training at the Security Bureau and went to the Foreign Affairs Office. Later, he followed Zhao Tianlin to participate in the diplomatic work regarding the British taking in Russian 'refugees'. Because of the suddenly initiated health campaign, he was transferred to work at the Security Bureau's Harbin branch.

Such transfers were very common in the Northeast now. Wang Xinli hadn't expected to encounter such a thing right away. He Rui had set a very lenient policy toward Bolsheviks, but the Security Bureau also needed to obtain corresponding intelligence confessions. That agent of the Security Bureau... he really went to extremes.

However, the intelligence content was substantial. The Bolsheviks wanted to contact the Bolsheviks inside the internment camp. Wang Xinli felt that given He Rui's thinking, he would agree to this, so he sent a telegram about the matter. As Wang Xinli expected, the morning telegram received a reply in the afternoon. He Rui ordered contact with the Communist Party (Bolsheviks) Far East Branch, asking them to provide a list, and He Rui would send the people back.

Wang Xinli was currently in a meeting. After reading the telegram sent by the communications room, he said to the group of comrades, "The Chairman told us to send the Russian Bolsheviks back. Let's continue discussing how to handle that group of Chinese members of the Bolsheviks. I think we still have to call them in for a talk."

"Why?" Some comrades were very puzzled. "Didn't the Chairman say let bygones be bygones?"

"'Let bygones be bygones' is the public statement; of course we must listen to the Chairman. After telling them to their faces, we can incidentally ask if they have organized anything, or if they know of any other organizations that have contact with the Russians."

Hearing such a request, the comrades all felt they understood the boundaries, so they took action separately. Two days later, He Rui received a telegram briefly introducing the latest progress. It turned out the Russian Bolsheviks also had close dealings with Japanese left-wing groups. Especially with the success of the Communist Party revolution, it was a great encouragement to the Japanese left wing, and contact between them increased.

It was not until He Rui rounded up all the Russians within China's borders that the communication between the Japanese left wing and the Bolsheviks was completely interrupted.

The specific content would be sent over with the documents. He Rui only found it interesting, but that was all. There was a very important meeting today; compared to this, those were all small matters.

Soon, Morrison, Director of the Investment Promotion Bureau, appeared in He Rui's office, and Zhao Tianlin arrived shortly after. Morrison said directly, "Your Excellency Chairman, I have already met with Mr. Henry first. He agreed in principle to use part of the gold to pay for the weapons. However, Mr. Henry requested that we provide a southward passage for the Czechoslovak Legion."
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Hearing Morrison relay British Consul Henry's wish to let the Czechoslovak Legion pass through the Northeast to go south, Zhao Tianlin immediately and unhappily refused, "Impossible!"

After speaking, Zhao Tianlin noticed He Rui sitting next to him and knew he shouldn't have said that. But the words were already out, and Zhao Tianlin had no intention of taking them back. Whether from a legal standpoint or from national pride, Zhao Tianlin could not accept letting foreign troops pass through Chinese territory.

Morrison didn't continue to persuade. He knew this request was putting He Rui in a difficult position, and relaying it was just to complete his due diligence. Thus, the three fell into a subtle silence.

He Rui didn't approach it from legal or nationalistic sentiments; the request raised by the British Consul triggered He Rui's strategic considerations. Based on the news already received, the goal of this legion composed of tens of thousands of Czech soldiers was to return to their motherland, Czechoslovakia. However, at present, this army couldn't easily pass through the chaotic Ukraine region embroiled in the Russian Civil War. The most convenient route home was to reach East Asia via the Trans-Siberian Railway and then depart by ship from East Asia.

As long as it was an entity mentioned by the British, it was basically something the British wanted to utilize. So where exactly did the British objective lie?

Thinking of this, He Rui asked, "Mr. Morrison, what did the British say about how to pay for the Russian weapons?"

This was the task He Rui had given Morrison; issuing currency required collateral. Whether grain, cloth, bonds, or stocks, they all worked, but the most effective collateral was precious metals. He Rui knew that both the White Army and the Czechoslovak Legion held a portion of the Russian state treasury's gold.

Morrison felt he had done his best to complete He Rui's work and frankly stated, "Consul Henry hopes to pay in pounds sterling."

He Rui pressed on the point he didn't understand. "Using pounds isn't the problem; the problem is, who is paying the pounds?"

"Consul Henry said he would discuss this matter personally with Your Excellency Chairman," Morrison replied.

Realizing Morrison had been refused, He Rui considered briefly and decided to immediately send a telegram to the Northeast Bureau in Beijing at Wudaokou. "Morrison, you receive Consul Henry today; I suddenly have something to attend to."

After speaking, He Rui stood up and left, leaving a stunned Morrison in the office.

Radio telegrams traveled at the speed of light through the Earth's atmosphere. Reflected by the ionosphere, the radio waves emitted by a small radio station covered a vast area when they returned to the ground. The radio equipment at Wudaokou in Beijing amplified these faint electrical signals through electronic devices, restoring and converting them into audible sounds.

Hearing the final end signal, the telegraph operator wearing headphones sent back a short confirmation signal almost instinctively, then immediately delivered the translated content represented by the radio signals to the Bureau Director. Thirty minutes later, a car drove out of the office, heading straight for the British Legation in the Dongjiaomin Quarter.

British Minister Jordan, learning that the letter delivered by the secretary came from He Rui, didn't really want to open it. He Rui's European style gave Jordan a headache, and since Jordan was currently under orders to contact Japan regarding the invasion of the Russian Far East, he really didn't want to spend time dealing with He Rui.

But Jordan opened the letter in the end. The letter contained brief content written in beautiful calligraphy: "Regarding Russian affairs, I wish to meet with Your Excellency Minister. If Your Excellency is busy with official duties, I will contact London directly through the Chinese Ambassador to the UK."

Seeing this plain-toned content, Jordan felt the strong style of He Rui. Even Japan wouldn't make such a statement so brazenly. However, He Rui's approach was actually correct because the people who decided Jordan's actions were in London; the British Foreign Office was Jordan's direct superior.

Jordan could certainly ignore He Rui, but the executor of any action in the Far East would be Jordan. If he only took orders from London, Jordan would lose his initiative.

Having decided in his heart to meet with He Rui, Jordan still wanted to make things a bit difficult for him, so he drafted a telegram: 'Feeling unwell today, cannot bear the fatigue of travel. Hope General He can come to Beijing for the meeting.'

Since He Rui wanted something, let him come to Beijing personally. At least in terms of momentum, Jordan didn't want to be at a disadvantage.

However, after the telegram was sent, Jordan regretted it a little. With He Rui's style of not willing to be subservient, he probably wouldn't adopt a low posture so simply. Moreover, He Rui had no reason to bow to Jordan now. But the telegram had been sent, and Jordan couldn't recall it. Checking the calendar, today was May 22, 1918. Jordan felt that letting things take their course was also a good choice.

On May 23, just as Duan Qirui sat down in the Republic of China Premier's office, an aide walked in quickly and presented a telegram.

Looking at the aide's expression, Duan Qirui didn't look at the telegram but asked directly, "Who sent it?"

The aide quickly answered, "Reporting to the Premier, it is a telegram from He Rui."

Just hearing He Rui's name, Duan Qirui frowned. Among all the Beiyang warlords, He Rui was undoubtedly the youngest. Calling him 'Little Brother' was already flattery from the Beiyang bigwigs.

But He Rui opposed Yuan Shikai's monarchy attempt, opposed the division of China, recovered Outer Mongolia, took the Chinese Eastern Railway externally, and made Japan unable to act rashly diplomatically. Through newspaper propaganda, He Rui was undoubtedly the one with the best reputation in the Beiyang clique now.

The current Beiyang clique was divided into Feng Guozhang's Zhili Clique and Duan Qirui's Anhui Clique. He Rui, this 'Little Brother', had greatly increased in strength and was already called the Fengtian Clique, implicitly becoming the third-ranked power within Beiyang. A telegram from such a guy probably meant nothing good.

Composing himself slightly, Duan Qirui opened the telegram. After reading for a moment, his face became serious. The aide could see that Duan Qirui's expression wasn't anger, but confusion. Sure enough, after pondering for a moment, Duan Qirui stood up, handed the telegram to the aide, and paced in the office with his hands behind his back.

The aide quickly read the telegram and also fell into thought. He Rui's telegram informed Duan Qirui that because Britain intended to let the Czechoslovak Legion travel to the port via the newly recovered Chinese Eastern Railway in the Northeast, He Rui wanted to enter Beijing to discuss this matter with Duan Qirui.

It must be said, this was a serious affair of state. From any angle, He Rui couldn't act on his own initiative. The Ministry of Foreign Affairs was under Premier Duan Qirui, so coming to discuss with Duan Qirui was a matter of course.

However, He Rui coming to Beijing to discuss national affairs in accordance with the system felt incredibly strange. The aide felt things weren't right.

When Duan Qirui walked back to his seat and sat down, the aide looked at Duan Qirui's expression and asked, "Premier, shall we send a telegram to He Rui?"

Duan Qirui had clearly made a decision and answered decisively, "Tell He Rui I'll wait for him in Beijing."
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President Feng Guozhang hadn't expected that He Rui would suddenly come to Beijing. When he heard the news, Feng Guozhang wasn't even in Beijing but in Tianjin, meeting with a group of old Beiyang brothers who were living in retirement.

Hearing the news, Feng Guozhang was stunned for a moment, then his face darkened unhappily. The group of old Beiyang brothers were also bewildered by this news, their gazes shifting between Feng Guozhang and Zhang Xiluan.

Zhang Xiluan didn't know what He Rui wanted to do, nor did he care at all. Facing everyone's gaze, to save everyone's face, Zhang Xiluan picked up his teacup and sipped slowly, not meeting anyone else's eyes.

Feng Guozhang suddenly laughed out loud. "Haha. Old Brother Zhang, I'm really old; the young people already look down on me."

Although Feng Guozhang was laughing, the group of old brothers didn't laugh. He Rui's action indeed fit Feng Guozhang's interpretation.

Zhang Xiluan put down his teacup. "Brother Huafu is joking. Why don't you send a telegram to Beijing, Brother Huafu? I think He Rui will come to Tianjin."

Seeing Zhang Xiluan smoothing things over, Feng Guozhang didn't answer immediately. If things could really turn out as Zhang Xiluan said, it would barely save Feng Guozhang's face. But if He Rui failed to do so, Feng Guozhang's face would be completely lost. At that time, Feng Guozhang would have formed a grudge with He Rui, and it would be hard for the two to meet in the future.

The group of old Beiyang brothers were all masters of worldly wisdom; how could they not know Feng Guozhang's thoughts? Although some people wanted to take the opportunity to stir up trouble and incite Feng Guozhang to fight to the end, seeing that everyone else remained silent, they didn't dare to speak rashly.

Feng Guozhang stood up to take his leave at this time, and the crowd didn't ask him to stay. When Feng Guozhang left, Zhang Xiluan also wanted to take his leave. Wang Shizhen spoke up, "I will see you out, Brother."

The two walked to a secluded spot in the courtyard, and Wang Shizhen asked, "Brother Zhang, He Rui is 28 this year, right?"

Zhang Xiluan originally thought Wang Shizhen wanted to ask about the purpose of He Rui's trip and had made up his mind not to talk about it. Unexpectedly, Wang Shizhen suddenly popped this question, which was quite unexpected. Wang Shizhen continued, "Brother He hasn't married at this age; didn't Brother help him arrange one?"

"I can't understand the minds of the young anymore," Zhang Xiluan laughed. After speaking, he left the gathering place on his own.

Meanwhile, in the flower hall of the Premier's Office in Beijing, Duan Qirui said with a kindly expression, "He Rui, having reached this age, haven't you thought about getting married?"

Duan Qirui was the Premier of the Republic of China, and it was he who arranged for He Rui to go outside the Pass. Within the Beiyang clique, everyone considered He Rui to be on Duan Qirui's side. Several accompanying officials nearby stared at He Rui, waiting for his answer. For Duan Qirui to play matchmaker for He Rui definitely wouldn't disgrace him. As long as He Rui agreed, it meant the two sides had built a political alliance.

"Please help with this matter in the future, Director-General. This subordinate came this time for national affairs. The Director-General may not know, but when the British sent their Consul in Shenyang to meet with Morrison, they actually said they wanted to let the Czechoslovak Legion in Russia pass through the Northeast to reach the port. It is truly outrageous!"

Hearing that He Rui neither refused nor agreed to Duan Qirui's offer to be a matchmaker, the officials didn't find it strange. Only Foreign Minister Lu Zhengxiang, who had been invited, had his eyes light up and stared closely at He Rui.

Duan Qirui couldn't figure out what He Rui meant either. Was the purpose of this young Fengtian clique leader's sudden arrival for diplomacy?

He Rui didn't keep them in suspense and continued analyzing, "Director-General, with the outbreak of the Russian Civil War, Britain and France are determined to meddle, striving to make the forces supporting Britain and France the future government of Russia. In this subordinate's view, the British doing this is to probe this subordinate, to see if this subordinate will get on the British boat. This is their wishful thinking. This subordinate is Chinese and naturally takes China's interests as the sole standpoint. Coming here this time is to discuss this matter with the Director-General."

Duan Qirui listened to He Rui speaking full of new-style terms. Although he could understand, it was far from his own habits, and he couldn't help feeling a little wistful in his heart. Foreign Minister Lu Zhengxiang couldn't help but say, "Marshal He's words are admirable."

He Rui nodded to Lu Zhengxiang to express thanks. Seeing Duan Qirui didn't speak, he continued, "Director-General, in this subordinate's view, what the British seek is to support the anti-Bolshevik forces within Russia, but Britain suffered heavy losses in the Great War and is unwilling to provide large-scale support to other Russian forces. Please look, Director-General..."

Saying this, He Rui took out a map. Duan Qirui also became curious at this time, so he stood up and said, "Let's talk at the table."

The map was quickly spread on the table, and everyone stood around it. They saw that the spheres of influence of the Entente Powers and the Central Powers had already been marked on the map. He Rui pointed at the map and began to explain. The line from St. Petersburg to Moscow in northern Russia was completely controlled by the Bolsheviks. Western Europe was now a battleground, and there was no way to transport weapons and ammunition to the Russian White Army in southern and eastern Russia through here.

The route to southern Russia was now blocked, especially with the Bosporus Strait in the hands of the Ottoman Empire.

He Rui's finger slid all the way along the Trans-Siberian Railway and stopped after passing the northern line of the Chinese Eastern Railway, which had been taken by He Rui. "Director-General, this is the British plan."

Duan Qirui was a smart man and already understood the British intention to use this transportation line controlled by the White Army. Pondering for a moment, Duan Qirui asked, "He Rui, what do you want the Foreign Ministry to discuss with Britain?"

The meeting lasted for several hours. After dinner, Duan Qirui and Foreign Minister Lu Zhengxiang had a long talk with He Rui. It was late at night, so Lu Zhengxiang slept directly in the guest room of the Premier's Office. Because of mental excitement, Lu Zhengxiang couldn't fall asleep lying in bed.

Lu Zhengxiang, who had more than a dozen years of diplomatic work experience in Russia, was simply like a fish in water during this meeting. His previous experience was fully utilized and received great affirmation from Duan Qirui. However, what excited Lu Zhengxiang was another matter.

From becoming a fourth-class secretary and interpreter at the embassy in Russia in 1892 to 1918, 26 years had passed. In these 26 years, facing international issues with this global vision was a first. Moreover, China's leader spending ten hours discussing diplomatic content entirely from a pragmatic and strategic height was unprecedented.

Even if Duan Qirui didn't understand diplomacy well, he fully understood how to negotiate and maneuver with Britain. This made Lu Zhengxiang realize one thing: it wasn't that high-level officials like Duan Qirui didn't want to handle diplomacy well. Duan Qirui wanted to handle diplomacy well and very much wanted to obtain national interests through diplomacy. But Duan Qirui didn't understand international diplomacy, couldn't seize fleeting opportunities, and couldn't construct a situation beneficial to China.

Thinking of this, Lu Zhengxiang forced himself to fall asleep. Because He Rui, who initiated this diplomatic action, was leaving Beijing and returning outside the Pass tomorrow. In the limited time between dawn and He Rui's departure, some details had to be finalized.

In his grogginess, someone shook Lu Zhengxiang's shoulder, calling softly at the same time, "Minister Lu, Minister Lu."

Lu Zhengxiang only felt extremely sleepy and turned over unhappily. But suddenly remembering there was business today, his grumpiness upon waking dissipated by more than half.

However, his head was groggy after getting up. Lu Zhengxiang sat up with difficulty and ordered, "Brew me a pot of strong tea!"

The servant advised, "The Premier has already prepared bathwater for the Minister."

Less than an hour later, Lu Zhengxiang appeared in the conference room looking somewhat radiant. Duan Qirui came from a military background; although his eyelids were a bit swollen at this time, he still looked energetic. It was just that the color of the tea in the cup by his hand was very dark, and the frequency of Duan Qirui sipping tea was also quite high.

He Rui looked a bit pale, and his eyes were somewhat red. Duan Qirui sighed, "He Rui, you haven't slept all night; can your body handle it?"

Lu Zhengxiang was stunned, then saw He Rui take out a stack of written documents. "Director-General, this is the record of yesterday's meeting. This subordinate has already written down thoughts on the finer points."

Because there was only one copy, Duan Qirui read it first, and Lu Zhengxiang read it afterward. The content was indeed as He Rui said, all matters discussed until late last night. Although He Rui's writing was entirely in the vernacular and contained quite a few new terms that were unfamiliar to read, the entire process and relevant key points were analyzed extremely clearly.

Lu Zhengxiang couldn't help but admire in his heart, and his view of He Rui changed greatly. It must be said that He Rui's reputation among the Beiyang high-level officials wasn't good. The Beiyang high-level officials knew foreigners thought He Rui was very formidable, so they also felt He Rui must have extraordinary points. But the Beiyang upper echelon actually didn't know exactly how formidable He Rui was. The only thing they knew was that He Rui had good vision and could always seize opportunities.

How many times can one gamble in life? Everyone knew clearly what end Yuan Shikai came to after his strenuous struggle. Just one failure, and a person in a high position could be ruined and crushed. But similarly, seizing just one opportunity could lead to soaring into the sky. Therefore, the Beiyang upper echelon and high government officials willing to talk about He Rui mostly thought He Rui had 'pretty good luck'.

At this moment, Lu Zhengxiang realized that He Rui didn't just have pretty good luck; rather, He Rui had vision unmatched by anyone in the Beiyang clique.

Seeing Lu Zhengxiang finish reading the document, Duan Qirui asked with a bit of worry, "He Rui, everything else in your plan is good, but in the initial negotiation with the British, you actually want to lay the cards on the table first. Isn't that being too presumptuous?"

"Director-General, this diplomacy is a dialogue between the Republic of China government and the British Cabinet. Only by letting the British know completely that we are very clear about what the British want, and we are also willing to provide what the British want, can we make the British put down their doubts. This subordinate believes the British will definitely understand. There is no room for subtlety in diplomacy. Those seemingly obscure dialogues are just everyone using the established diplomatic jargon of Europe and America. This jargon is unknown to outsiders, so it looks strange. Since China doesn't have such diplomatic jargon, it's better to speak one's mind directly, with making the other party free of ambiguity as soon as possible as the primary goal. Refinement and elegance cannot be attended to at this time."

Hearing this, Lu Zhengxiang felt he agreed deeply. But Duan Qirui frowned slightly in thought, drinking several mouthfuls of strong tea during the interval, before suddenly realizing, "So what you are thinking, He Rui, is very different from what I am thinking."

Hearing this, Lu Zhengxiang couldn't help but be surprised in his heart. First, he was moved by Duan Qirui's frankness. Second, he discovered that a prominent figure like Duan Qirui had more limited knowledge of international diplomacy than imagined.

But this couldn't be said. Lu Zhengxiang looked at He Rui. He Rui answered frankly, "Director-General, we Chinese talk about benevolence, righteousness, and morality. Diplomacy between great powers talks about pure interest. This subordinate is just using the European and American diplomatic model to deal with Europe and America. I hope I haven't made a fool of myself."

Duan Qirui waved his hand, his eyes much brighter.

However, He Rui didn't continue this topic. "I wonder if the Director-General has any other questions about these?"

Duan Qirui thought for a moment. "He Rui, looking at your arrangement, is speed of the essence?"

"Precisely so. The sooner the better; there is no room to haggle in this matter. Although it is diplomacy, the Director-General can view this matter as going out to buy a steamed bun: handing over money with one hand and receiving goods with the other. If one tries to calculate for more benefits, I'm afraid it would be painting legs on a snake."

Duan Qirui didn't answer. Looking at his slightly frowned brows, it seemed he was considering whether what He Rui said was true.

He Rui didn't continue either, instead saying, "Director-General, this subordinate will take his leave now."

Duan Qirui was somewhat surprised. "Oh? He Rui, you are going back outside the Pass? Why not stay in Beijing for a few more days?"

"This subordinate came this time for this matter. Since I've already explained it clearly to the Director-General and there are no other matters within the country, this subordinate will naturally go back. If the Director-General has any instructions in the future, a telegram to this subordinate will be obeyed."

Duan Qirui hesitated to speak, finally saying, "Since that's the case, I'll trouble Minister Lu to send Little Brother He to the station on my behalf."

Hearing Duan Qirui start calling He Rui 'Little Brother He', Lu Zhengxiang noted this shift, and quickly stood up.
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Dawn broke. After finishing breakfast, the Chinese Minister to the UK picked up the prepared documents in his office and began to read them aloud. This was the content sent by the Ministry of Foreign Affairs of the Republic of China, requiring the Minister to memorize it by heart.

Over the past two days, the Minister to the UK had already memorized the content firmly. Reading it aloud a few more times now was mostly because the appointed time with the British Foreign Secretary had not yet arrived, and he needed to wait a while longer. Moreover, the wording of this document was quite beautiful, and it was indeed worth reading repeatedly.

At 9:30 AM, the Minister went out. In a country like Britain that treats a sunny day as high summer, the summer sky was still not clear. The sky was gray, and the streets were also gray. In such a dark-colored world, perhaps only the women on the streets, whose numbers far exceeded men, could be considered a bright spot. Beneath their coats were either work clothes or professional attire. Some women went directly onto the streets wearing uniforms—postal uniforms, police uniforms, and even military uniforms constituted a unique wartime scene on British streets.

Getting on a tram, the ticket inspector and driver were both women. At the next stop, a newly boarded woman walked onto the tram. The Minister and his attaché were sitting in the front of the tram. The woman walked up to them, bowed slightly, and leaned close to the two. Under the gaze of the two men, this woman inserted two white feathers into the breast pockets of the two men respectively. Then she stood up and walked toward the back of the carriage.

The Minister removed the feather and sighed slightly as he watched the woman's back. He saw the woman walk up to a man further back and, following the same pattern, insert a white feather into the man's breast pocket.

This was the 'White Feather' campaign that had been popular in Britain for two years. After young men were sent to the front lines in the war, women began to come out to work in large numbers. At this time, a novel called *The Four Feathers* also became popular. In the novel, the protagonist received four white feathers because he wanted to escape the war and return home. These were sent to him by his comrades-in-arms and his fiancée. These feathers symbolized the cowardice of his escape, so they gave white feathers to young men.

Women began to imitate this plot and give feathers to men. Not only did they openly pin white feathers on men seen on British streets, but they also wrote letters to men who didn't go out, enclosing white feathers in the letters. This humiliation was indiscriminate; as long as they saw a man suitable for the battlefield, those women participating in the White Feather campaign would do so.

As the Chinese Minister to the UK, such an action naturally had no impact. So the Minister and his attaché just pulled out the feathers and tossed them out of the tram window.

But British men didn't have such a mindset. Many of those who received feathers committed suicide out of shame and indignation. Even retired men, or men physically completely unsuitable for the battlefield, would apply to return to the battlefield again, and many died in the hail of bullets just like that.

Over the past two years or so, the Chinese Minister's mood regarding this matter had changed. Initially, out of indignation at women usurping men's roles ('hens crowing like roosters'), the Chinese Minister sympathized greatly with British men and was very indignant at British women. By now, the Minister was long accustomed to it, and even felt some gloating over the chaos in Britain.

Such emotions only dissipated when the Minister arrived at the British Foreign Secretary's office. Composing himself, at the end of the routine greetings, the Minister got straight to the point and asked the British Foreign Secretary a question: Did Britain want to use the power of the Czechoslovak Legion to attack the Bolsheviks?

The British Foreign Secretary was somewhat surprised. There was nothing surprising about the question itself; what surprised the Foreign Secretary was that this question was actually raised by the Chinese Minister. In his personal impression, as well as the Foreign Office's evaluation of the Chinese Minister, the Chinese Minister had never shown professionalism in diplomacy.

Even though this question showed some professionalism, the British Foreign Secretary still couldn't regard the Chinese Minister as a qualified diplomat, so he replied, "There is no such thing."

If it were in the past, the Chinese Minister would have tried to fish for information in a roundabout way, and then said some obscure and unintelligible content. Just as the British Foreign Secretary was waiting for things to develop in this direction, the Chinese Minister said, "Your Excellency Secretary, may I interpret your words as meaning that your side does not need the support of our country's Northeast region?"

The British Foreign Secretary began to get serious, so he smiled. "Has your government already controlled the Northeast?"

Ignoring this ridicule and difficulty, the Chinese Minister replied, "Any local Chinese governor is a patriot, and the Chinese government is composed of such patriots. On the contrary, is the British government ready to face a Bolshevik government completely uninfluenced by Britain?"

The British Foreign Secretary became a bit troubled; he couldn't decide whether to treat the Chinese Minister as a diplomat with whom he could discuss the world situation. In such hesitation, the British Foreign Secretary heard the Chinese Minister continue, "Your Excellency, the Bolshevik government you are facing signed the *Treaty of Brest-Litovsk* with Germany, making seemingly huge concessions in the treaty. But for Germany to truly obtain these benefits, it must defeat the Entente Powers. Do you think Germany can do it, Your Excellency?"

The British Foreign Secretary was attracted by the topic and actually forgot that the person in front of him was the Chinese Minister. The British Foreign Office had discussed this matter, and the judgment reached was that Germany was bound to lose, so the Russian Bolshevik government could completely disregard the *Treaty of Brest-Litovsk*.

"Your Excellency, the Bolshevik government used the signing of the *Treaty of Brest-Litovsk*, which was also in the form of a secret treaty, to break away from the war. Even if Germany is bound to lose, it can stop fighting on two fronts and launch a full-scale offensive on the Western Front. The Entente Powers must make huge sacrifices to defeat Germany. After victory, the Entente Powers will not have the strength to continue attacking Russia. Even a country like Britain should find it thorny to face a Bolshevik government possessing such diplomatic ability."

After the Chinese Minister finished speaking, he stared at the change in the British Foreign Secretary's expression. What changed was not only the British Foreign Secretary's face; the Chinese Minister's mindset was also changing. When diplomacy was no longer the continuation of some politeness but a discussion on the world situation... such a feeling was too fresh.

The British Foreign Secretary finally decided to have a good talk with the Chinese Minister, so he asked, "And then?"

Previously, facing such a question based entirely on realistic strength, the Chinese Minister would have fallen into embarrassment. This time was different; the telegram from the Ministry of Foreign Affairs of the Republic of China raised the questions that would be encountered, as well as the basis for solving them.

The Chinese Minister didn't discuss the Republic's strength; instead, to deepen consensus, he expounded a logical chain to the British Foreign Secretary.

In the Russian Civil War, the Bolsheviks occupied Russia's prime industrial cities and established stable management. Although the White Army had gained the countryside and its leaders had great prestige, the White Army's weapons and equipment could not be supplied continuously. If the war entered a war of attrition, the Red Army would gain an irreversible advantage and eventually completely destroy the White Army.

The British Foreign Secretary didn't feel this was superfluous. As long as it could truly solve the problem, spending this little time to deepen consensus couldn't be called a waste at all. Moreover, the Foreign Secretary could also sort out his own thoughts at this time. The Chinese Minister initially mentioned Britain using the Russian White Army, the Czechoslovak Legion, and the military industrial production capacity of Northeast China. The relationship between the three had become clear.

Hearing that the Chinese Minister's line of thought was also like this, the British Foreign Secretary had already begun to judge the feasibility of this matter.

Just then, although the Chinese Minister tried his best to suppress the impulse, he couldn't help but ask, "How does Your Excellency Secretary view such cooperation?"

Hearing this question full of the style of the weak, the British Foreign Secretary discovered that he was still facing that same Chinese Minister. He thought the person who could make such wise deductions had become stronger, but actually, he hadn't.

At this time when the Republic clearly held the initiative, if the British Foreign Secretary were serving as the Chinese Minister, he would at least ask, 'Is Britain willing to accept this proposal?'

However, the British Foreign Secretary didn't dislike weak and incompetent opponents at this time; such people would only allow Britain to obtain greater benefits. So the British Foreign Secretary gave the Chinese Minister a cordial smile. "Your Excellency Minister, I think you have a misunderstanding of Britain's strength..."

*Cough cough cough...* Thousands of miles away, He Rui choked on water. Zhao Tianlin, sitting opposite He Rui, noticed that He Rui was unusually distracted, so he stopped his report on vocational education in the Northeast and looked at He Rui.

He Rui finally calmed his coughing. He didn't want to say it, but couldn't help saying, "I'm still a bit worried about that bunch in the Ministry of Foreign Affairs of the Republic."

Zhao Tianlin sighed slightly, but his expression quickly returned to firmness. "Chairman, since the situation has reached this point, the British have to agree even if they don't want to. Besides, we just need London to take the initiative to talk to us; whatever those people in the Ministry of Foreign Affairs say has no impact on us."

He Rui hadn't expected to be comforted by Zhao Tianlin, and could only sigh slightly. Zhao Tianlin was right, but He Rui still hoped the Ministry of Foreign Affairs of the Republic had the ability to strive for the greatest benefits for China.

This was not only beneficial to He Rui but also to Duan Qirui. It wasn't that He Rui had any good feelings for Duan Qirui, nor was He Rui grateful to him. It was just that in present-day China, Duan Qirui was the force striving to maintain that China wouldn't continue to split. Before He Rui had the strength to liberate the whole of China, He Rui didn't want a full-scale civil war to break out in China.

However, He Rui quickly put this thought aside. He had already done his best; as for what the result would be, he could only leave it to fate. This communication between He Rui and the Ministry of Foreign Affairs of the Republic made He Rui certain that these guys were unreliable. The Ministry of Foreign Affairs of the Republic lacked a global vision, which already proved they were completely unqualified diplomats.

Without a global vision, there was no way to understand the world based on a global vision. Even if he formulated an incredibly detailed negotiation plan for that bunch in the Ministry of Foreign Affairs, they would still reveal their true colors at some moment, letting people see them for what they are. This was inevitable.

So He Rui completely gathered his thoughts and began to listen to Zhao Tianlin's education report with full concentration. China's future lay in the new generation receiving education; as for those guys from the old era, let them be.
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Recalling Jordan's expression when leaving, Duan Qirui suspected deeply in his heart whether this old fellow was playing some tricks, so he turned his gaze to Foreign Minister Lu Zhengxiang.

Lu Zhengxiang already had a full understanding of the upper limit of Duan Qirui's diplomatic ability; within his disappointment, there was also trust. Seeing Duan Qirui look at him, Lu Zhengxiang originally wanted to explain, but stopped. "Premier, I still remember what General He said. It seemed like a joke, but it actually hit the nail on the head."

Duan Qirui couldn't recall what He Rui had said to leave such a deep impression on Lu Zhengxiang, so he asked, "Please speak."

Lu Zhengxiang answered frankly, "This matter is just going out to the street to buy a steamed bun: handing over money with one hand and receiving goods with the other."

Describing diplomatic affairs with such a commonplace analogy was something Duan Qirui heard for the first time in his life. Moreover, Duan Qirui hadn't gone out to the street to buy a steamed bun for many, many years; such relaxed daily trifles had long been far from his life. Trying to recall buying snacks on the street in his youth, Duan Qirui actually found it very fresh and nostalgic.

Seeing Duan Qirui's gaze turn from soft to firm, Lu Zhengxiang was somewhat puzzled. But after the communication during this period, Lu Zhengxiang knew that Duan Qirui was actually quite firm in foreign affairs. Previously, he couldn't deal with the British simply because Duan Qirui couldn't find a way, not because Duan Qirui was really terrified of the British.

Since Duan Qirui could respond firmly, Lu Zhengxiang advised, "Premier, since the British came on their own initiative, they must be compelled to do so. What they are doing is just as He Rui predicted. Let's leave the subsequent matters to General He to handle."

When He Rui came last time, Premier of the Republic Duan Qirui, Foreign Minister of the Republic Lu Zhengxiang, and Chairman of the Northeast Government of the Republic He Rui had reached a verbal consensus. However, now that things had developed to this day as He Rui predicted, Duan Qirui found that he didn't want to stick to the agreement anymore.

Such a feeling was also extremely fresh. Because while the British intimidated on the surface, when they actually came begging to Duan Qirui, Duan Qirui decisively made a request: extending the British and French Boxer Indemnity payments for another year, and the Duan Qirui government securing another 1 million pound loan.

If it were before, the British would definitely have created all sorts of difficulties, but now Britain actually agreed. Jordan tried to be as tough as possible in the conversation, but the toughness was directed at demanding Duan Qirui guarantee that the Northeast Arsenal provide weapons and equipment to the White Army at the previous price.

So Duan Qirui understood that he, who had always been at a disadvantage, could finally exploit Britain's weakness. Impulses boiled uncontrollably in his heart, and various thoughts seethed in Duan Qirui's mind, including demanding Britain drive the Japanese out of Shandong.

Seeing Duan Qirui's expression, Lu Zhengxiang already understood Duan Qirui's thoughts. Not only Duan Qirui, but everyone in the Foreign Ministry who knew about this matter had suggested taking this opportunity to make demands.

Even though he was recognized as a relatively soft person, Lu Zhengxiang tried hard to muster up courage to advise, "Premier, General He's plan is the best strategy."

Even knowing that what Lu Zhengxiang said was correct, a burst of anger still arose in Duan Qirui's heart. He picked up his teacup. "Minister Lu. Please have tea (see guest out)."

Lu Zhengxiang truly didn't have the courage to argue his case strongly. Seeing Duan Qirui raising his tea to see the guest out, he could only stand up and take his leave.

Just as he returned to the Foreign Ministry, his secretary rushed over. The secretary had a complicated expression as he said, "Minister, President Feng has sent people to contact the British; it seems he wants to intervene in this matter."

Lu Zhengxiang sighed deeply, unable to help recalling when he sent He Rui to the train station. He Rui had seemingly casually asked how likely it was that Feng Guozhang would suddenly intervene in this matter. Lu Zhengxiang felt at the time that Feng Guozhang probably wouldn't intervene rashly, so he expressed that it wasn't likely. Afterward, He Rui smiled and didn't mention it again. But looking at He Rui's expression, he clearly didn't believe it.

Although He Rui was young, his judgment of things was extremely accurate; things had been predicted by him again. Lu Zhengxiang understood that Feng Guozhang's Zhili clique decided to intervene in this matter, absolutely not allowing Duan Qirui to draw closer to Britain through cooperation.

However, Feng Guozhang and Duan Qirui were both wrong! This matter was just a small matter of going out to buy a steamed bun; the British didn't regard this matter as a major event affecting China's situation at all!

At this moment, Zhang Xiluan was sitting at home. If it were in the past, he should have gone to drink tea and chat with his old Beiyang brothers, discuss a few sentences about the news in the newspaper, and then scold his children and grandchildren for being lazy in their studies.

Now Zhang Xiluan stayed behind closed doors, only letting servants turn away guests. The development of events exceeded Zhang Xiluan's understanding. He Rui seemed to have done something monumental, but the newspapers didn't say a word. Based on Zhang Xiluan's judgment of He Rui, as long as it was a major event He Rui considered important, even if it was just picking up money and handing it to a police officer, he could publish it extensively in the newspapers. Since it wasn't published, it proved this matter wasn't important.

However, Britain preparing to cooperate with the Republic was a monumental matter in the eyes of the Republic's upper echelon. Feng Guozhang had already sent people three times to invite Zhang Xiluan to dinner, and other old brothers close to Feng Guozhang had also visited several times. After judging, Zhang Xiluan decided to believe in He Rui.

Just then, the butler came in to report, "Master, Zhao Erxun and Wang Shizhen are asking to see you together."

These two old brothers were people Zhang Xiluan respected quite well. Since they came to the door together, Zhang Xiluan really couldn't refuse, so he could only invite them in.

The three took their seats, and Zhao Erxun immediately said, "Why doesn't Old Brother Zhang go for a trip outside the Pass? You wouldn't be disturbed by these people all day."

Zhang Xiluan laughed. "At my age, I'm a nuisance wherever I go. Since that's the case, I might as well stay in Tianjin."

Seeing Zhang Xiluan unmoved, Zhao Erxun couldn't help laughing. "Old brother, don't misunderstand your brother. This time, it's Little Brother Xu Shichang who wants to ask you to go to the Northeast."

Zhang Xiluan was slightly stunned and asked, "Is Little Brother Xu really going to become the President?"

Although the old Beiyang brothers lived in retirement, each had extensive connections and could mediate. Feng Guozhang and Duan Qirui fought fiercely, but both knew they couldn't really overwhelm the other; while engaging in the dispute between the President's Office and the State Council, they were also trying to mediate. This matter naturally required the old brothers to come forward.

Recently, the two sides were increasingly reaching a consensus: both Duan Qirui and Feng Guozhang would step down, and someone everyone trusted would become the President. Of course, the members of parliament would be controlled by Feng Guozhang and Duan Qirui.

Xu Shichang was one of the trusted people. Zhao Erxun's mention was already hinting at something.

Hearing Zhang Xiluan's inquiry, Zhao Erxun looked at Wang Shizhen. Wang Shizhen, the Dragon of Beiyang, said in a deep voice, "Little Brother He is your man, Brother Zhang; he has to give an explanation. If Little Brother He fights his way through Shanhaiguan again without saying a word, no one will be able to save face."

Zhang Xiluan thought for a moment but still shook his head. "Little Brother He wrote a letter a few days ago saying that with the country in this state, Beiyang cannot have a civil war."

Zhao Erxun was somewhat surprised. "Oh? Is that all?"

Zhang Xiluan believed He Rui acted decisively and had clear bottom lines. Since he was currently striving to accumulate strength, he would absolutely not be lured by profit. So he answered decisively, "Little Brother He said he only seeks to construct Manchuria and Mongolia with all his strength, and seeks nothing else."

Zhao Erxun didn't speak, but Wang Shizhen followed up, "In that case, Little Brother He needs to make a statement even more. Otherwise, how can all parties rest assured?"

Seeing that Zhao Erxun and Wang Shizhen hadn't come for Feng Guozhang, Zhang Xiluan ordered the servant, "Bring paper and pen."

After speaking, he said to the visitors, "Why don't we write a letter together and send it to Little Brother He? What do you two brothers think?"

Seeing Zhang Xiluan refusing to intervene in this matter, Zhao Erxun laughed. "To be able to co-sign with Old Brother this time, brother is truly flattered."
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The train arrived in Fengtian. Jordan adjusted his slightly wrinkled shirt before standing up. His secretary took a neat and beautiful coat from the hanger in the compartment and helped Jordan put it on. When the group walked out of the carriage, with their crisp suits and shiny leather boots, they looked magnificent and respectable.

The Northeast staff receiving the train could see fatigue beneath the magnificent appearance of Jordan's group; the old man was 76 years old this year, and traveling thousands of miles like this wasn't easy.

Checking into the hotel, Jordan originally thought he would soon meet with the difficult fellow He Rui, but unexpectedly, the meeting was scheduled for the afternoon of the next day. This made Jordan sense a certain danger; He Rui must be preparing some scheme.

However, the bathwater was already prepared, and the old man finally succumbed to his body's needs. Not long after, Minister Jordan was soaking in the warm hot water, letting out a comfortable sigh. The hot water provided energy that the aged Jordan's body couldn't provide, and the accelerated blood circulation made the old man feel his mind was much clearer.

He Rui had still done what Jordan didn't want him to do; the young Chairman of the Republic's Northeast Government had formally contacted the British Cabinet, relying on the advanced communication tool of radio to bypass the British Minister to China on many major issues.

Jordan came to Fengtian this time under instructions from the British government to negotiate an arms deal with He Rui. There was a huge gap, even a world of difference, between Jordan leading the negotiations and merely executing London's orders. After his bath, Jordan wanted to think more. However, the soft large bed and the clean bedding emitting a fragrance made this 76-year-old man fall asleep quickly. When the old man woke up and rubbed his slightly swollen eyelids, he saw it was pitch black outside the window. Calling in his secretary, he learned it was already 9 PM.

It seemed tonight would be another sleepless night. Jordan got up. He heard his secretary say, "Your Excellency, His Excellency He Rui's secretary came by. Hearing that you were asleep, he asked me if you would be willing to attend the banquet held by the Investment Promotion Bureau tonight?"

Old man Jordan didn't want to go to such an overly noisy place, but looking at the lonely bedroom and thinking of sitting idly until dawn, he nodded.

A European-style building stood in the night, decorated with many colorful lights outside, resplendent and multicolored. Traffic flowed like weaving at the entrance. Men and women in formal wear got out of cars and walked into this building.

As soon as Minister Jordan walked to the entrance, he heard the rhythm of the melody inside, full of winding softness; it should be a saxophone. The host's voice came through the speakers: "Ladies and gentlemen, please welcome the jazz band we invited from New Orleans, the US, to the... stage..."

When Jordan walked into the venue, he saw six black men standing on the stage at the banquet. Even the widely traveled Jordan hadn't expected to see a group of black men occupying the stage, nor had he expected that a banquet for foreign merchants held in Fengtian, China, would actually hire a black band to perform.

At this time, the band had already started playing, and the rhythm he had never heard before surprised Jordan. Just then, there was a slight commotion in the crowd nearby. Jordan turned to look and saw He Rui, wearing a black military uniform, walking toward him.

In this banquet hall where everyone was dressed magnificently, and even the black band members wore suits, shirts, and small bow ties, the feeling of opulence and indulgence seemed about to overflow from the main doors and windows of the hall. He Rui's fitted black military uniform displayed a style of coldness, sleekness, restraint, and asceticism, yet unexpectedly harmonized very well with this place.

"Your Excellency, you've had a hard journey," He Rui smiled.

Jordan knew He Rui probably hadn't come to attend the banquet. If he completed the negotiation with He Rui this time, the profit He Rui could earn would exceed the sum of his earnings over the past two years. Data provided by Morrison, Director of the Northeast Investment Promotion Bureau, showed that He Rui had done a lot of business in the past two years, and even if it couldn't be said there were no returns, it could be said he hadn't made much money.

Since Jordan didn't like the style here, the Minister simply took a goblet He Rui picked from a passing attendant's tray, and with He Rui each holding a glass of champagne, they walked toward the second floor.

The European-style building had a balcony on the second floor for guests to rest and chat. When He Rui and Jordan walked up, He Rui's guards politely asked other guests to move elsewhere, clearing a corner for the two.

Holding the wine glass and gazing at the night view, they saw that there were already streetlights on the streets of Fengtian. Under rows of bright lights, the orderly streets and the buildings on both sides outlined the city's backbone. Lights shone within the buildings scattered on both sides of the streets, creating a beautiful and peaceful night scene.

Jordan asked, "General He, is there anything that absolutely has to be discussed now?"

He Rui raised his glass and took a sip before answering calmly, "Naturally, it is something only Your Excellency Minister can decide. Your Excellency Minister, do you know that issuing currency requires collateral? For example, the British pound can be exchanged for gold in peacetime."

Jordan was not an economist and wasn't clear about this theory, but he naturally knew that the pound could be exchanged for gold. Hearing He Rui say this, he just nodded slightly.

"The Northeast is issuing banknotes and needs gold as collateral. However, the White Russian side transported gold to the Consulate in Fengtian. I know the White Russians cannot trust us, which is why they did this. We can completely understand this matter, but we cannot quite understand why the British side intends to send this gold to Britain."

"Oh?" Jordan deliberately pretended to hear this for the first time.

He Rui, however, didn't care whether Jordan was pretending not to know or really didn't know, and continued to state his attitude: "If Your Excellency Minister cannot make a decision, I am willing to contact London directly and clearly inform London of my request."

Jordan talked with He Rui for a while longer, confirmed He Rui's thoughts, and fell into silence temporarily. This request wasn't excessive, but someone had to take responsibility. Dozens of tons of gold couldn't be ignored by the British Empire; someone was bound to want to use this to claim credit.

According to the rules of the British government, they would definitely choose the lesser of two evils. That is to say, He Rui must threaten the British side and toughly demand payment in gold. A Minister like Jordan was just a high-level clerk of sorts, not a policymaker. Threatening the clerk Jordan was useless; it had to be the British Cabinet that made the decision.

Thinking of this, Jordan even felt quite relieved. Even if the Beiyang government were given ten times the courage, they wouldn't dare threaten the British government. He Rui was different; to ensure smooth intelligence transmission, he had already made preparations beforehand.

So Jordan kept a straight face. "This kind of thing is decided by the Cabinet and the Foreign Office. General He is looking for the wrong person by coming to me!"

He Rui smiled slightly and raised his glass to Jordan. Jordan kept a straight face and politely toasted back.

The next day, after a frank diplomatic meeting of tit-for-tat, He Rui sent a telegram conveying the message full of anger to the British Foreign Office.
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The train arrived in Fengtian. Jordan adjusted his slightly wrinkled shirt before standing up. His secretary took a neat and beautiful coat from the hanger in the compartment and helped Jordan put it on. When the group walked out of the carriage, with their crisp suits and shiny leather boots, they looked magnificent and respectable.

The Northeast staff receiving the train could see fatigue beneath the magnificent appearance of Jordan's group; the old man was 76 years old this year, and traveling thousands of miles like this wasn't easy.

Checking into the hotel, Jordan originally thought he would soon meet with the difficult fellow He Rui, but unexpectedly, the meeting was scheduled for the afternoon of the next day. This made Jordan sense a certain danger; He Rui must be preparing some scheme.

However, the bathwater was already prepared, and the old man finally succumbed to his body's needs. Not long after, Minister Jordan was soaking in the warm hot water, letting out a comfortable sigh. The hot water provided energy that the aged Jordan's body couldn't provide, and the accelerated blood circulation made the old man feel his mind was much clearer.

He Rui had still done what Jordan didn't want him to do; the young Chairman of the Republic's Northeast Government had formally contacted the British Cabinet, relying on the advanced communication tool of radio to bypass the British Minister to China on many major issues.

Jordan came to Fengtian this time under instructions from the British government to negotiate an arms deal with He Rui. There was a huge gap, even a world of difference, between Jordan leading the negotiations and merely executing London's orders. After his bath, Jordan wanted to think more. However, the soft large bed and the clean bedding emitting a fragrance made this 76-year-old man fall asleep quickly. When the old man woke up and rubbed his slightly swollen eyelids, he saw it was pitch black outside the window. Calling in his secretary, he learned it was already 9 PM.

It seemed tonight would be another sleepless night. Jordan got up. He heard his secretary say, "Your Excellency, His Excellency He Rui's secretary came by. Hearing that you were asleep, he asked me if you would be willing to attend the banquet held by the Investment Promotion Bureau tonight?"

Old man Jordan didn't want to go to such an overly noisy place, but looking at the lonely bedroom and thinking of sitting idly until dawn, he nodded.

A European-style building stood in the night, decorated with many colorful lights outside, resplendent and multicolored. Traffic flowed like weaving at the entrance. Men and women in formal wear got out of cars and walked into this building.

As soon as Minister Jordan walked to the entrance, he heard the rhythm of the melody inside, full of winding softness; it should be a saxophone. The host's voice came through the speakers: "Ladies and gentlemen, please welcome the jazz band we invited from New Orleans, the US, to the... stage..."

When Jordan walked into the venue, he saw six black men standing on the stage at the banquet. Even the widely traveled Jordan hadn't expected to see a group of black men occupying the stage, nor had he expected that a banquet for foreign merchants held in Fengtian, China, would actually hire a black band to perform.

At this time, the band had already started playing, and the rhythm he had never heard before surprised Jordan. Just then, there was a slight commotion in the crowd nearby. Jordan turned to look and saw He Rui, wearing a black military uniform, walking toward him.

In this banquet hall where everyone was dressed magnificently, and even the black band members wore suits, shirts, and small bow ties, the feeling of opulence and indulgence seemed about to overflow from the main doors and windows of the hall. He Rui's fitted black military uniform displayed a style of coldness, sleekness, restraint, and asceticism, yet unexpectedly harmonized very well with this place.

"Your Excellency, you've had a hard journey," He Rui smiled.

Jordan knew He Rui probably hadn't come to attend the banquet. If he completed the negotiation with He Rui this time, the profit He Rui could earn would exceed the sum of his earnings over the past two years. Data provided by Morrison, Director of the Northeast Investment Promotion Bureau, showed that He Rui had done a lot of business in the past two years, and even if it couldn't be said there were no returns, it could be said he hadn't made much money.

Since Jordan didn't like the style here, the Minister simply took a goblet He Rui picked from a passing attendant's tray, and with He Rui each holding a glass of champagne, they walked toward the second floor.

The European-style building had a balcony on the second floor for guests to rest and chat. When He Rui and Jordan walked up, He Rui's guards politely asked other guests to move elsewhere, clearing a corner for the two.

Holding the wine glass and gazing at the night view, they saw that there were already streetlights on the streets of Fengtian. Under rows of bright lights, the orderly streets and the buildings on both sides outlined the city's backbone. Lights shone within the buildings scattered on both sides of the streets, creating a beautiful and peaceful night scene.

Jordan asked, "General He, is there anything that absolutely has to be discussed now?"

He Rui raised his glass and took a sip before answering calmly, "Naturally, it is something only Your Excellency Minister can decide. Your Excellency Minister, do you know that issuing currency requires collateral? For example, the British pound can be exchanged for gold in peacetime."

Jordan was not an economist and wasn't clear about this theory, but he naturally knew that the pound could be exchanged for gold. Hearing He Rui say this, he just nodded slightly.

"The Northeast is issuing banknotes and needs gold as collateral. However, the White Russian side transported gold to the Consulate in Fengtian. I know the White Russians cannot trust us, which is why they did this. We can completely understand this matter, but we cannot quite understand why the British side intends to send this gold to Britain."

"Oh?" Jordan deliberately pretended to hear this for the first time.

He Rui, however, didn't care whether Jordan was pretending not to know or really didn't know, and continued to state his attitude: "If Your Excellency Minister cannot make a decision, I am willing to contact London directly and clearly inform London of my request."

Jordan talked with He Rui for a while longer, confirmed He Rui's thoughts, and fell into silence temporarily. This request wasn't excessive, but someone had to take responsibility. Dozens of tons of gold couldn't be ignored by the British Empire; someone was bound to want to use this to claim credit.

According to the rules of the British government, they would definitely choose the lesser of two evils. That is to say, He Rui must threaten the British side and toughly demand payment in gold. A Minister like Jordan was just a high-level clerk of sorts, not a policymaker. Threatening the clerk Jordan was useless; it had to be the British Cabinet that made the decision.

Thinking of this, Jordan even felt quite relieved. Even if the Beiyang government were given ten times the courage, they wouldn't dare threaten the British government. He Rui was different; to ensure smooth intelligence transmission, he had already made preparations beforehand.

So Jordan kept a straight face. "This kind of thing is decided by the Cabinet and the Foreign Office. General He is looking for the wrong person by coming to me!"

He Rui smiled slightly and raised his glass to Jordan. Jordan kept a straight face and politely toasted back.

The next day, after a frank diplomatic meeting of tit-for-tat, He Rui sent a telegram conveying the message full of anger to the British Foreign Office.
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The number of Europeans who sympathized with the Russian Bolsheviks was far greater than Comrade Lenin had ever imagined. When an intelligence report was delivered from London to the Central Committee of the Russian Communist Party (Bolsheviks), every member who read it was incensed.

In contrast to Comrade Lenin’s thinning hair, the mane of Comrade Trotsky, Chairman of the Military Committee, was so thick it could only be described as "insanely thick." Scratching his head, Trotsky’s resonant voice echoed through the office. "That warlord has finally revealed his true counter-revolutionary face!"

Comrade Lenin did not get agitated. Having finished reading the report, he turned to Comrade Joffe, Chairman of the Foreign Affairs Committee. Amid the fierce denunciations of the Chinese warlord He Rui by the other comrades, Joffe continued to read the document in silence.

Although the identity of the informant was unknown, the source was certainly someone highly placed within the British government. The Chinese warlord He Rui had proposed to the British government that weapons sold to the Russian White Army must be paid for by the Whites in internationally recognized gold.

The gold held by the White Army had been taken from the treasury of the Russian Tsar; it was the wealth of the Russian people. To take the wealth of the Russian people and sell weapons to the White Army to attack the Bolsheviks—who represented the Russian people—was an act that Comrade Joffe, like his fellow committee members, found infuriating.

Having vented his emotions, Trotsky turned to Lenin. "Comrade Lenin, we must struggle against such a reactionary warlord. China is still divided; we must support He Rui’s enemies. I’ve spoken with Comrade Joffe, and according to his analysis, the Beiyang government’s greatest enemy is Sun Yat-sen in the south. We should immediately send personnel to contact Sun Yat-sen and have him launch an offensive against Beiyang."

Playing factions against each other within a hostile nation was basic, entry-level strategy for the leadership of imperialist powers, and the members of the Bolshevik Central Committee possessed analytical capabilities far beyond such simple concepts. They considered such low-level methods only because their current strength was limited, preventing more effective means.

After Trotsky finished, Lenin turned to another comrade, one with thick hair but a leaner frame. "Comrade Yakov, what is your view?"

Yakov Mikhailovich Sverdlov, a close comrade-in-arms of Lenin, possessed immense prestige within the party due to his extraordinary organizational skills. He was responsible for implementing Lenin’s policies throughout the organization.

Seeing Lenin’s hesitation, Yakov replied, "The Beiyang warlords have fully sided with the Entente. We must support the forces opposing them. Comrade Lenin could indicate to Sun Yat-sen that if he seizes power in China, we will return a portion of the territories the Tsar annexed from China. This would bolster Sun Yat-sen’s influence."

At these words, smiles appeared on the faces of many committee members. In the Treaty of Brest-Litovsk, which Joffe had negotiated with Germany, Russia had made massive concessions in land and reparations. Lenin had pushed the agreement through against immense domestic nationalist pressure, relying solely on his peerless prestige.

Because of the Treaty of Brest-Litovsk, Germany had been able to escape the crisis of a two-front war and launch the Kaiserschlacht against Britain and France. Although the offensive ultimately failed, it had only been halted after being ground down by a million American troops. In the initial stages of that campaign, Germany's fierce assault had killed 700,000 to 800,000 British and French soldiers, though Germany itself lost 600,000 men.

Now that Germany could no longer hold on, Russia could treat the Treaty of Brest-Litovsk as non-existent; the promised land and reparations became empty words. Furthermore, the powers of Western Europe had suffered such massive losses that they could no longer attack Russia at will after the war.

More importantly, by signing the treaty, Russia had been able to withdraw from the World War, allowing it to focus all its strength on the revolutionary war at home.

With such a grand success, Lenin’s foresight received unanimous praise within the party, and his prestige was even higher than it had been after the victory of the October Revolution. No one challenged his leadership anymore.

Promising such conditions to Sun Yat-sen was merely a repetition of the tactic used with the Treaty of Brest-Litovsk.

The committee members nodded one after another. At this time, they had never heard the term "path dependence"—a phrase introduced by He Rui—but they naturally sought to reuse successful experiences. It was the most efficient way.

Lenin did not immediately express his stance. For the wise Lenin, a certain intuition was causing him unease.

Lenin was a master at harnessing such intuition. During the timing of the October Revolution, faced with a shifting and treacherous situation, he had been unable to keep up with the daily changes on the ground. After determining the general direction through systematic theoretical deduction, his grasp of the timing had relied on intuition. Until the moment when no one could explain it, Lenin had held onto his feelings, patiently calming the Bolsheviks and their supporters, continuously strengthening internal unity, and drawing the people closer to the party.

When the moment his intuition signaled finally arrived, Lenin had decisively launched the revolution and achieved a miraculous success.

Now, facing a warlord in distant China, Lenin unexpectedly felt that same intuitive pull, which left even him puzzled. Finally, he had the meeting skip over this matter and discuss the current situation with his comrades.

After the meeting ended, Lenin kept Joffe and Yakov behind. He asked Joffe, "How much intelligence have we gathered on He Rui so far?"

Joffe shook his head apologetically. "Very little. Most of it comes from reports in *The Times* and *Le Figaro*, and there isn't much useful information in those. What is certain is that He Rui is using the war to expand his power."

Comrade Yakov, who trusted Lenin’s judgment implicitly, waited quietly as Lenin studied the meager files on He Rui. After browsing the limited data, Lenin felt he had identified the source of his doubt. "Comrade Joffe, proceed with Comrade Yakov’s arrangements. However, you must also send someone to contact He Rui again to see what demands he has for our party."

Joffe immediately agreed. But Comrade Yakov asked, "Comrade Lenin, why do this? It might only make this warlord more arrogant and hostile toward us."

"Perhaps so," Lenin agreed.

Joffe and Yakov both stared at Lenin, wanting to know the reason behind his judgment.

Lenin flashed his characteristic witty smile. "This man’s luck is too good. Every opportunity in the Far East that favors him has fallen right into his lap. I don't believe this is mere luck."

The two committee members, who had witnessed two deepenings of 'luck' in the revolution in less than a year, were stunned for a moment. They quickly understood Lenin’s meaning. If it wasn't luck, it had to be ability.

Comrade Yakov subconsciously stroked his beard, feeling the friction against his fingertips, his refined face showing a look of deep thought. After a moment, he asked, "Comrade Lenin, do you believe He Rui is more dangerous than we imagined?"

Lenin nodded. "Whether he is or isn't can only be determined through contact. Let us do it."

As Joffe prepared to rise, Lenin added a final instruction: "The person sent this time must remain polite. Do not let He Rui think we Bolsheviks are merely a group of radical revolutionaries. Also, have someone collect all available data on He Rui."

***

If He Rui had known that Lenin had finally decided to open a line of communication, he would have been delighted. For at this moment, He Rui had just concluded his negotiations with the British Minister and the representatives of the British banks in China.

London had finally issued orders agreeing to pay a portion in gold and the rest in pounds sterling. The subordinates finally had their authorized range for this decision.

The question of how large this "portion" was—whether 99% or 9%—made a massive difference. He Rui’s internal bottom line was 50%; it had to be at least 50% this time.

Although Jordan was the Minister, the bulk of the negotiation was left to the British bankers. Jordan found that He Rui and the bankers discussed everything from banking history to the Napoleonic Wars, and from the nature of currency to Britain’s utilization of the Jewish people. While questions of the ratio were interspersed throughout, the conversation would shift after only a few sentences.

By the time both sides were parched from discussing the difference between "old money" and "new money," the gap in their offers had narrowed to 40% versus 65%.

Jordan felt that if each side made a concession, the meeting would likely end with He Rui receiving slightly over 50%. However, He Rui put on a stern face and firmly refused to budge. Seeing that He Rui wouldn't yield, the bank representatives simply declared they would terminate the meeting.

For the next two days, regardless of the banking syndicate's requests to resume, He Rui did not agree. Out of necessity, Jordan was forced to seek a private audience with He Rui.

The old man had been having a pleasant time in Fengtian lately; the accommodations were excellent, and the temperature was lower than in Beijing. For an Englishman, the climate here was much more comfortable.

Thus, Jordan didn't feel particularly rushed. During his conversation with He Rui, he even expressed his confusion regarding the debate over "old money" versus "new money" from their previous meeting.

He Rui, however, did not answer that question. "Excellency, the British banking syndicate has indicated they might purchase weapons from Japan. I am very concerned about this news. I consider it a threat, and I do not accept such threats. Therefore, I will not yield on the payment ratio."

Jordan was momentarily speechless. He Rui’s implication was that he had made a judgment based on intuition. Yet, reality was exactly as He Rui’s intuition suggested: someone in the upper echelons of the British government had mentioned considering letting Japan produce a portion of the weapons for Russia, and Jordan had been ordered to have the British Minister to Japan contact the Japanese government.

This news was classified; He Rui could not have known it. Moreover, Jordan himself didn't think the bankers had made such a claim—if they had, it was likely just standard commercial bluffing. The bankers didn't even know about the arrangements in London.

Regardless of how Jordan tried to persuade him, He Rui remained as stubborn as a mule, firmly sticking to his position. A helpless Jordan could only take his leave. When he returned to the consulate, he received a telegram from his colleague in Tokyo.

The Japanese side was willing to take the order, but they had their own demands: payment must be in gold, otherwise the price would increase to an entirely unreasonable level.

Clearly, Japan knew who these weapons were for and intended to make a massive profit. Compared to that, He Rui’s conditions became much more acceptable.

Jordan felt he couldn't handle this alone and sought another meeting with He Rui. The old man proposed the condition he could accept: "Fifty percent in gold, fifty percent in pounds sterling."

He Rui shook his head. "We must have sixty-five percent."

"If that is the case, we can only ask Japan to provide these weapons," Jordan said, presenting an impossible scenario as if it were a settled deal. This was a classic negotiation tactic: maximum pressure.

"As you wish," He Rui replied immediately. He then applied maximum pressure in return: "In that case, let us conclude this meeting."

Since they were both "sly old foxes," they knew when to stop telling tales. As if he had never made such a threat, Jordan asked, "General He, why do you believe we cannot cooperate with Japan?"

He Rui also acted as if he hadn't just called for the meeting to end. He asked frankly, "I do not know London’s view, but Your Excellency, does Britain accept Japan acquiring Russian territory?"

Jordan was stunned, beginning to understand He Rui’s leverage. He Rui continued, "Japan surely knows who these weapons are being sold to. If they have ambitions to occupy Russian territory, and the White Army wins the civil war, these weapons will be used by the Whites against the Japanese invaders. If the Whites lose, Japan will have to face the Red Army. In such a situation, Japan’s best move is to demand an astronomical price. If I were in their position, I would certainly do the same."

After a brief thought, Jordan was certain that London would never want to see Japan acquire vast swathes of Russian territory. He asked, "General He, do you have plans to acquire Russian territory?"

He Rui smiled slightly. "In my dreams, I think of it often. In reality, too many nations want to carve a piece of meat from Russia. I have no interest in fighting those countries for it. Excellency, do you think those nations would accept my presence?"

Jordan inexplicably felt that He Rui was being sincere. Currently, China lacked the strength to seize land from Russia; choosing not to involve itself in such military operations was a very rational move.

After departing, Jordan organized the latest news and sent it to London. Two days later, London replied: "Concur with Minister Jordan's view."

***

On June 15, 1918, a train fully loaded with weapons crossed the Chinese border and entered Russian territory. At the head office of the Northeast Bank in Fengtian, dozens of soldiers armed with live ammunition escorted several small crates into a heavily guarded vault.

The crates were opened, revealing golden-yellow straw. The soldiers carefully pushed aside the straw to reveal the gold bars within. The inspectors standing nearby all let out sighs.

This was five tons of gold. Based on the standard of 600 grams per Chinese jin and 16 taels per jin, five tons of gold equaled 133,333 taels. With the exchange rate of gold to silver at 1:20, even with a generous calculation, it was at most 2.7 million taels of silver.

The inspectors were simply seeing this much gold at once for the first time; many had come just to witness the spectacle. As for the money itself, they didn't particularly care. Those sighs were actually born from the feeling that this amount was quite small.

Currently, the Northeast Government’s annual fiscal revenue, denominated in silver, had already exceeded 30 million taels. According to the First Five-Year Plan, it was possible for it to exceed 60 million.

This gold hadn't come for free; the Northeast had to produce a massive amount of weapons and ammunition to sell to foreign powers. With factories and mines running, tens or even hundreds of thousands were spent every day.

The top leaders and high-ranking officials knew these figures. Regardless of whether they had initially been happy, their current sentiment was surprisingly unanimous: this gold was truly too little.

After seeing the "novelty," the leaders moved to the meeting room. He Rui asked, "Is the autumn harvest prepared?"

The Director of the Agriculture Department immediately produced a report, briefing the leadership on the preparations for weighing, transport, and storage. Seeing that the work was well-prepared, everyone was pleased.

He Rui then asked, "How much grain do we still have in stock?"

The Director was taken aback. After a brief thought, he replied, "Less than 70 million jin. It’s enough for the urban population to last until the autumn harvest."

He Rui said, "Allocate more meat and eggs."

The Director couldn't understand what He Rui was up to and asked, "Why?"

He Rui smiled slightly. "Grain might be insufficient. We can only adopt one method: 'Why don't they eat meat porridge?'"
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In Japan, many things do not need to be communicated, or even discussed. Therefore, when He Rui was studying in Tokyo, Morita Mitsuko, the only daughter of his landlady Mrs. Morita, did not know that many prominent figures who could crush the Morita family with a flick of their fingers had pulled strings in the process of her being admitted to the university.

Morita Mitsuko was even less aware that the predecessor of the medical department of Tohoku Imperial University, where she was studying, was the Sendai Medical School. The Chinese man Zhou Shuren (Lu Xun) had studied at the Sendai Medical School and was Morita Mitsuko's senior.

Monday, July 29, 1918. In the morning light, students of Tohoku Imperial University gathered on the playground according to their departments.

Located in Sendai, 'Tohoku Imperial University' was the third imperial university founded by the Japanese government. Perhaps it was because the first lord of the Sendai domain was Date Masamune, who was rumored to constantly proclaim that 'conquering the world is as easy as turning over a hand', or perhaps it was because Sendai firmly supported the alliance between the court and the shogunate during the Boshin War and fought a bitter and bloody war against the anti-shogunate Satcho Alliance.

In short, in the second year of the Taisho era (1913), adhering to the educational philosophy of "open door", Tohoku Imperial University resolutely accepted four women to participate in the entrance examination. Even though the Japanese Ministry of Education issued a document prohibiting such scandalous act, Tohoku University still withstood the pressure and arranged the entrance examination. In the end, three women passed the exam and successfully enrolled in Tohoku University, giving birth to the first batch of female university students in Japan.

Male students of the Imperial University had specialized uniforms. Due to the small number of female university students, Morita Mitsuko was still wearing the uniform of Tokyo Women's High School. This uniform was not much different from later Japanese girls' school uniforms: a standard long-sleeved top with a sailor-style collar, a long skirt reaching the calves, long socks, and small leather shoes. The style of girls' school uniforms pursued modesty and elegance, remaining almost unchanged for a hundred years from 1870 to 1970.

The expectations for excellent women in the country of Japan were very consistent: quiet and reserved in personality, gentle and considerate, and possessing a noble and virtuous temperament. Although her back was straight, Morita Mitsuko and the other fourteen girls lowered their heads slightly, their gazes cast downward. They walked in the morning campus with steps as unhurried as possible.

The boys' gazes naturally gathered on these fifteen female university students. If there were only fifteen girls in all three grades of a university, it would be strange not to have such a reaction.

As the Japanese national flag rose against the morning sun, the students lined up neatly and sang the Japanese national anthem 'Kimigayo' together with the accompaniment from the loudspeakers.

*May your reign continue for a thousand, eight thousand generations,* *Until the pebbles grow into boulders, lush with moss.*

After the routine Monday flag-raising ceremony ended, the president delivered his daily speech on the podium. Since entering school a year ago, the content of the speeches Morita Mitsuko heard had hardly changed. They all urged students to focus on their studies, master knowledge, and serve the Great Japanese Empire after graduation.

The president said with a serious expression, "Fellow students, the Imperial Government has issued an order. The Imperial Army is about to attack Russia (Rossiya), which has betrayed the Entente Powers, to punish Russia for its perfidy..."

Hearing that Japan had launched a war, a murmur of surprised sighs first came from the students, followed immediately by boys shouting: "Long live the Great Japanese Empire!"

...The speech finally ended, and the boys immediately gathered together to discuss the war. The girls maintained their 'quiet, reserved, gentle, and considerate' demeanor and walked quietly to their classrooms.

Arriving in front of the teaching building, Morita Mitsuko looked up at the plaque at the entrance, 'Tohoku Imperial University Teaching Department', and lowered her gaze again. Seeing 'Tohoku' (Northeast), Mitsuko felt a sense of fated intimacy.

There is often a strange opposition, subtle showing off, and jealousy among girls. A girl from an impoverished family among a group of wealthy young ladies needed spiritual support even more. 'Manchurian Tiger — He Rui', 'Surprise Attack — General He Rui Recovers the Chinese Eastern Railway', 'Dragon of Manchuria and Mongolia — He Rui'. Seeing news reports about He Rui, who was like her own brother, appear in Japanese newspapers time and again, Mitsuko gained the strength to ignore all judgmental gazes in her heart.

Compared with classmates from Tokyo Women's High School, the status of female classmates in the university was more distinguished. Mitsuko, however, only considered how to interact with them politely.

In the classroom, the boys excitedly discussed the Great Japanese Empire's war against Russia, while the girls quietly prepared their items for class. Morita Mitsuko felt somewhat fortunate in her heart; to obtain inner solace, she had developed the habit of reading newspapers.

He Rui's name didn't appear often in the newspapers, but statements about Manchuria and Mongolia being Japan's lifeline were frequently seen. Even in news where He Rui's name appeared, the content often discussed whether this guy He Rui would become an enemy of the Great Japanese Empire. The target of this war was Russia, not China, which made Mitsuko feel relieved.

At lunch, the girls got their food and returned to the dormitory, closing the door tightly. The girls lowered their voices, discussing what had happened while eating.

When they didn't have to face boys, the young ladies didn't need to maintain the appearance that others expected. In the atmosphere of war, the young ladies naturally talked about the military men they knew. The upper-class circle was actually not big; the high-ranking officers the young ladies heard about and knew were just those few, over and over again.

Suddenly, Saionji Miyabi turned to Mitsuko. "Mitsuko, I wonder what kind of person General He Rui is."

Mitsuko's chopsticks stopped unconsciously. Looking up at this group of young ladies, she saw no surprise on their faces, only curiosity. But Mitsuko had never told anyone that she knew He Rui.

Seeing Mitsuko had no intention of answering, Saionji Miyabi urged, "Many people say He-kun is a very formidable figure. Is he good at fighting?"

Mitsuko was then certain that the young ladies had long known her family background, including He Rui who had changed Mitsuko's fate. So Mitsuko shook her head, still not answering. Mitsuko couldn't accept using He Rui to show off.

Seeing Mitsuko like this, the young ladies didn't press further, but their expressions became cold.

Seeing this, Mitsuko had to speak up. "He-kun is a very kind person."

Finally hearing someone who had lived under the same roof as He Rui for several years talk about him, the young ladies' expressions immediately returned to a friendly appearance. Although they didn't dare speak loudly, they still asked all sorts of questions about He Rui.

Regarding He Rui being kind, Mitsuko answered reluctantly. But when it came to questions involving evaluating He Rui, Mitsuko didn't answer. Having managed to satisfy the young ladies' curiosity with difficulty, it was also almost time for class. The female university students packed up their bowls and chopsticks and hurriedly prepared the textbooks and notes needed for the afternoon. After the dormitory door opened, a group of elegant and quiet female university students appeared before the students and teachers.

The sky gradually darkened. The sweltering day was nearing dusk. As the scorching summer sun sank into the gray surface of the Sea of Japan and twilight enveloped every household, the astonishing sound of alarm bells suddenly rang out on the streets. More than 300 fishermen's wives and daughters from Nishimizuhashi Town, a fishing village in Toyama Prefecture, walked onto the streets from all directions and surrounded the rice shop.

Toyama Prefecture and Sendai were at almost the same latitude on the map, only Sendai was on the east side facing the Pacific Ocean, while Toyama Prefecture was on the west side facing the Sea of Japan.

Compared with the female university students, these fishermen's wives and daughters didn't have elegant 'sailor suits'. They wore short-sleeved tops with patches over patches, and the skirts at their waists were also very short, only reaching above the knees, exposing thick, short thighs tanned by the sun.

After the women surrounded the rice shop, other women continued to surround the rice shop on the narrow street. Women who arrived late shouted with loud voices, "The rice shop's rice hasn't been shipped away yet, right?!"

Entering July, Japanese rice prices had been skyrocketing. In fact, not just in July; during the past so-called 'era of prosperity', Japanese rice prices had been rising continuously.

Originally, a family of three could get by with an income of 21-22 yen. With the continuous rise in rice prices, such income could no longer meet the needs of normal life.

The Japanese people in the fishing village of Nishimizuhashi Town in Toyama Prefecture were even more affected. The men in the family went out to sea to fish during the fishing season, and after the fishing season passed, they worked as sailors on ships sailing between Tsuruga and Vladivostok.

As the war's negative impact on Russia grew larger and Japanese rice prices grew higher, to earn more money, the men in the fishing village had to spend more time on ships, yet the money the women at home received didn't increase.

Now hearing that the owner of the local rice shop wanted to ship the rice in the shop to other places to sell at a high price, the women immediately rushed over to stop this.

Among the women surrounding the rice shop, someone shouted, "As long as the rice isn't shipped away, even if it's on credit, there's still food to eat. If we let them ship the rice away, we can only starve!"

Other women echoed in agreement. At this time, the shopkeeper walked out pretending to be menacing, shouting at the women surrounding the rice shop, "What do you want to do? Leave immediately!"

Seeing the shopkeeper come out, the women quickly pleaded, "There is a shortage of rice locally now; don't sell the rice elsewhere."

The shopkeeper had been a bit uneasy at first, but seeing the women only pleading, he immediately glared with round eyes and shouted rudely, "The rice is mine; I'll sell it to whoever I want."

Perhaps preparing to help her husband drive away these poor people, the shopkeeper's wife rushed out from the shop and shrieked, "If you think the rice is expensive and you can't live, go die then!"

The atmosphere underwent a subtle change in this shrieking rebuke. Unlike those young ladies, these women who didn't even know what an ivory tower was fell silent. The evening wind, wrapped in the smell of salty seawater and sweat, blew through the crowd, making the air feel different.

The shopkeeper thought the silence would continue and was about to turn around. Suddenly, a shout came from the crowd, "Sisters, we can't wait to die on empty stomachs; let's divide his rice!"

"What!" The shopkeeper turned back, preparing to scold these women angrily.

However, what met the shopkeeper's eyes were thick arms. The women rushed up and pushed the shopkeeper backward so that he tumbled; he rolled several times without stopping.

Those sturdy legs strove forward. Someone grabbed the shopkeeper's wife's rather exquisitely combed hair and pulled, causing the woman to scream shrilly.

"Take all the rice! Don't leave a single grain!" Angry shouts rose one after another in the crowd.

The hand grabbing the shopkeeper's wife let go. In the angry crowd striving to smash the main door, someone inadvertently bumped into the shopkeeper's wife, sending the woman flying.

The couple fell to the ground. No matter how they howled and cursed, before the sound emitted by that angry stream of people, it was insignificant, and no one paid attention.
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The hurried and heavy footsteps caused the members of the Tohoku Imperial University School Committee, who were holding a school affairs meeting, to temporarily stop their conversation. Something must have happened for someone to run so desperately.

As soon as the door opened, the person from outside said loudly, "President, the public is rioting in the streets!"

The President knew a little about the warning signs; for the past half-month, the public mood on the streets had been very indignant. Facing the agitated staff member, the President asked relatively calmly, "How many people?"

The staff member was truly anxious and quickly replied, "There are people in front of all the rice shops. The people from the school sent to buy grain can't get in."

Hearing that even the school couldn't buy grain, the School Committee members' expressions changed. The school cafeteria never purchased a large amount of grain at a time, at most a week's stock. The President immediately ordered, "If there is no grain in the city, go buy it in the nearby countryside."

The students in the ivory tower didn't know what was happening outside. Imperial Universities were funded and established by the Japanese government, and management had always been strict. Once the main gate was closed, entry and exit were prohibited, isolating the students from the world outside the campus walls.

Although the shouts of more and more marchers on the street came in from outside the walls, the high walls prevented communication between the two worlds. Moreover, the school organized patrols and prohibited students from approaching the walls.

The boys didn't know what had happened; they were surprised that no one mentioned the previously agreed-upon cheering and send-off for the expeditionary army. Three days later, the boys gathered in front of the latest notice, somewhat agitated.

The girls remained silent in the classroom but listened carefully to the boys angrily complaining about the school actually reducing the food supply. Morita Mitsuko immediately thought of her mother in Tokyo and couldn't help worrying about her mother's situation.

In the small courtyard of Mrs. Morita's house, the wooden door was still dilapidated. When He Rui was there, he had helped Mrs. Morita repair the wall, but since He Rui left, no one had repaired it again.

Inside the house, Ishiwara Kanji ordered someone to set down a bag of grain and instructed Mrs. Morita beside him, "Please try not to go out on the street recently, and don't let anyone into your home."

Mrs. Morita hurriedly responded, "Thank you, Ishiwara-kun, for the reminder."

Ishiwara Kanji had a myriad of things to do at this time, so he bowed to Mrs. Morita to say goodbye and left quickly with his subordinates. In the past month or two, Ishiwara Kanji had mobilized members of the 'Future Society' to purchase enough grain to support member families for several months. It was to help Future Society members and their families survive the impending crisis.

However, Ishiwara Kanji still hadn't expected the change to be so intense. When the accumulated anger of society erupted, it spread like wildfire. Rice riots were everywhere. Even though rice shops hired police and various gang members, news kept coming that rice shop defense lines were breached and rice was divided up by the people.

Every success also inspired the people's courage to resist the current Japanese political system. Rumors had already begun that workers started striking, demanding factories raise wages and improve working conditions.

Leaving Mrs. Morita's house and walking to the entrance of the alley, Ishiwara Kanji stopped and turned back to look at that familiar wooden door. Three years ago, He Rui had foreseen today's situation right here and proposed the economic idea of 'counter-cyclical adjustment'.

Now, only Mrs. Morita, a woman beginning to enter old age, remained behind this wooden door. He Rui had also returned to China to begin his journey. Now it was the turn of Ishiwara Kanji and his comrades to save Japan through their own efforts.

Turning back, Ishiwara Kanji walked away quickly, arranging for his subordinates to continue delivering grain to the last few families, while he himself went straight to Tokyo Imperial University.

After returning from Europe, Ishiwara Kanji was assigned to the Army War College as an instructor. This was a very common career path for Army War College graduates: teaching in military schools to cultivate their own coterie of juniors, then serving in important departments of the General Staff, and later serving in high-level positions in the troops. If they could pass every test, when the officers returned to the Army Ministry, they would become strong contenders for the next generation of army leaders.

So when Major Ishiwara, the instructor, appeared at the gate of Tokyo Imperial University, the guard heard he was here to see Professor Taira Toyomori and quickly picked up the phone. Not long after, Professor Taira Toyomori, in a crisp Western suit, came out to welcome him. Before Ishiwara Kanji could speak, Professor Taira pushed up his black-rimmed glasses. "Ishiwara-kun, I am going to visit Minister Takahashi now. Let's talk on the way."

Ishiwara Kanji knew Taira Toyomori was He Rui's academic colleague and understood He Rui's proposals very well. Walking a few steps with Taira Toyomori, he said directly, "Before He-kun left Japan, he specifically proposed the economic policy of counter-cyclical adjustment. I think the most important part is determining the industrial cycle, so I came to ask for the Professor's advice."

Taira Toyomori looked at Ishiwara Kanji, and after walking a few more steps, he said, "Really interesting. I am going to see Minister Takahashi this time precisely for the matter of the industrial cycle. Ishiwara-kun, why don't you come with me?"

"Is that allowed?" Ishiwara Kanji was somewhat surprised.

Taira Toyomori sighed as he walked. "There are very few people in Japan who can understand the two terms 'industrial cycle' and 'counter-cyclical'. Trust me, you would definitely become a very excellent official in the Ministry of Finance."

Ishiwara Kanji didn't consider this a compliment. Graduates of the Army War College were the elite of Japan and felt no psychological pressure when facing those bureaucrats. Moreover, Ishiwara Kanji believed it was that group of bureaucrats who messed things up.

Just as Taira Toyomori expected, hearing that an Army War College instructor who graduated from the Army War College had come along, Finance Minister Takahashi Korekiyo did not refuse the meeting. The layout of the white-bearded old minister's home was very Westernized, with wooden floors instead of tatami mats. The three sat on comfortable sofas, and Taira Toyomori took out a written document and placed it on the coffee table. "Your Excellency, I have done my best to make a report on the industrial cycle. Please take a look."

Takahashi Korekiyo took the report but didn't read it, only asking, "Professor Taira still insists on counter-cyclical adjustment?"

"Yes. I have discussed it with many professors, and we all believe this is the best way to solve Japan's current contradictions."

Takahashi Korekiyo looked at Major Ishiwara Kanji, then said to Taira Toyomori, "However, counter-cyclical adjustment requires reducing military expenditure."

Ishiwara Kanji didn't care about the pointed remarks, just listening attentively to the discussion on the economy between Finance Minister Takahashi Korekiyo and Tokyo Imperial University Professor Taira Toyomori.

Obviously, Takahashi Korekiyo fully understood the policy proposed by He Rui and even agreed to some extent, so the questions Takahashi Korekiyo raised were challenging the policy's feasibility. Professor Taira Toyomori was good at scholarship but lacked the rich work experience of Takahashi Korekiyo. Facing these questions, although he tried to find solutions, his words were more in defense of He Rui's policy, lacking that incisiveness. And the deepest impression He Rui left on Ishiwara Kanji was precisely He Rui's understanding and analysis of real-world problems.

Perhaps Takahashi Korekiyo was somewhat tired of Professor Taira Toyomori's bookishness, or perhaps seeing Ishiwara Kanji listening seriously, he suddenly turned his head and asked, "Ishiwara-kun, what do you think of counter-cyclical adjustment?"

Major Ishiwara Kanji quickly lowered his head and replied, "This subordinate believes that the priority of today's situation lies in consolidating national consensus. Why not publish the theories of cyclical laws and counter-cyclical adjustment in newspapers for the public to discuss? Today, public grievances in Japan are boiling. If there is a theory that can explain the current situation, the public's resentment might be dispelled."

Takahashi Korekiyo was stunned, looking up and down at this young officer again for a while, and suddenly laughed. "I didn't expect Ishiwara-kun to have such insight."

Ishiwara Kanji had a deep talk with He Rui a few months ago and had long had a solution to such doubts, so he answered decisively, "Your Excellency, this subordinate does not mean to find so-called culprits. There are indeed villains among business owners who use exploiting and deceiving the people as a means to get rich. But those people are a minority and cannot hold high positions. However, all business owners without exception will turn a blind eye to the people's suffering and even strive to exploit the situation for their benefit. Such disregard is the cause leading to contradictions. If all the people can know that Japan is currently in a certain stage of the cycle and what characteristics this stage has, business owners and the citizens can understand where the problem lies. The people will know that pushing all responsibility onto business owners cannot solve the problem. Business owners can also know that ignoring the people will not only fail to save them but will also put them in a situation where everyone calls for their heads."

Takahashi Korekiyo didn't pay much attention to Ishiwara Kanji's words at first, but hearing the latter part, his expression gradually became serious. When Ishiwara Kanji finished speaking, Takahashi Korekiyo thought for a long time and finally sighed. "Ishiwara-kun, the theory of counter-cyclical adjustment is not complete; there is too much ambiguous content, which is where I cannot agree."

Ishiwara Kanji was not surprised. After visiting the Northeast, Ishiwara Kanji understood that He Rui's theory was not meant to guide the current Japan, or even to guide the current China or the world; He Rui's theory was to guide the future world. That was why He Rui completed land reform in the Northeast, changing the basic production system, after which those theories naturally began to operate well.

But Ishiwara Kanji still wanted to try again, so he tried hard to persuade, "Your Excellency, the true function of the Meiji Restoration was to win strategic time for Japan's development, allowing it to develop itself as much as possible within a certain time without worrying about the development process being interrupted. Now, although counter-cyclical adjustment has many unpredictable problems, this policy can at least win time for Japan's development, allowing Japan to continue progressing. If a decision cannot be made decisively at present, Japan will fall into disorderly civil strife domestically, consuming Japan's time for self-development, with no progress for several years. At that time, when the world situation changes, Japan can only struggle to deal with external pressure, completely losing its own initiative. I beg Your Excellency to think twice."

Takahashi Korekiyo wavered for a moment, but looking at Ishiwara Kanji's military uniform, he had to return to his previous mood.

It could be seen that both Major Ishiwara Kanji and Professor Taira Toyomori acknowledged He Rui's scholarship. Takahashi Korekiyo himself also agreed with He Rui. So Takahashi Korekiyo had actually studied very seriously the 'counter-cyclical adjustment' policy He Rui prescribed for Japan after the end of the European war.

However, even if Takahashi Korekiyo used all his strength, this policy might not necessarily be implemented. Once it failed, it would cause Takahashi Korekiyo to lose all political capital.

Moreover, Takahashi Korekiyo's greatest resistance came from the military. Soldiers believed that external expansion could solve problems. The disturbance in Japan right now was indeed because those business owners completely ignored the public, exploited them desperately, and accumulated huge contradictions.

But wasn't it the Japanese military's expedition to Russia that detonated this contradiction? The army purchased a large amount of grain, directly detonating the already climbing grain prices. The Japanese people couldn't take it anymore, so they rose up to seize rice.

So Takahashi Korekiyo said nothing, only politely indicating that he had other matters, that today's meeting ended here, and he would invite Taira Toyomori and Ishiwara Kanji to talk again another day.

Leaving Takahashi Korekiyo's residence, Ishiwara Kanji bit his lip slightly and sighed softly, "Damn it!"

There had always been a saying that Takahashi Korekiyo was a man brave enough to take responsibility. In this meeting, Ishiwara Kanji discovered that Takahashi Korekiyo was not the kind of politician who could stake everything on one throw and strive forward for Japan.

At this moment when hope was shattered, apart from saying "Damn it", Ishiwara Kanji truly couldn't find other words to express his mood at this time.
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He Rui received the document from the Intelligence Division and was just about to read it when the Chief of the Intelligence Division spoke up first, "Chairman, we are discussing with the Ministry of Foreign Affairs to advance the arrangement of sending our people to work there."

He Rui didn't answer immediately. After reading the introductory document on the Rice Riots, he replied, "No rush. The Ministry of Foreign Affairs is also very wary of us."

Hearing this, the Chief of the Intelligence Division said somewhat angrily, "Those people don't do proper work themselves, yet they're terrified we'll steal their official positions or something!"

He Rui was amused by the comrade's indignant words. Thinking back, he thought the same way when he was young, always feeling that those officials were just dead wood occupying positions, when in fact it was just that he had absolutely no opportunity to become part of the core of power.

As for the current Ministry of Foreign Affairs of the Republic of China, didn't they really want to make waves internationally? They certainly did. It was just that the country backing them lacked strength, and currently, the personnel of the Ministry of Foreign Affairs were employees of the Beiyang government. Could employees directly ignore the boss's orders and listen to the branch manager's orders?

He Rui originally didn't want to say these words because the current personnel arrangement for the Chief of the Intelligence Division was selected through the Northeast local 'press-ganging' model. Every place lacked people, and inexperienced comrades were arranged in all positions. He Rui didn't know how long this comrade would serve. Would telling him too much now affect the comrade's confidence in his work?

But He Rui still discussed his views with the Intelligence Division Chief. As He Rui expected, the Intelligence Division Chief obviously couldn't quite accept it.

After the Intelligence Division Chief left, He Rui had a small impulse. Perhaps it was time to go to the Baoding Military Academy to recruit students. Seeking such professionals from the current young officers...

However, He Rui didn't continue thinking about it. Starting from the year before last, the juniors of Xu Chengfeng, Cheng Ruofan, and others had written letters to their seniors one after another, asking if Marshal He Rui needed officers here. If the seniors could guarantee them official officer positions, they were willing to come and join.

Young officers who passed the political vetting had already come to the Northeast. Although there were indeed still talents in the Baoding Military Academy, those people all had reasons not to come to the Northeast.

So He Rui ordered his secretary to arrange a meeting with the Japanese Consul in Fengtian. Soon, the Japanese Consul appeared before He Rui. He Rui got straight to the point: "I heard that the skyrocketing grain prices in Japan have triggered riots in most parts of the country. I have deep feelings for Japan. At this time, I want to donate a batch of grain to the Japanese citizens."

The Japanese Consulate in Fengtian had its own radio station and already knew about the domestic Rice Riots. The Consul immediately stood up and bowed to He Rui. "Thank you, Your Excellency Chairman, for your goodwill toward the Great Japanese Empire, but the Great Japanese Empire has the ability to solve this matter."

He Rui didn't give up and continued to ask, "If that's the case, I am willing to set up grain distribution points in the Chiyoda district of Tokyo, Japan, in my personal name. I lived there for a long time, and the people there are very kind."

How could the Japanese Consul in Fengtian dare to agree? Accepting foreign donations meant that the domestic government was powerless to control the situation and had to rely on foreign friends to come forward and help. For the current Japanese government, this was an unacceptable humiliation.

However, since it was He Rui speaking, the matter became subtle. He Rui had his own influence in Japan; in the Japanese military and upper circles, He Rui indeed had a group of friends. Donating to the Chiyoda district of Tokyo where he had lived for several years, He Rui could even produce a clear list of donation recipients.

Helpless, the Consul could only reply, "Please allow me to ask for instructions from home."

Seeing that the Japanese Consul was very shrewd, He Rui could only drop it for the time being and ended the meeting.

The Director of the Foreign Affairs Bureau had come with the Japanese Consul. After seeing the Consul out, he turned back. "Chairman, why do this?"

He Rui felt somewhat helpless about the talent issue again. Currently, 99% of He Rui's subordinates were northern youths. Northerners had their own virtues: straightforward, quick to avenge wrongs and repay kindness, and not too conflicted in personality. However, in the field of diplomacy, these might not necessarily be considered virtues. Because diplomacy is not a simple profession conducted in the light.

If it were a Shaoxing advisor, there would definitely be a completely different approach. Although those ideas would be based on relatively dark lines of thought, they were very suitable for the field of intrigue.

Of course, He Rui absolutely didn't hope for a Shaoxing advisor to become the future Foreign Minister; the Foreign Minister had better be an open and aboveboard tough guy. So such a tough guy must have some crafty aides.

Thinking of this, He Rui explained, "The purpose of doing this is to express goodwill and use the opportunity of the incident in Japan to expand our influence in Japan."

"Will the Japanese appreciate it?" The Foreign Affairs Bureau Director didn't quite dare to agree with this line of thought.

"Diplomacy isn't about being buddies. Whether the Japanese public appreciates it or not is precisely not what we need to consider. We just want to face it with such a friendly attitude. This attitude is merely to express to the Japanese government and public that we are a peace-loving countr... political group willing to give help when others are in difficulty."

The Foreign Affairs Bureau Director was a lad from Shandong. Hearing this, his brows furrowed. He Rui knew this comrade might be angry about Japan's occupation of Shandong, so he ended the meeting.

Originally, He Rui hadn't considered talking to the Department of Education, but at this moment, he still called Department of Education Director Zhao Tianlin. "Director Zhao, send the comrade responsible for recruiting students from other provinces over to give me a report."

Zhao Tianlin was stunned on the phone. "Is there any problem with the new students we recruited?"

Communication between He Rui and Zhao Tianlin could be very smooth, so He Rui replied, "Not really. I just suddenly felt we need some personnel with the mindset of a Shaoxing advisor... no, personnel who are well-versed in human nature but rarely affected by the dark side, to take charge of part of the work."

Zhao Tianlin didn't seem very clear but didn't say much either. After agreeing to this matter, Zhao Tianlin brought up another task. "Chairman, the coal mining equipment and engineers we imported from the US have arrived, but they were stuck at customs entry by the disease control department, insisting they be quarantined for seven days."

He Rui knew Zhao Tianlin hoped for quick customs clearance, so he answered immediately, "They must be quarantined; there can be absolutely no laxity."

Zhao Tianlin was silent for a moment before asking, "Is it really that dangerous?"

"More dangerous than you think! Please trust me on this matter." He Rui emphasized that there must be no loopholes in disease control.

Putting down the phone, He Rui couldn't help but sigh slightly. The 1918 Flu Pandemic couldn't be treated as non-existent, especially for that group of personnel coming from the US; control must be strictly enforced. There was no helping it; that hellhole, the US, was full of various viruses. Heaven knows when a mutant virus with huge lethality to humans would mutate out.

The more industrialized a country, the greater the harm it would suffer from a viral pandemic.
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As time entered October 1918, the whole of Europe finally determined that the war was about to end. Even in the British Legation in Beijing, ten thousand miles away from the battlefield, the same topic was being discussed.

British Minister Jordan's expression revealed a rare anxiety, while the British banking gentlemen sitting opposite Jordan had expressions of dejection as if facing the end of the world.

"...Strange diseases are prevalent in Europe and the US. No matter how the patients' blood is examined, no unusual bacteria can be seen inside. Yet people just sicken and die like that, just like a curse! Good God!" The British gentlemen crossed themselves with lingering fear as they spoke of the tragic situation in Europe.

Jordan didn't know why, but he immediately thought of the disease control measures He Rui had been implementing for several months. There is a saying in China: after a great disaster, there must be a great epidemic. Entering the 20th century, the Northeast of China had outbreaks of plague and cholera several times. He Rui, the young supreme military and political chief of the Northeast, confidently announced that he would thoroughly solve the diseases in the Northeast, and his method was strict quarantine.

According to Morrison, the diseases in the Northeast had indeed been brought under control. Moreover, the Chinese side had also increased vaccination. In addition to the smallpox vaccine, they had also obtained a vaccine for tuberculosis from an unknown laboratory in France.

Perhaps because he had become He Rui's Director of the Investment Promotion Bureau, Morrison was quite appreciative of He Rui's disease control work in the Northeast...

"...Your Excellency Jordan, there is a result regarding the matter you entrusted to us." The words of the banking gentlemen interrupted Jordan's wandering thoughts, and he quickly looked at the gentlemen. The gentlemen continued to ask, "Your Excellency, do you think Your Excellency He Rui can understand the request you put forward?"

Jordan had originally considered returning to Britain for retirement after the end of the European war. He was 76 years old; as the Chinese saying goes, fallen leaves return to their roots. Jordan indeed wanted to return to the hometown he hadn't been back to for decades to enjoy his old age.

Hearing about the mysterious epidemic prevalent in Europe with a huge number of deaths, Jordan decided to stay in China for a while longer and return to Europe after the epidemic ended. The considerable amount of time in between was enough for Jordan to do some things very beneficial to him. So Jordan answered confidently, "I will make General He understand these things, and I also believe General He will accept such a suggestion."

Seeing Jordan so confident, the gentlemen didn't say more. Ten days later, Jordan and his party finished their seven-day quarantine observation, left the quarantine station in Fengtian, and were invited into He Rui's office.

Jordan didn't act as the main lobbyist but introduced these British gentlemen working in the banking industry to He Rui. In the European diplomatic corps in the Legation Quarter, the young Chinese warlord He Rui was highly rated and considered the most Europeanized Chinese ruler. So the British gentlemen, wearing British top hats, took them off after seeing He Rui.

He Rui also elegantly expressed his welcome to the gentlemen. The gentlemen wanted to know very much if this reportedly most Europeanized local Chinese warlord was as rumored, so they got straight to the point. "We heard that Your Excellency is seeking collateral for Northeast Bank notes. We wonder how much Your Excellency knows about the pound sterling?"

After the attendant brought black tea, milk, and sugar, He Rui replied, "I know the pound was on the gold standard before the war and could be exchanged directly for gold. During the war, the pound was delinked from gold. Do you gentlemen already have news that the pound will return to the gold standard?"

The British banking gentlemen were very satisfied with He Rui's answer. It wasn't that no one among China's rulers knew the pound was on the gold standard, but He Rui truly understood British monetary policy and international trade. With such a knowledge base, things could continue to be discussed. "We suggest Your Excellency use the pound as collateral for the Northeast currency; this will be very beneficial to Your Excellency."

After making the suggestion, the few people waited for He Rui to ask questions. He Rui indeed asked a question. "The war is about to end. Britain borrowed a huge amount of debt during the war, especially from the US. I don't know if the US government will exchange a large amount of gold from the Bank of England and transport it away. If that happens, will the gold content of the pound be greatly affected?"

Hearing this, Minister Jordan picked up his black tea and sipped it slowly. The question He Rui raised already matched Jordan's praise of He Rui in front of the banking circle. As for those specific questions, let this group worry about them. Jordan himself had already gotten rid of the trouble.

Sure enough, the banking gentlemen began to explain to He Rui, the content of which exceeded the scope of Jordan's understanding. He Rui listened quietly. When the banking gentlemen finished speaking, He Rui asked, "If things indeed develop as you gentlemen predict, then our side must become an offshore Pound Sterling settlement center. Using the pound as a reserve, our side must obtain another power: to become the pound settlement center for the entire Northeast Asian region, or even the entire North China. Which banks do you represent in making this proposal?"

Jordan couldn't understand the meaning of these words anymore. This was not because Minister Jordan lacked knowledge, but based on the characteristics of the language itself. English is different from Chinese; in Chinese, one can guess the meaning from the characters, but English is just simple words. When old words cannot satisfy the description of new things, new words are added. These constantly increasing words lead to the fact that mastering three thousand Chinese characters is enough to cope with the vast majority of textual needs, while mastering thirty thousand English words might not achieve the same purpose.

The banking system has its own vocabulary, and Minister Jordan really didn't know what they meant.

The banking gentlemen originally had no high expectations of He Rui. At this moment, they couldn't help but exchange glances, seeing surprise and joy in each other's eyes.

The reason for coming to the Northeast initially was simple: these guys felt they were doing a favor for He Rui. The reason for dragging Minister Jordan along was naturally to use Minister Jordan's official status to pressure He Rui. In return, once Minister Jordan could make Northeast China use the pound as currency collateral, Minister Jordan could be promoted at least one level after returning to his country; rising two levels wasn't impossible either.

At the beginning of the negotiation with He Rui, the banking gentlemen became increasingly happy; He Rui knowing some financial knowledge was actually conducive to persuading him to accept the pound. The happy negotiation proceeded until He Rui casually talked about an 'offshore Pound Sterling settlement center', and the gentlemen were truly startled. It turned out that the Chinese warlord chieftain opposite not only understood finance but really understood finance.

A settlement center has a huge function; pound operations in the region would operate centered on the bank controlled by He Rui. While He Rui would certainly bear many risks, he would also collect handling fees for bearing the risks. Moreover, He Rui could control the flow of funds, understand the operation of the pound, and provide interbank lending services; this was huge power in the financial world.

Since He Rui raising this request completely exceeded the British gentlemen's expectations, they asked respectfully, "Does Your Excellency's banking industry have such talent?"

"No," He Rui answered crisply.

The British gentlemen couldn't help but reveal smiles with complex meanings. There was a sense of 'as expected', a little amusement, and also considerable respect for He Rui's own frankness and boldness.

The meeting ended normally without any result, which was something everyone could have imagined. If settlement business could be achieved so simply, wouldn't the accumulation of the British Empire over hundreds of years be meaningless?

He Rui sent the British away and said to the confused comrades around him, "Tell the French Consul that Britain wants us to use the pound as currency collateral."

Not even waiting for the next day, that very evening, the French Consul in Fengtian personally asked for a meeting. Upon seeing He Rui, the French Consul spoke urgently, "Your Excellency, our franc is by no means inferior to the pound. If you can relax a bit on disease control, people arriving the day after tomorrow can discuss with Your Excellency about using the franc as collateral for the Northeast currency!"

"Our disease control policy cannot be changed," He Rui smiled.

Seeing the French Consul looking troubled, He Rui smiled, "But making a phone call from inside the quarantine station is always possible."

The French Consul immediately revealed a smile. "Apologies for disturbing Your Excellency's rest; I will take my leave."

At the People's Party meeting the next day, He Rui informed the leading cadres of this matter and requested the personnel departments of all units to recommend reliable and capable comrades to prepare for banking and financial training.

Even Wu Youping was shocked by this arrangement. Although the Wu family hadn't engaged in the financial industry, they knew the importance of exchange. When the comrades saw Zheng Sirang, a soldier, talking back and forth with He Rui and Wu Youping, they were even more surprised.

Zheng Sirang was considered to have made mistakes; after returning from Mongolia, he was assigned to the Tractor Manufacturing Plant as a 'military representative'. Many people thought this was He Rui preparing to temper Zheng Sirang, but they hadn't expected Zheng Sirang to even understand bank settlement, a rather obscure job.

Seeing everyone's expressions, Zheng Sirang smiled heartily. "My family ran the Huiyou Escort Agency; we had to do these things anyway. I didn't expect the international settlement center to be quite similar to an escort agency."

The comrades hadn't expected this to be family-inherited knowledge, and someone couldn't help asking, "Did the Chairman's family also do this?"

He Rui didn't answer this silly question but answered Wu Youping's question from just now. "Comrade Wu Youping, I don't intend to introduce Britain and France to compete together. If we try to speculate from it, we'll probably end up losing more than we gain. A big reason I use pounds and francs as Northeast currency collateral lies in the fact that we originally need trade settlement anyway. Although trade volume with Britain and France has plummeted recently, it doesn't mean trade will continue like this in the future. If currency settlement ultimately falls into the hands of other countries, just the handling fees will be a large sum of money."

Facing a problem he didn't understand, Wu Youping wasn't willing to continue the discussion either. Finally, the comrades expressed, "We will listen to the Chairman for everything."

He Rui knew this was probably the only way at this stage, so he warned everyone, "We lack talent in this area, so we must hire some foreign experts to work for a period of time. Everyone must be mentally prepared."

As He Rui expected, the youths' faces turned very ugly; letting foreigners control China's banks triggered many negative associations. He Rui continued, "These people are our employees, not people sent by some foreign government. Managing these people is just like managing the German, Austro-Hungarian, and Russian POW workers."

After recovering the Chinese Eastern Railway, the Northeast Army captured a large number of Russians. Previously, the Beiyang government also held some German and Austro-Hungarian prisoners. Beiyang initially just fed them, but He Rui asked for the German and Austro-Hungarian prisoners and arranged work for them.

Now under He Rui, besides British and French people like Morrison serving as officials, there were also a group of prisoners serving as various laborers. In a sense, this quite appeased the feelings of the young comrades.

Seeing everyone's expressions improve a bit, He Rui continued, "Tell the German and Austro-Hungarian prisoners that the war is about to end, and they can prepare to return to their countries."
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The train carrying Comrade Joffe, Chairman of the Bolshevik Foreign Affairs Committee, raced across the Siberian land. None of the group wore Bolshevik military uniforms; instead, they were dressed like wealthy people, carrying large leather suitcases. To make them look more like rich people fleeing Bolshevik tyranny, there were also quite a few female Bolshevik comrades in the group pretending to be female relatives.

Since the train crossed the Ural Mountains, the anger in Comrade Joffe's heart had been accumulating continuously. The Czechoslovak Legion had marched east, crossed the Urals, and destroyed the Bolshevik government in Siberia, turning the entire region into a White area. A large number of White Army troops gathered in this area, received the weapons transported from China, and prepared to attack the Red Army.

Watching the White Army soldiers looking satisfied with their brand-new Mosin-Nagant rifles, Commissar Joffe wished China only had the ability to produce crude and poorly made weapons, and wished those weapons would explode immediately in the hands of the White Army.

But Commissar Joffe had to meet with He Rui, this dangerous warlord chieftain, because as more and more news about He Rui came in, Comrade Lenin increasingly believed that He Rui harbored no hostility toward the Soviet regime. Even so, the comrades in the Soviet Central Committee who considered He Rui a dangerous enemy were still the majority; only Comrade Trotsky had changed his view. Another one who changed his view was Comrade Stalin.

If it weren't for Comrade Stalin's usually fiery personality, and that he would absolutely not curry favor with the powerful, Joffe would have even suspected whether Stalin was speaking sincerely.

When Lenin, Trotsky, Stalin, and Joffe held a meeting, Stalin immediately stated, "I think He Rui wants to negotiate with us, but he must be preparing some conspiracy."

Joffe hadn't expected Stalin to actually agree to negotiate with He Rui, which was truly surprising.

Trotsky scratched his thick, lion's mane-like hair. "He Rui's policies within China have considerable merit. In the report sent recently, He Rui claimed to be a staunch communist..."

Joffe was somewhat annoyed about this matter. Because the initial report sent by the Bolshevik Far East Branch was entirely personal opinion, describing He Rui as a vicious and rude warlord chieftain. Although the second report wasn't much better, it attached a 'memorandum' in Russian.

This matter made Comrade Joffe feel deeply that the level of the organization members was too low. In formal diplomatic occasions, both sides should have their own meeting minutes, and even exchange minutes to ensure the precision of the conversation content.

The second set of meeting minutes sent was made by He Rui's side; this fact alone made Commissar Joffe, who presided over the *Treaty of Brest-Litovsk* negotiations, feel He Rui's sincere attitude.

As for the content of the meeting, it left Joffe even more speechless. Joffe certainly didn't think the Bolshevik Party was an imperialist party, nor did he think the Communist Party was following an imperialist line. But looking only at the content of the conversation, He Rui's evaluation of the Far East Bolshevik representatives was correct; what they said indeed proved they adhered to imperialist diplomacy.

At this time, Trotsky had finished speaking. Unlike Stalin, who thought He Rui was a dangerous conspirator, Trotsky felt He Rui was constantly advancing the revolution and might really be a communist.

Thus, everyone's gaze fell on Comrade Lenin. Comrade Lenin did not oppose Trotsky's view, nor did he oppose Comrade Stalin's view.

Believing in communism is a personal faith; having cold and cruel means and being adept at manipulating conspiracies are personal capabilities. There is no necessary opposition between the two.

Stalin's tough pragmatism and Trotsky's enthusiastic romance were both fine. As for Lenin's personal feeling, He Rui's image remained ambiguous. Based on He Rui's speeches and articles collected so far, one could only judge that He Rui was a scholar. The name 'Civilization Party' sounded like it had a petit-bourgeois flavor, and He Rui's economic policies could only be described as ambiguous.

The policy of distributing land to the people was not new; the Russian Tsar had done it, and the Stolypin reforms had done it. This policy had no necessary connection with communism. Otherwise, the Tsar and Stolypin would be communists.

Many of the White Army soldiers fighting bloody battles with the Red Army now were Mensheviks. There was no lack of people among the Mensheviks who advocated for equal distribution of land. When it comes to advocating for distributing land to farmers and improving the miserable lives of Russian farmers, this was the majority view among Mensheviks.

As for the reactionary landlords, aristocrats, and capitalists in the White Army, few openly opposed distributing land to the Russian people either.

This was the result brought by the wave of revolution. The old ownership of means of production brought contradictions that could not be eliminated, and the revolution was triggered because of these contradictions. Before these demands were basically met, the revolution would not end. Anyone attempting to stop the revolution would be destroyed, just like the Romanov family that had lasted for hundreds of years.

The core point of the revolution is: to whom do the benefits ultimately belong? The Bolsheviks could shout without concealment, "Everything belongs to the people, everything belongs to the Soviets." If He Rui really had the excellent ability rumored, he must have considered this question, must have understood this question, and made his own choice.

As for what He Rui's choice exactly was...

Comrade Lenin asked, "Comrade Joffe, are you willing to go to Manchuria, China, to meet with He Rui?"

Recalling Comrade Lenin's entrustment, Commissar Joffe was prepared in his heart to sacrifice himself to complete the mission. If it were only to see He Rui, the danger Joffe would encounter would only be safety along the way. But this time Joffe not only had to see He Rui but also requested to see China's current government leader Duan Qirui, as well as the Southern Revolutionary Party leader Sun Yat-sen. Such danger could not be assessed.

The train entered the next station. Bodies were seen hanging from streetlights, eyes rolled back, tongues sticking out long, obviously hanged alive rather than hung up for display after death. Signs reading 'Bolshevik Thug' hung on the chests of the bodies. Joffe watched for a moment, then withdrew his gaze. The people on the train had similar expressions; it was too tragic. This was the current environment of struggle in eastern Russia.

There were few dangers along the way, and Comrade Joffe's party arrived safely at the Sino-Russian border. Soon, He Rui on the other side of the boundary river sent people to escort Joffe across the border. Bravely stepping onto the boat, Joffe watched the figures of other comrades on the opposite bank becoming smaller and smaller. Compared to the more than a hundred thousand troops under He Rui, bringing all the comrades along would be useless.

Commissar Joffe no longer considered his own safety but began to observe the Chinese people he saw, in accordance with Comrade Lenin's request. The Chinese people looked indifferent, maintaining vigilance toward Joffe and the two Bolsheviks, but without any hostile actions.

When the group went ashore, a truck was already waiting by the riverbank. The group got into the truck and drove bumpily toward Harbin.
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Meeting He Rui for the first time, Joffe felt something familiar about him. This surprised Joffe; He Rui's appearance was completely unfamiliar to him, and the temperament of this tall Chinese warlord chieftain was also very different from that of the Bolshevik Central Committee members.

He Rui reminded Joffe of Comrade Lenin. Comrade Lenin also had moments of anxiety and times when he showed irritability or even anger due to personal moods. But when Comrade Lenin was prepared, a natural focus emanated from him. He Rui gave Joffe the same feeling.

It seemed that just as Comrade Lenin had predicted, this warlord chieftain He Rui had long been waiting to negotiate with the Bolsheviks.

After the exchange of greetings, He Rui, dressed in a black military uniform, sat opposite Joffe and inquired about the hardships of Joffe's journey in French, which had stiff grammar and a strong foreign accent. Although this French was not praiseworthy, it allowed Joffe to feel a warm side of He Rui.

However, Joffe chose to converse with He Rui in Russian. "Your Excellency, you are supporting the White Army that is launching attacks against us."

He Rui replied in Chinese, "Yes, we must fulfill our obligations as a member of the Entente Powers."

"I saw in the newspapers that you stated you do not recognize the Bolshevik government."

"I not only do not recognize the Bolshevik government, but I also do not recognize the White Russian regime. As the Chairman of a local Chinese government, I do not unilaterally recognize the power of any political entity."

"Yet you acted on your own initiative to seize the Chinese Eastern Railway."

"Commissar Joffe, do you wish to discuss with me my jurisdiction over the locality as the Chairman of the local government?"

The first round of conversation was temporarily interrupted. Joffe was certain that this warlord chieftain He Rui indeed held real power over the entire Northeast. This fact made Joffe more curious about the current situation in China. Various intelligence indicated that the struggles between various warlords in China were very fierce, and wars had broken out between them. Yet He Rui, a warlord who could be counted among the top three in China, displayed a higher level of vision, as if he were the central government of China.

Possessing heavy troops and maintaining independence, yet superficially adhering to the systems the country should have. If He Rui were a European, he would be a prince with the first right of succession within an empire in chaos, patiently and proactively preparing to take over the supreme power that would sooner or later belong to him.

...Is this what a Chinese warlord looks like?

After adjusting his mindset, Joffe started the next topic. "Thank you for the meeting minutes you sent. I saw you said you are a steel-like communist."

"It's 'staunch', not 'steel-like'," He Rui corrected.

This remark put the translators on both sides in a difficult position. He Rui's translator found he couldn't explain the subtle difference between 'staunch/iron-willed communist' and 'steel/iron communist'. The Russian translator brought by Commissar Joffe didn't understand the relationship between 'iron rod' and 'steel'. Thus, translators on both sides looked at He Rui.

He Rui switched to explaining in his stiff French full of exotic flavor, "'Staunch' refers to using Marx's scientific socialism and communist concepts as one's methodology for analyzing the world. 'Steel' refers to considering oneself a communist and steadfastly adhering to this view."

This explanation resonated with Commissar Joffe, but the distinction therein couldn't be figured out immediately. But Comrade Lenin had talked with him for a long time before Commissar Joffe set off, and a part of it happened to be very consistent with what He Rui said. A sense of respect for Comrade Lenin arose in Commissar Joffe's heart; accurate prediction of things that hadn't happened yet was one of the reasons why Bolshevik party members admired Lenin incomparably.

Recalling Comrade Lenin's instructions before departure, Commissar Joffe asked, "Your Excellency, what kind of country do you want to build China into?"

He Rui replied, "Humans have five kinds of needs, presenting a hierarchical progressive relationship: physiological needs, safety needs, belongingness and love needs, esteem needs, and self-actualization."

Joffe felt there was too much content to remember clearly at once. He Rui stood up and wrote the Hierarchy of Needs theory on the blackboard in the conference room. Then he continued, "Physiological needs: food, water, air, sleep, sexual needs, etc. They are the most important and powerful among human needs. Comrade Joffe, have you ever been a worker? Do you know how terrible the workers' working environment is? If you knew... those textile factory workers work in two shifts. To save costs, capitalists only arrange one-half of the bunks for workers. After the day-shift workers get up to work, the bunks are immediately used by night-shift workers. Not only in Russia, but in all industrialized countries, it's like this. In such an environment, terrible food, foul air, and insufficient sleep torture workers to the brink of death, let alone marital life. Or it happens openly in such a harsh environment to extract a little pleasure that is better than nothing. Under such circumstances, revolution is not only inevitable but necessary!"

For a moment, the image of He Rui as a 'Prince' that Commissar Joffe had barely established in his mind collapsed instantly. A noble Prince Excellency could not possibly have such a profound understanding of the people's suffering. Even if he knew, he would describe it with disgust rather than being full of sympathy for the workers.

He Rui continued, "Safety needs: people need stability, security, protection, order, freedom from fear and anxiety, etc. A precarious life cannot give people a sense of security, and the class possessing capital spontaneously or intentionally uses such threats to force people into labor. Such guys even take pride in boasting that they gave people job opportunities. Their destruction is simply inevitable."

Commissar Joffe knew the harsh living environment of the Russian working class very well, and hearing this, he couldn't help but nod slightly.

"Marx said that the capitalist system turned all professions respected and possessing feudal privileges into wage laborers. People's need for belonging and love: a person demands to establish emotional connections or relationships with others. Making friends, pursuing love. These have become unstable and lost their sacred halo because the feudal system was destroyed and professional privileges were lost. Next, the need for esteem: self-esteem and the hope of being respected by others also cease to exist. The final need, the need for self-actualization, has also become a privilege that only the bourgeoisie can possess. People's pursuit of realizing their abilities or potential and perfecting them has become impossible because they do not own capital. I think Commissar Joffe must have seen many such people in Russia."

For a moment, Joffe almost couldn't figure out whether he was in China or Russia, because the warlord chieftain opposite, equivalent to a 'Chinese Prince', described society in a way that highly overlapped with the current situation in Russia.

Opposing the Bolshevik Red Army was the White Army, and the White Army was not a unified organization but composed of Tsarist royalists, militarists, and moderate socialists. Among them, the greatest enemy was not Kolchak or Denikin, but the moderate socialists, the Mensheviks.

Of the five levels of needs He Rui mentioned, the first two referred to the suffering masses of Russia, and the latter three undoubtedly referred to the White Army.

Joffe hated the White Army incomparably, and he couldn't help but feel indignation at He Rui's calm analysis. He said loudly, "Your Excellency, are you making excuses for the White Army?"

"Whether Red Army or White Army, they are all just humans. One of the basic concepts of Marxism is historical materialism. More than 2000 years ago, a Chinese sage said that barbarian infants and Huaxia (Chinese) infants cry exactly the same when born, but after growing up, they possess completely different customs. This is the result of the environment's influence on humans. In my eyes, humans themselves are not much different. Does Commissar Joffe think humans themselves are different?"

Joffe was speechless for a moment. He wanted to tell He Rui loudly that people were different. But as a Marxist, a Bolshevik deeply influenced by Comrade Lenin, Joffe knew that saying so was wrong. Comrade Lenin agreed with the theory of class influence but did not agree with the theory of bloodline.

So Joffe fell silent temporarily, pondering what He Rui said. However, before Joffe could come up with a line of thought, He Rui continued, "Regarding what kind of country to build China into, any country is composed of people. First, China must solve the people's physiological needs, liberating them from the predicament of hunger and cold. Second, China must solve safety needs, liberating it from the harsh strategic environment threatened by foreign countries. I am now only doing my best to complete the first step in the Northeast; as for the second step, it is in progress."

Driven by a sour mood, Commissar Joffe asked, "Is seizing the Chinese Eastern Railway Your Excellency's action to solve safety needs?"

Once the words were out, Joffe regretted it a little. The last meeting collapsed completely on this issue. Although Joffe understood He Rui's irony last time, with the conversation reaching this point, Joffe felt he had to talk about this.

Contrary to Joffe's expectations, He Rui smiled. "Commissar Joffe is right; I implemented the action of recovering the Chinese Eastern Railway precisely to solve China's safety needs. My understanding of the specific situation of the Russian Revolution is limited, and I don't know if the Russian Revolution has solved the problem of physiological needs. But I guess the Central Committee of the Bolshevik Party is striving to implement plans to solve safety needs."

Hearing the translator relay He Rui's words, Comrade Lenin's instructions in Commissar Joffe's memory came to mind. Comrade Lenin's wording was very different from He Rui's, but the direction of their focus was exactly the same.

Picking up the teacup and taking two sips, Commissar Joffe's agitated emotions quickly calmed down. The purpose of coming to China this time was no different from the purpose of negotiating with Germany before. The Bolshevik Central Committee, or rather Comrade Lenin, expected to reach a peace treaty with China to solve the survival problem facing the Bolshevik regime.

Since He Rui had the same judgment, Joffe didn't want to say more. Signing the *Treaty of Brest-Litovsk*, the Bolsheviks promised humiliating conditions of ceding territory and paying indemnities, which almost shook Comrade Lenin's leadership position.

Signing the *Treaty of Brest-Litovsk* with Germany was because Comrade Lenin believed Germany would collapse, and afterward, the treaty would cease to exist. But the Northeast controlled by He Rui showed absolutely no signs of collapse. If he ceded territory and paid indemnities to gain He Rui's recognition, he might really have to fulfill the treaty. Commissar Joffe personally could absolutely not bear such a heavy responsibility.

Just as Commissar Joffe fell into a dilemma, He Rui laughed. "Commissar Joffe has had a tiring journey; why not go back to the hotel to rest first?"

Given such an opportunity, Joffe immediately expressed his thanks. Watching Joffe's retreating figure, He Rui ordered his secretary, "Notify the comrades, prepare for a meeting."
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When the young comrades faced He Rui, there was none of the forbearance necessary for diplomatic occasions. Cheng Ruofan's delicate face flushed red as he said loudly, "Chairman, Russia is as weak as it is now; we can definitely recover the lost territory!"

Although Xu Chengfeng wasn't as agitated as Cheng Ruofan, he also said from the bottom of his heart, "Please rest assured, Chairman, we will never fear life or death!"

As an instructor in the military academy for Cheng Ruofan, Xu Chengfeng, and others, Zhou Yinshan, now the Head of the Staff Department of the Northeast Military Academy, also felt young hot blood boiling in his chest. The Northeast Army had preliminarily solved the basic equipment problem for 120,000 troops. With the Northeast's current mobilization capacity, it could fully mobilize more than 200,000 troops. If these troops were brought out to fight Japan, it wouldn't be enough, but dealing with the Russian Far East would be more than sufficient.

But Zhou Yinshan was much older after all and still maintained basic calmness. However, even Hu Xiushan, whom Zhou Yinshan considered to have the most obedient attitude, spoke up. "Please think twice, Chairman; opportunity knocks but once."

So Zhou Yinshan looked at He Rui. Based on Zhou Yinshan's understanding of He Rui, this classmate who studied in Japan with him would never easily state strategic arrangements. If he said it, he must have conducted profound analysis and judgment.

Zhou Yinshan didn't understand what reasoning led He Rui to decide not to recover all lost territories, when weighing recovering lost ground against appeasing Russia.

He Rui completely understood the feelings of the young comrades. He Rui, like everyone else, once had such intense emotions. The comrades were right; purely from a military perspective, the Northeast's strength could indeed fight Soviet Russia and force Soviet Russia to spit out the Chinese territory it had swallowed.

From a tactical perspective, this was a very reasonable consideration. It was even a very good consideration.

But from a strategic perspective, this consideration was completely inappropriate. Especially now that Mongolia had been recovered, considerations at the strategic level did not support the pursuit of tactical victory.

After everyone had expressed their attitudes, He Rui asked, "Who is our ultimate enemy strategically? What is the result of the comrades' consideration?"

Zhong Yifu answered decisively, "Whoever occupies our territory, whoever damages China's interests, is China's enemy!"

As soon as these words came out, most of the high-ranking party, government, and military cadres nodded in agreement. Even Zhao Tianlin loudly agreed with a flushed face due to excitement.

After everyone expressed their attitudes again, He Rui continued, "Comrades, what is the name of our party?"

Everyone hadn't expected He Rui to ask such a question and couldn't help looking at each other. Wu Youping answered loudly, "The Civilization Party."

"Civilization—is it confined to the civilization of one country, China, or does it cover the entire earth, covering the five continents and four oceans? If we follow what everyone said, we can completely build a China as a Great Power, and then, following the model of European civilization, develop into an imperialist power. If we are lucky enough, we can eliminate other imperialist countries in our lifetime and establish a Chinese imperialist civilization that oppresses the world. If we are unlucky, one day after we die, our descendants will say while offering sacrifices to us that although China did not eliminate imperialism, it eliminated other imperialist countries. From the perspective of civilization, do you think this is a drama or a tragedy?"

He Rui could always be surprising, and this time was no exception. Zhou Yinshan tried hard to understand the meaning in He Rui's words but couldn't understand the obvious rejection in He Rui's words.

In Zhou Yinshan's view, China becoming the sole imperialist country dominating the world was an extremely difficult thing, but the matter itself was full of honor and glory, a great achievement that could wipe away all history of humiliation. However, He Rui did not agree with this matter.

Unlike Zhou Yinshan's silence borne of life experience, Xu Chengfeng asked straightforwardly, "Chairman, our China ruling the world will definitely bring peace and tranquility to the world. What's wrong with this!"

As before, He Rui frankly answered the comrades' question. "Because world hegemony under the current level of productivity must be based on economic activity. Of course, I don't know if the future world will develop to a human social order free from economic activity as the center. But at this stage, it is still such a developmental stage. Since it centers on economic activity, the imperialist civilization and imperialist order must have a need that must be satisfied: the dominant country must obtain excess profits. Comrades have more or less participated in our trade activities; have we made much money in trade?"

This question was so realistic. Zhou Yinshan thought of his observations over the past year and couldn't help answering, "Very little; we almost made no money!"

Seeing the instructor speak, the comrades in the army didn't say much more. The comrades working in the government felt that saying this was the same as not saying it; everyone had long felt strong dissatisfaction with the profits the Northeast obtained in international trade.

He Rui felt much more relieved at this time. Since everyone had witnessed it, things were actually easier to communicate. "Comrades, our profits are extremely small, so who earned most of the profits? Everyone definitely has their own ideas. I ask everyone a question: if our China becomes the only imperialist country in the world, what will people of insight in other countries think when they see unfair international trade? Will their thoughts be the same as ours?"

Xu Chengfeng expressed his emotions adhering to the standpoint in traditional Chinese culture. At this moment, he only felt He Rui was simply quibbling. Forcing himself to deduce the situation according to He Rui's line of thought with such emotions, Xu Chengfeng discovered in his annoyance that what He Rui said might be right. Xu Chengfeng himself might accept China not seeking excess profits, but the majority of Civilization Party comrades might not necessarily think so.

At this time, Zhong Yifu said, "Chairman, it won't be too late to talk about it then!"

He Rui waved his hand immediately. "Is everyone underestimating ourselves too much? Do comrades feel they won't see the day when China leads the world in their lifetime?"

After this question was asked, some comrades wanted to laugh. That was a kind of 'bemused laughter' when an illusory future was forcibly pulled in front of them. But looking at the serious expressions of the army comrades and the serious looks of some high-ranking leading cadres, the smiles disappeared not long after surfacing on their faces.

He Rui continued, "It is not difficult for China to recover and become the world's most powerful great power, because imperialist countries are all paper tigers, easily punctured. So we must seriously consider what kind of civilization the Civilization Party represents and what kind of country our China wants to become. Strategically speaking, regarding our negotiation with Russia this time, the most favorable situation for China to liberate the whole world is not China recovering all lost lands through war, but China and Soviet Russia achieving security and mutual trust under a non-imperialist model. Please remember, the basis of mutual trust is that neither side is based on the imperialist model. I promise everyone, if Soviet Russia negotiates with us in an imperialist model, I will fight Soviet Russia together with the comrades to recover all the territories taken by Tsarist Russia. On this point, my position is completely consistent with everyone's."

Hearing that He Rui wasn't simply avoiding war, Xu Chengfeng and others breathed a sigh of relief. He Rui struck while the iron was hot and said, "If Soviet Russia has excellent strategists, the kind with a global vision who truly want to build a better future for the human world, I will conduct peace negotiations with Soviet Russia at the strategic level to build strategic security for China's future of liberating the whole world. As for comrades' expectations, we will communicate through study sessions."

Zhou Yinshan couldn't figure out what exactly He Rui's thoughts were. Although he didn't know He Rui's thoughts, Zhou Yinshan intuitively felt that He Rui was planning a very formidable future. For a moment, Zhou Yinshan didn't know whether to look forward to this future or to trust He Rui.
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Comrade Joffe's accommodation was not in a hotel but a separate residence. The house was fully furnished, but it was obvious no one had lived there for a while. The tables and chairs were wiped very clean, but dust had accumulated in many nooks and crannies. If someone lived there frequently, it wouldn't be like this.

Such thoughtful arrangements meant goodwill toward Joffe and his party. Joffe also decided to utilize He Rui's goodwill, so he took two comrades out of the residence together.

Two people walked out of the residence opposite to meet them, both wearing plain clothes. But judging from their gait, they should be soldiers. Joffe didn't mind the surveillance and waited for the two to come in front of him.

"May I ask where you are going?" one of them asked in Russian.

Joffe replied, "I want to take a walk on the streets."

"Do you need us to accompany you?"

"Thank you for your kindness, but is the public security in Fengtian that bad?" Joffe finished speaking, hoping the other party wouldn't misunderstand.

Whether the other party misunderstood or not, Joffe didn't know, but the other party said, "Then please do not carry weapons on the street. Shenyang has a gun ban. If your group takes out weapons, you will be arrested for illegal possession of firearms."

Was there such a thing? Joffe was skeptical. Because in Bolshevik intelligence, the Northeast was a relatively chaotic region with a large number of armed bandits.

While Joffe was considering how to answer, the comrade beside him asked, "Can other foreign diplomatic missions carry guns?"

"If foreign diplomatic missions want to carry guns, because they possess diplomatic immunity and diplomatic pouches are protected, there are some gray areas everyone can understand. However, if foreign missions want to carry guns openly, they must apply. Otherwise, they will be deported according to diplomatic rules."

Hearing this seemingly ambiguous expression, Joffe felt that the people sent by He Rui had already expressed the greatest goodwill. After expressing thanks to the personnel on the Northeast side, Joffe and the other two returned to the residence first, left the pistols used for self-defense at the residence, and then came out again.

This time the two people opposite came out again but didn't say anything, just handing the three of them three passes with straps that could be hung around the neck. In Moscow, various committees of the Communist Party had their own passes, but the passes were all kept in pockets. Having such a strap was much more convenient. After Joffe expressed his thanks, he walked onto the streets of Shenyang with the two comrades.

Here, Joffe only felt strict discipline. At least half of the pedestrians were walking out of the gates of various units in queues. Students, workers, and military personnel constituted a street scene full of order.

Most of the roads in Shenyang were newly built and very broad. The style of the houses was completely different from Russia and looked acceptable. There were no particularly low and dilapidated houses, nor were there particularly luxurious and grand ones. Walking along the main road for a while, he saw a large building in the distance. It looked familiar to Joffe; the meeting with He Rui earlier today was in this Northeast Government Office Building.

Diagonally across was another large building, the Military Commission of the Civilization Party. Joffe strongly approved of the political structure of the Civilization Party. Looking at the signs at the entrances of these government departments, one could see that the sign of the government and the sign of the party committee within the government hung together. The government operated the political power, and the political party occupied the leadership position within the government.

After walking another section of the road, they seemed to have entered a workers' district. People here all wore work clothes and sat at tables on the broad sidewalk. This place was noisy and lively, and could even be called rowdy. For people in high positions, this was a detestable place. Joffe and the other two found a small shop here and sat down.

Only looking at high society would not give a clear picture of the current situation in China. Only in such an area where workers gathered could one understand a glimpse of the Northeast under He Rui's rule.

Probably having seen quite a few Russians, the Chinese workers didn't feel curious about Russians. Although there were many noisy people, no fighting or brawling was seen. To observe the situation of the surrounding workers, Joffe and the others didn't eat fast. During this time, they saw police riding bicycles pass by, neither collecting money from businesses nor doing anything to people they disliked.

As for the food sold at the stalls, there were peanuts and edamame, mushrooms mixed with vegetables, and some corn porridge. What impressed Joffe and the others most was 'mutton soup'. In a huge iron pot on a stove, the boiling soup presented a milky white color. Rising and falling with the surging of the soup was mutton, and what always floated on the surface of the soup was fat.

Joffe found that most of these ordinary workers bought a bowl of soup, asked for some flatbread or something, and ate it with a vegetable dish. Some would order some meat to eat. Joffe also ordered a bowl and, imitating the workers, drank the soup with a wooden spoon. He felt the taste of the soup was very good, just that the taste of the coriander inside was a bit heady.

Another food that sparked Joffe's interest was roast chicken. Whole chickens were roasted; one could buy a whole one or half a one. One could even buy separate parts individually. If one was willing to pay, roast mutton was also available. In short, it was all very plebeian food.

Joffe wasn't quite sure if these people were skilled workers. The income of Russian skilled workers was obviously much higher, but even Russian skilled workers were unlikely to eat like this every day.

As for the content of what the Chinese workers were saying, a considerable part was about vocational training, literacy classes, children's school grades, and the like. It was all domestic trivia; no one evaluated the factory itself. It could be seen that the public on the streets of Shenyang did not feel intense class oppression and were not particularly dissatisfied with their current lives.

After eating, it was already dark. Streetlights lit up, and there were few pedestrians on the street. Joffe and the others chatted in Russian. Such scenery reminded Joffe of the night view he had seen in Germany, and he exclaimed, "This really feels a bit like Bavaria."

The two Russian comrades had only been to the German border region and hadn't seen big German cities. Based on their own feelings, they thought this place was like Warsaw.

Mentioning Warsaw, the two comrades couldn't help but sigh a little. Warsaw was once part of the Russian Empire and had now begun to become the capital of the restored Poland. Comrade Lenin believed that oppressed people should be liberated from the great prison of Russia, but the result was bitter for Russians. At least the newly established Republic of Poland felt absolutely no gratitude for Russia's leniency; instead, with strong nationalist sentiment, it threw itself into the imperialist camp.

Joffe agreed with this feeling in his heart but didn't care particularly much. The purpose of this trip was to contact the Chinese officials. At least in China, the fierce ethnic conflicts like those in Europe hadn't appeared yet. It was no exaggeration to say that three Russians being able to eat a meal peacefully would be unimaginable in the Polish region. As long as they were identified as Russians by Poles, a tragedy would occur within the time it took to eat a meal.

He Rui, who could control the Northeast so firmly, also provided sufficient social security guarantees. Joffe felt he could no longer use 'warlord' to describe him. He Rui was more like a Prince-elector in Germany, a figure naturally possessing the right of inheritance to supreme power.

Even if He Rui had conflicts with the Beiyang government, it was similar to the conflict between the Duke of Burgundy and the King of France.

It seemed that tomorrow's meeting with He Rui should be approached from this angle.



★


Chapter 158 Joffe's Troubles (6)

Volume 2 — Chapter 49

❧ ❧ ❧


"We hope that the future leader of China should be Your Excellency He Rui." After speaking, Joffe observed He Rui's expression.

He Rui not only showed no joy, but his expression quickly became serious and unhappy. "Commissar Joffe, who the leader of China is, is China's internal affair. No foreign power should intervene in China's internal affairs!"

Such an attitude did not surprise Joffe, who continued to probe, "Then will the Chinese government recognize the Bolshevik government?"

"I am not the central government and cannot decide such matters."

"Does General He recognize the Bolshevik government?"

"If the Bolshevik government reaches an agreement with the Northeast local government, it has no legal effect."

Hearing this, Joffe felt much more relieved. He Rui was currently a legitimate local government recognized internationally, while the Bolshevik government had not received international recognition. Any statement or agreement between the two parties would not have legal validity. This was the realistic situation. At least He Rui did not refuse but merely pointed out the realistic situation, which meant that He Rui's personal attitude was not opposed to the Bolsheviks.

This was a basis acceptable to the Bolshevik government, upon which discussions could continue. "General He's understanding of human needs yesterday left a deep impression on me. How does General He view China's various needs?"

He Rui finally waited for the opportunity and spoke frankly, "China's strategic opponent is currently Japan. In the future, as China is liberated, it will also include Britain, and even the US, which is striving to enter the Northeast Asian region. Our strategic pressure comes from the east and the south."

Joffe nodded slightly; from China's perspective, this was a very pragmatic attitude. As for He Rui frankly pointing out the three countries—Japan, Britain, and the US—this was the frankness that should exist in high-level diplomatic discussions. If He Rui pretended that these three countries were not China's strategic threats, he would be blatantly lying.

Just as Joffe was waiting for He Rui to discuss strategic threats from the west and north, He Rui switched the topic to present-day Russia. "Commissar Joffe, I believe the greatest threat to the Bolshevik government at present is the security of the regime. Russia is still in a civil war. Once the Bolshevik government wins the civil war, it will face threats from Eastern Europe. In my personal view, Russia's security strategic order is: domestic Russia, the Eastern European direction, the Caucasus region, and the Central Asian region. I wonder what comments Comrade Joffe has regarding this view?"

Any qualified military-political leader should make such a judgment. So Joffe had no objections. Moreover, Joffe keenly felt that He Rui seemed to deliberately avoid the Sino-Russian border and didn't mention Siberia. This gave Joffe a sense of anticipation, hoping that He Rui was truly a qualified leader.

Since He Rui had spoken to this extent, Joffe recounted the view of the Bolshevik Central Committee, or rather Comrade Lenin, on Russia's strategic security. "General He, the Siberian region is not the main strategic direction of the Bolshevik government. Precisely because of this, we are even less willing to see any threats appear in this direction."

He Rui nodded repeatedly. "The cost of maintaining peace in the Siberian region is too high, it doesn't pay off. Strategically considering, for example, the Ukraine region bears strategic pressure from Eastern Europe. The investment in construction to ensure strategic security in this aspect is of huge help to the overall national strength of the Bolshevik government. But in Siberia, the investment in the Lake Baikal region is indeed not worth the cost. Investing too much is a severe waste for the country. Investing too little plays no role. So peace and strategic mutual trust in these regions are the only correct approach."

Joffe felt He Rui had begun to make demands, and in a relatively mature manner, so he followed He Rui's words. "Is General He willing to see the security of the Bolshevik regime's Siberia, Lake Baikal region, and the Trans-Siberian Railway?"

He Rui nodded. "Of course. Our two countries have long been happy to see the security of these Russian regions during the Qing Dynasty. I personally have an ideal, which is to no longer station troops on the entire border with Russia, with only a small number of border defense troops existing symbolically. After all, against criminals crossing the border, police armed only with light weapons have limited deterrent capability. The border should be a symbol of peace, not a starting point for war with swords drawn. I wonder if the Bolshevik Central Committee holds the same view."

Joffe smiled. "Communists all hope for world peace; the purpose of a just war is always to achieve peace."

"Since that's the case, I look forward to negotiating with the Bolshevik Central Committee so that China and Russia can have a peaceful border line. And based on peace, promote friendly relations between the two countries."

Joffe hadn't expected He Rui's attitude to be so sincere. Originally, he thought He Rui would launch a fierce attack on Russia's past invasion of China to gain a moral advantage. Since He Rui expressed sufficient goodwill, Joffe must establish some strategic foundations. "General He talked about China's future strategic direction. What is the basis for thinking about this strategic direction? I am very curious about this."

"The existing world order is established under the imperialist order. The characteristics of the imperialist system have long been discussed countless times: external plunder, internal oppression. Because internal oppression incites huge conflicts, the imperialist regime distributes part of the plundered wealth in the form of national welfare. Moreover, it must be wealth plundered from outside, not by reducing internal oppression to reduce the burden borne by the people. I think Commissar Joffe should be very clear about this."

Joffe nodded. "If it were by reducing internal pressure, there would be no way to continue inciting the citizens of imperialist countries to participate in external plundering actions."

In this era, not only communists attacked the imperialist system; all social elites with a bit of progressive thinking were attacking it, and the analysis of the imperialist system itself was already very thorough.

Just as Joffe said, if the people discovered they could secure their own interests by struggling against the domestic ruling class, who would risk their lives to go abroad to fight? Therefore, imperialist countries must make the welfare enjoyed by citizens come from external plunder, compelling those citizens expecting to gain benefits to participate in the imperialist government's external plundering actions.

He Rui continued along the mutual consensus. "Therefore, I oppose the international order constructed by imperialism. This is a barbaric order, an ugly order, an order that a truly civilized country can never accept."

Except in the Bolshevik Central Committee, Joffe rarely heard such frank statements opposing the imperialist order. Even before and at the beginning of the European war, when European Communist Parties and left-wingers tried hard to oppose the war, they generally encountered a fierce backlash from domestic nationalist sentiments. In the end, all the so-called moderate socialists threw themselves into this war. Then they turned into millions upon millions of corpses, becoming victims of the imperialist war for hegemony.

Originally, Joffe didn't want to mention the sensitive issue of nationalism, but at this moment, he felt He Rui very likely had already transcended the limitations of nationalism.

"General He, are you a nationalist?"

"I was a fierce nationalist when I was young. Later, as I grew and my knowledge structure gradually improved, my view of nationalism changed. Nationalism originates from the human biological need for grouping—family, tribe. The sense of security brought by such biology projected onto the social level forms group demand. With social development, after the imagined community of the nation-state appeared, this group emotion was projected onto the entity of the state. For social mobilization, from the perspective of defending the country, nationalism is very efficient. In this European war, even Germany wouldn't preach to the German people that 'We Germany want to defeat the army composed of French people and then enslave the French people forever'. Germany's internal propaganda is also that Germany is threatened externally; to protect Germany and bring a bright future to the German people, Germany must defeat the Entente Powers who have evil intentions toward Germany. Only such nationalist propaganda can unite the German people and make them throw themselves into the hellish battlefield."

Speaking of this, He Rui couldn't help but smile. "It must be said, regarding propaganda, the Tsar's government's level was really poor. When the war became about the Tsar's glory, it basically failed."

Joffe wanted to laugh but couldn't, so he asked, "Then is General He's propaganda in China nationalist, communist, or the concept proposed by General He?"

"From 1840 to now, it's been almost 80 years. China has always been invaded and harmed by great powers. I don't even need to propagandize; there are ample Chinese nationalist sentiments to utilize. So what I want to do is to let China gain liberation under strong Chinese nationalist demand. At the same time, through education, let the Chinese people understand that walking into the world with strong nationalist sentiments leaves only the choice of imperialism. I know the Bolsheviks genuinely believe in communism. But as long as one takes the initiative to go out of the country, nationalism will lead to an imperialist line. Capitalist countries will engage in their imperialism, socialist countries will engage in Red Imperialism; the overall direction won't change much."

Joffe felt He Rui's image changed from 'Prince-elector' to a university professor again, which made Joffe sense danger. The reactionary nature of university professors often exceeded that of feudal lords because feudal lords enjoyed a superior life and could enjoy life as they pleased. So they were actually more humane.

University professors in cold studies often had their humanity greatly worn down, or even obliterated. The weakening or even absence of humanity made university professors' thinking often more paranoid. In the eyes of university professors, the 'uneducated' masses were not treated as humans.

"Does General He oppose nationalism?" Joffe asked.

"I said before, nationalism is the projection of biological nature onto the social level; I prefer to call it love. Any organization, once it engages in nationalism, must prioritize a certain part of its members. Loving one's native land, loving one's family—this is human instinct. These instincts cannot be eliminated. When imperialists commit various inhuman atrocities in the name of love, they are very sincere. They probably know themselves that they have committed evil acts that can never be forgiven, but supported by love, they can identify with this love, believing they are just martyrs, victims, sacrificing themselves for a noble purpose. Especially when their opponent is not righteous either, this emotion will only be stronger."

Joffe felt this might be the most humane speech by a university professor he had ever heard, yet he was still rather skeptical. "General He believes the nationalism problem can only be solved through education?"

"Not education. Rather, letting people build a more complete cognitive system. Building a complete cognitive system requires very high levels of productivity development and abundance of social resources. But it can be done. It's just very difficult to do at this stage. However, building a political party with the goal of developing productivity to challenge and defeat the current imperialist international order is much easier. In the future, when a new international order is established, recognizing the nationalist components of each country but eliminating nationalist emotions in the international order, it is completely possible to build a brand-new world order and push the entire human society onto the path of developing productivity. I not only have deep confidence in this but will also do my utmost to carry it out."

Joffe was speechless for a moment. Although he still didn't understand which branch of communism He Rui believed in, these words themselves were undoubtedly the speech of a communist.

In this speechlessness, Joffe began to re-evaluate what kind of person He Rui actually was. But classifying He Rui as a communist in a short time—Joffe found he couldn't do it immediately.
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Before coming to Shenyang, Joffe thought that if the talks went smoothly, he would stay in Shenyang for a relatively long time; three or five days would just be the beginning, and ten days might not be impossible. Leaving on the third day after arriving in Shenyang was indeed beyond Joffe's expectations.

Seeing that parting was imminent, He Rui took out a thin envelope and handed it over. Joffe felt that He Rui didn't look like the kind of person who gave money, but he didn't take it immediately either.

He Rui smiled. "We have set up liaison offices in Beijing and Shanghai, as well as distribution stations for the *Northeast Daily*. I have already sent a telegram to the liaison offices. If you encounter problems you cannot solve, you can try to find them at the liaison offices."

For Russians traveling in China, such a gift might be of great help to their safety. Joffe took the envelope and sincerely expressed his gratitude to He Rui.

Seeing He Rui preparing to say goodbye, Joffe suddenly remembered a question he was a bit curious about. "General He, why did you change the name of Fengtian to Shenyang?"

He Rui answered plainly, "Because this place was originally called Shenyang; Fengtian was a name for political propaganda."

Joffe was speechless for a moment. He Rui's words were correct in a sense, but publicly declaring the cancellation of political propaganda was also a form of political propaganda. As a revolutionary, Joffe knew this very well.

Walking out of the government office building, Joffe stopped and looked back at this magnificent building; the window of He Rui's office couldn't be seen from the outside. Joffe believed He Rui must be very clear that the Bolshevik government's diplomatic mission would next go to Beijing to meet the leaders of the Beiyang government, and would continue south to contact Sun Yat-sen in the south. When contacting Beiyang and Sun Yat-sen, the Bolshevik regime delegation would conduct negotiations beneficial to the Bolshevik regime at the expense of He Rui's interests. But He Rui didn't mind this; this was the magnanimity of a politician.

There was still some time before the train departed. Joffe took out the meeting report he had written in the VIP room.

"...He Rui is a political party leader with a global vision. Judging from the local governance of the Northeast, his comrades are excellent. He Rui and his Civilization Party will become the force leading China in the future. It was confirmed in the conversation that He Rui will not engage in parliamentary party politics, nor does he wish to see the emergence of bourgeois political parties, but He Rui does not oppose the emergence of capitalists. The stance of his Civilization Party tends more toward bourgeois reformism. However, in opposing the imperialist global order, He Rui's attitude is very clear, willing to cooperate with progressive forces opposing imperialism, and suggesting that the Bolshevik Central Committee conduct higher-level talks with He Rui..."

Looking at this report, Joffe felt an inexplicable melancholy in his heart, but couldn't figure out where this feeling came from.

Forcing himself to find a reason, Joffe could only suspect whether he might have been influenced by the scholarly air He Rui displayed during the conversation.

After pondering for a while, Joffe still couldn't determine any reason. But this feeling of melancholy lingered in his heart, faint but real.

Joffe could only force himself to gather his emotions and focus his thoughts on the upcoming diplomatic work.

Arriving in Beijing, Joffe saw a tea stall at the entrance of the train station selling the *Northeast Daily*. He bought a copy and saw that the newspaper described the 'Rice Riots' that had begun to end in Japan.

While in Shenyang, Joffe had begun to like the *Northeast Daily*. The content of this newspaper didn't seem extremely revolutionary, but was full of healthy and uplifting spirit. Those reports concerning the lives of ordinary people were very interesting and emitted the breath of life. What Joffe liked most were the news and commentary.

Now Japan was invading Russia, and the outbreak of the 'Rice Riots' in Japan was good news for the Russian Bolshevik government. The *Northeast Daily* was a Chinese newspaper, so its stance naturally wouldn't be on Russia's side.

"...To divert domestic contradictions and offset the impact of the socialist revolution in Japan, Japan launched a military invasion of Russia. However, because of the military invasion, it conversely triggered domestic rice riots, causing Japan's domestic contradictions to be displayed more intensely. From a historical perspective, this is truly an interesting correlation..."

"...Because the Japanese government purchased a large amount of rice and released it into the Japanese market to calm grain prices, this rice riot seems to have ended. However, the intensification of social contradictions triggered by the rice riots has not only not been weakened but will instead make the Japanese people realize that this riot swept the country yet did not change the existing order of Japan in the slightest because the Japanese people were not organized to struggle against the Japanese government. With this rehearsal, the socialist struggle in Japan will be ignited like a spark setting a prairie fire, launching resistance against Japan's current social system..."

After reading it, Joffe was truly puzzled in his heart. Looking only at the articles in the *Northeast Daily*, they were basically consistent with Bolshevik methodology, but He Rui actually allowed capitalists to exist in economic operations. In Joffe's view, this was undoubtedly naive!

Prohibiting capitalists from forming bourgeois political parties couldn't possibly make capitalists serve the cause of communism. Although He Rui offered an explanation, Joffe still couldn't accept the view that 'developing productivity requires striking a balance between efficiency and fairness'. This was also the reason why Joffe considered He Rui's political party to belong to the 'bourgeois reformists'.

Putting away the newspaper, Joffe composed himself and began to carry out his work in Beijing, China. What worried Joffe was that if the level of the Chinese Ministry of Foreign Affairs was like He Rui's, they would refuse to contact diplomatic personnel sent by the Bolshevik regime. The Bolsheviks had encountered such problems in other countries.

After meeting the personnel of the Ministry of Foreign Affairs of the Republic of China, Joffe found the situation worse than he thought. That indifferent attitude and disapproving expression proved that the Ministry of Foreign Affairs of the Republic of China didn't take the Bolshevik government seriously at all.

Originally, Joffe thought he wouldn't need to seek help from He Rui's forces so early, but now he had to go to the liaison office established by the Northeast Government in Wudaokou.

Just as He Rui said, the personnel at the liaison office had indeed received notification. Learning that Joffe looked forward to meeting high-level officials of the Ministry of Foreign Affairs of the Republic, they agreed. Now Joffe began to be certain that He Rui's influence in the Beiyang central government was far greater than that of an ordinary warlord. It was very likely that in the eyes of the Ministry of Foreign Affairs of the Republic, He Rui had an identity like a 'Prince-elector'.

More than an hour later, Lu Zhengxiang received the Director of the Northeast Bureau in his office. Learning of Commissar Joffe's request for a meeting, Lu Zhengxiang felt he had to meet him for He Rui's sake.

Sending off the Director, Minister Lu Zhengxiang felt that this guy He Rui was really diligent in doing things. A few days ago, Lu Zhengxiang had received a letter from He Rui. He Rui told Lu Zhengxiang that if the Russian Bolshevik government wanted to establish diplomatic relations with the Republic of China, the 'border demarcation issue' must be explicitly raised at the initial stage of establishing diplomatic relations. This was a diplomatic tradition; if not raised at that time, it would expose the extremely unprofessional status of diplomatic standards.

Lu Zhengxiang completely agreed with He Rui's evaluation of diplomatic professionalism, but let alone the Republic of China, starting from the Qing Dynasty, China had constantly ceded territory and paid indemnities, and had never had the experience of gaining territory. After receiving He Rui's letter, Lu Zhengxiang immediately went to see Duan Qirui and showed He Rui's letter to Duan Qirui as well.

Duan Qirui valued He Rui's views very much. Previously, He Rui asking the Ministry of Foreign Affairs to come forward and contact Britain to jointly oppose the Bolsheviks had brought Duan Qirui great benefits. The British probed Duan Qirui in many ways, asking if Duan Qirui could get He Rui's military support in case of a military conflict.

Regarding how to answer, Duan Qirui let Lu Zhengxiang come forward. Lu Zhengxiang elegantly used diplomatic language: "Premier Duan Qirui and Chairman He Rui are both committed to opposing the division of China."

The British diplomatic personnel understood the meaning in these words and threw out another difficult question: "Will Your Excellency Duan Qirui support Chairman He Rui to become his successor?"

If it were Lu Zhengxiang's personal view, he would be quite happy to see He Rui succeed Duan Qirui as Premier. But Lu Zhengxiang knew very well that the rules of Beiyang were definitely not like this, so he answered tactfully, "Our country has its own parliament; the candidates for President and Premier are decided by members of parliament."

The British diplomatic personnel smiled and didn't ask further.

There was nothing to ask about this matter. Whether Feng Guozhang or Duan Qirui, both knew they couldn't overthrow the opposing side. Now the dispute between the President's Office and the State Council was very fierce, so they could only take a step back each and let Xu Shichang serve as the President of the Republic.

However, the two were not simply retreating. During the parliamentary re-election, they had already arranged people loyal to themselves as members of parliament. Now there was a title outside called the 'Anfu Club'.

The real power figures retreated behind the scenes, and the power of the country was handed over to the parliament. Not only did it look good on the surface, but it also showed the high character and integrity of the two. However, this matter might work to deceive people who knew nothing, but for high-level officials and foreign diplomatic missions, it was as clear as a mirror.

As the Foreign Minister of the Republic, Lu Zhengxiang was also helpless. Lu Zhengxiang felt there was little hope for He Rui to take over Duan Qirui's Anhui clique. If He Rui wanted to hold power, he would probably have to defeat Duan Qirui's Anhui clique and Feng Guozhang's Zhili clique to get his wish. Lu Zhengxiang would rather maintain the status quo than see the country fall into full-scale civil war again.

The next day, Joffe met Foreign Minister of the Republic of China Lu Zhengxiang. Joffe expressed the wish of the Bolsheviks for both sides to establish diplomatic relations to this Foreign Minister in fluent Russian.

Lu Zhengxiang thought for a moment and raised a question. "Then where should the border line be drawn?"

This question struck directly at Joffe's difficulty and also made Joffe feel that the Beiyang regime and the overthrown Russian Tsarist regime were probably birds of a feather. Fox-like cowardice, lion-like ferocity. Seeing the opponent in weakness, they would pounce and bite.

This was not to say He Rui was some good person. If the standard for a good person was a kind normal person, the more excellent the strategist and politician, the farther they were from the good person standard of a kind normal person. He Rui was an extremely excellent strategist and politician.

From a political perspective, the Beiyang Foreign Minister didn't care about the wishes of the Bolshevik regime itself, nor did he consider the strategic thinking of the Bolshevik regime. Just acting according to imperialist rules—this was something the Bolshevik regime could absolutely not accept.

So Commissar Joffe said, "Your Excellency Foreign Minister, I wonder who the Republic government considers to be the Republic's greatest strategic opponent at present?"

Lu Zhengxiang hadn't expected Joffe to converse in this way, and couldn't help feeling somewhat that the Bolshevik regime was too opportunistic. No matter what situation the Republic faced, at least the diplomatic situation was much better than Russia's! Britain had formally proposed to the Republic government to oppose the Bolshevik regime together. Although He Rui had explained the British tradition of stirring up trouble very clearly in the letter—Britain's purpose in doing this was to pull other countries together to deal with Russia and then profit from it—China used to be the object besieged by others. At this time, Duan Qirui also had a clear attitude: the Sino-Russian border demarcation issue must be resolved, and Russia must return the land it occupied from China.

Duan Qirui definitely wouldn't let his Anhui clique troops deploy; if troops were really deployed, he would definitely make He Rui act. So Lu Zhengxiang was very clear about Duan Qirui's line of thought: occupy the benefits, absolutely bear no risks.

Such negotiation was a bit fresh for Lu Zhengxiang, but for Joffe, who participated in the *Treaty of Brest-Litovsk* negotiations, it was inevitably too boring. Compared with the Republic government's flimsy verbal threats, Germany's threat was unknown times greater. Although the strength of the Republic's Foreign Minister couldn't be called clumsy, compared with He Rui... Joffe didn't know whether to think He Rui wasn't Chinese or to think the Republic's Foreign Minister wasn't Chinese.

Since they were citizens of the same country, the gap in vision and philosophy was inevitably too large.

Finally, Joffe understood the attitude of the Republic government. Russia must first spit out the land occupied by Tsarist Russia from China, and only then might the Republic government discuss with the Bolshevik regime the issue of whether to recognize the Bolshevik government.

So the next day, Joffe expressed his thanks to the personnel of the Northeast Bureau in Beijing and took a train to the south that same day.

Arriving in Guangzhou, China, Joffe felt he had returned from autumn to summer. It was already cool in the Northeast, not enough for Russians to wear coats, but in Guangdong, wearing a single layer of clothing still made Joffe feel very hot.

In July 1917 (the 6th year of the Republic), because the Beiyang warlords led by Duan Qirui dissolved the parliament and abolished the *Provisional Constitution*, Sun Yat-sen united with the southwest warlords to establish a military government in Guangzhou. He was elected Grand Marshal to conduct the Constitutional Protection War. However, Sun Yat-sen was ostracized by warlords and politicians within the military government and had to resign from the post of Grand Marshal in May 1918 (the 7th year of the Republic). The failure of the First Constitutional Protection War made Sun Yat-sen realize that both northern and southern warlords were birds of a feather.

So in the summer of 1918, Sun Yat-sen sent a telegram expressing congratulations from Lenin and the Soviet government on the great victory of the Russian Revolution. The reason Joffe insisted on coming to see Sun Yat-sen was also because of this telegram.

In China, the Duan Qirui government stood on the side of the Entente Powers, following the British government to besiege Russia. Sun Yat-sen had been the President of the Republic and the Grand Marshal in the Constitutional Protection War, possessing huge influence in China. Between the Beiyang government and the Southern government, supporting Sun Yat-sen was the best choice.

As for He Rui... the more Joffe admitted He Rui's strength, the more he could feel He Rui's danger. This young 'Prince-elector' who appeared in the Chinese political arena like a meteor could absolutely not be used by anyone. If possible, Joffe would rather deal with the Beiyang government than conduct formal negotiations with He Rui.

As soon as the train stopped at the station, a military band was heard playing. Not long after, a group of soldiers walked onto the carriage, asking loudly, "Which one is Mr. Joffe!" "Where is Mr. Joffe!"

Although he didn't know the other party's intention, Joffe stood up. "I am Joffe!"

The soldiers immediately came forward to salute and escorted Joffe off the train. Looking at the banner held high above the military band, the accompanying Russian comrade explained to Joffe, "It was Grand Marshal Sun Yat-sen who sent people to welcome us."

Joffe felt relieved. Far from Beijing, the center of Beiyang rule, Sun Yat-sen's influence was huge, enough to stand up to Beiyang as an equal.

Looking at the soldiers who came to welcome him, Joffe exchanged a few pleasantries but found himself uncontrollably comparing these people with He Rui's troops. And intuitively speaking, Joffe was not optimistic about the Southern army.

Leaving aside height, just in terms of military uniforms and deportment, He Rui's army was obviously well-organized and well-trained. As for the demeanor of the soldiers, these Southern soldiers felt somewhat like the White Army. They were often accustomed to staring with wide eyes, posing as soldiers, as if worried people wouldn't know they were soldiers possessing military force.

He Rui's subordinates were much more restrained, a feeling more similar to the German army. Moreover, He Rui's troops wearing service uniforms made the Northeast Army officers look like they had received secondary or higher education. The military uniforms of the Southern army looked like a group of arrogant soldiers. The gap between the two sides was indeed a bit large.

Soon, Commissar Joffe met Sun Yat-sen for the first time. His appearance was clear and bright, his gaze bright. Only his hair was somewhat gray and slightly thin. Sun Yat-sen also introduced his main comrades to Joffe.

Joffe politely shook hands with these people and couldn't help thinking of He Rui again. Sun Yat-sen's attitude toward his comrades was more like treating followers, treating subordinates. In contrast, He Rui's attitude was treating comrades. Facing Commissar Joffe, He Rui was obviously consistent with his comrades, so there wasn't particularly much communication between them; all actions were very consistent.

But between Sun Yat-sen and his comrades, there was excessive communication and excessive small movements. And when Sun Yat-sen introduced his comrades to Joffe, there was also that flavor of 'showing off' typical of old-school Russian officers. As if proving he had so many subordinates could reflect his personal value.

These manifestations were not deliberate but revealed unconsciously. Precisely because of this, Joffe had roughly felt why Sun Yat-sen clearly became famous earlier than He Rui and had much richer political experience than He Rui, yet He Rui possessed strength Sun Yat-sen couldn't compare with.

According to the intelligence obtained by the Bolsheviks, most of He Rui's subordinates were graduates of military academies or other regular schools. And they were not Northeast locals but followed He Rui from wealthy areas like Beijing and Tianjin to the Northeast, an economically not-so-superior region.

Such an organization was exactly the same as the Bolsheviks; a large number of Bolshevik leading cadres chose to follow the communist ideal in this way, and no amount of arduous environment made them waver.
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After conversing with Sun Yat-sen for several hours, Sun Yat-sen stood up and invited Joffe and his party to a banquet in his southern accent. Dishes Joffe had never seen before were served one by one; the dazzling array made the Russians from the distant north suddenly feel admiration for Chinese cuisine.

Besides the fine food, several kinds of fine wine were also served. Especially Hu Hanmin, wearing round-lensed glasses, kept urging them to drink, making Joffe feel that this guy wanted to get the entire Bolshevik government diplomatic delegation drunk.

As a Russian, Joffe was confident in his drinking capacity; he drank every cup offered. Not long after, Hu Hanmin swayed and had to be helped aside by someone. Another guard surnamed Chiang (Chiang Kai-shek) then stepped forward to compete in drinking with Joffe and the others.

Russians also had the habit of competing in drinking. After a few rounds, the guard surnamed Chiang also had a completely red face and couldn't quite hold on. Just then, Sun Yat-sen couldn't stand it anymore. "Let's stop drinking here for today; I still want to have a long, heart-to-heart talk with Commissar Joffe."

Hearing this, Sun Yat-sen's subordinates withdrew and sat back in their seats to continue eating. Joffe finally had some peace and was in the mood to sort out the current situation.

In Beijing, the Beiyang government was very indifferent to Joffe and his party and did not host a banquet for them. Given Beiyang's stance and demands, Joffe didn't mind this.

In the Northeast, the banquet He Rui hosted didn't have many dishes, and all alcohol was self-serve. He Rui and his comrades drank very little and certainly didn't urge others to drink. Even Hu Xiushan, who loved alcohol the most, just poured and drank by himself, looking very relaxed.

Sun Yat-sen's subordinates obviously wanted to get Joffe drunk, which made Joffe unable to understand what it meant. After eating for a while longer, Sun Yat-sen asked, "I wonder what Mr. Lenin entrusted Mr. Joffe to bring to Guangzhou?"

Joffe indeed had no diplomatic mission specifically targeting Sun Yat-sen. Especially after seeing Sun Yat-sen's current strength, even if there originally really was one, he wouldn't discuss it anymore. Sun Yat-sen's strength was too weak, to the point of having no transactional value. "Comrade Lenin is very grateful for Mr. Sun Yat-sen's telegram. I came to Guangzhou this time specifically to express gratitude."

Sun Yat-sen didn't show an overly disappointed expression. He smiled. "Since you have already met our Revolutionary Party comrades, I wonder what Comrade Joffe's evaluation is."

Joffe looked at the others and answered frankly, "Mr. Sun Yat-sen has ambitious ideals, and your comrades are all full of vitality and possess a strong spirit of dedication; they are very reliable partners."

Hearing such an evaluation, Sun Yat-sen's subordinates revealed some smiles. But everyone wanted to hear more than just these praises; it would be better if the Russian Bolshevik regime brought more pragmatic support.

However, Joffe did not indicate any support in arms or funds; Joffe didn't even continue speaking. For a moment, the scene turned cold just like that.

Seeing the reaction of these people, Joffe could only continue, "I am very interested in the *Plan for National Reconstruction* proposed by Mr. Sun. Some of the viewpoints in it are very novel. I wonder if Mr. Sun Yat-sen could give me a copy so I can bring it back to Russia and present it to Comrade Lenin."

Sun Yat-sen made a few modest remarks and promised to send Joffe a copy as soon as possible. Seeing that Joffe didn't continue discussing aid, Sun Yat-sen could only inquire, "I wonder how the war situation in Russia is?"

Hearing this question, Joffe felt a pang of distress in his heart. Although China's overall level was not as good as Russia's, China at least maintained peace. In contrast, Russia was mired in a tragic civil war. Thinking of the desolation along the Russian railway seen on the way here, and those Russian people with pale faces and frail bodies, Joffe felt even worse.

But Joffe didn't let such emotions show. He looked up and forced a smile. "The scales of victory are tipping toward the Bolshevik regime. We look forward to Mr. Sun sending someone to visit Moscow, which will have restored peace, in the near future."

Sun Yat-sen agreed, and the banquet fell into silence again. Finally, the banquet ended in this somewhat awkward atmosphere. Joffe returned to his residence and informed the accompanying comrades to prepare for the return journey.

Hearing such a suggestion, the comrades who attended the banquet didn't ask much. Everything they saw proved Sun Yat-sen's strength; the Bolshevik regime completely didn't need such an ally right now. Someone asked, "Are we taking a ship to Tianjin or to the Kwantung Leased Territory?"

"To the Kwantung Leased Territory, then return home by rail," Joffe answered decisively.

The next day, Joffe proposed the arrangement for imminent departure. Sun Yat-sen could only express regret and at the same time invited Joffe to meet with some local personnel in Guangdong. Joffe noticed that until the meeting ended, Sun Yat-sen didn't invite Joffe to visit military camps or other places. This shouldn't be because Sun Yat-sen distrusted Joffe; it was very likely that Sun Yat-sen didn't have an army worth visiting under his command.

Before parting, Joffe handed the written joint statement to Sun Yat-sen. "Mr. Sun Yat-sen, upon returning to Moscow, I will issue this statement. Please have a look."

Sun Yat-sen was obviously somewhat pleasantly surprised. He quickly read it, praising it as he read. After finishing, he ordered someone to bring a manuscript. "This is the *Plan for National Reconstruction* I have completed so far. I present it to Mr. Joffe; please be sure to bring it to Mr. Lenin."

"Please rest assured," Joffe also said solemnly.

Finally boarding the train, Joffe could finally breathe a long sigh of relief after the train started moving. Before arriving in Guangdong, Joffe thought the meeting with the Beiyang government might be the most boring and useless itinerary, but things were by no means that simple.

Having ample time on the train, he flipped through Sun Yat-sen's *Plan for National Reconstruction* for a while. Joffe closed the manuscript, took out a notebook, and began writing his report.

"...Sun Yat-sen's political program is a mixture of various ideas. Due to a complete lack of practical political experience, the program is also a jumble of various ideas. What can be clarified from this trip is that the military strength led by Sun Yat-sen originates from the warlords in southern China. When southern Chinese warlords need to wage war, they will offer support to Sun Yat-sen to gain the help of his prestige. As for Sun Yat-sen's own team, it is very weak, with a loose organizational structure..."

He quickly finished writing the report on Sun Yat-sen. Rereading all three reports, Joffe believed that only the one on He Rui was truly valuable, especially after comparing with other forces in China; He Rui's uniqueness was completely revealed.

Precisely because of this, Joffe added another paragraph. "The current political system of China has not been completely liberated from the influence of the monarchy. If He Rui is not considered, both North China and South China display an extremely unprofessional level in politics and diplomacy. The only valuable region is the Northeast. Even the capital of China is just a traditional capital of the old empire; perhaps a political center and railway transportation hub, but not a military center or economic center. If the factor of He Rui is not considered, China's weak strength is completely insufficient to constitute a real threat to Russia. Judging from current developments, China's center will shift more toward the south, the British sphere of influence, in the future, and the Beiyang government is bound to become a puppet government of imperialism..."

Writing up to here, Joffe stopped his pen. Since the general situation in China was clear, Joffe could only suggest to the Bolshevik Central Committee to cooperate with He Rui. Joffe was still very resistant to this judgment. If He Rui's inner considerations were actually the same as other forces in China, trusting He Rui lightly would undoubtedly be a wrong choice. Just as Comrade Stalin said, He Rui was very likely planning a conspiracy.

Joffe guessed right; He Rui was indeed planning a conspiracy at this time. But the target was not Russia, but Japan, which was attacking Russia.

History has proven countless times that the best way to make a conspiracy succeed is to push the boat with the current, and all the content of this conspiracy should not be hidden but placed grandly on the table.

Mitsui Yasuki and He Rui sat facing each other cross-legged, with a Gongfu tea table placed between them. He Rui poured the second brew into the cup in front of Mitsui before asking, "Mitsui-kun, the Japanese newspapers I saw said the 12th Division has moved out. I wonder if other divisions will participate in the operation to attack Vladivostok?"

Mitsui Yasuki completely understood He Rui's thoughts. "He-kun, if it weren't for the domestic Rice Riots, I wouldn't have come personally. This trip is to ensure the grain supply on He-kun's side."

He Rui probed, "Mitsui-kun saw our Government Work Report?"

"Yes." Mitsui Yasuki nodded. He Rui had been in the Northeast for only three years but had already produced a very serious Government Work Report. According to the report, He Rui's grain revenue last year was 900 million *jin*. This was not a small number, but it wasn't enough. According to calculations by accountants in the Mitsui conglomerate, He Rui's current grain stock should be between 30 million *jin* and 50 million *jin*, and at most wouldn't exceed 55 million *jin*.

So Mitsui Yasuki asked, "I wonder if He-kun can tell me how much grain is currently in the warehouse, and how much can be obtained if purchasing from the populace?"

He Rui did a quick mental calculation. "Mitsui-kun, even if a division has 20,000 men, a month of combat only requires 1.2 million *jin* of grain. Our current grain stock is still around 40 million *jin*. Since the Japanese government entrusted Mitsui-kun to prepare military grain supplies, I can guarantee there won't be problems."

After speaking, He Rui laughed heartily. "War is dangerous; I have no intention of standing by and watching. However, if the Japanese army wants to pacify Sakhalin and Vladivostok as soon as possible, one division probably isn't enough; three divisions would be needed. I should also prepare more military grain and materials."

Mitsui Yasuki wanted very much to say that he also looked forward to such a result. The greater the military consumption, the more the Mitsui conglomerate, as the grain supplier, would earn.

But it was better to keep this tacit understanding in mind; saying it publicly wasn't appropriate. Especially in the eyes of a discerning person like He Rui, it was particularly inappropriate.

Just as Mitsui Yasuki wanted to say something about Sino-Japanese relations, he heard He Rui ask, "Mitsui-kun, I wonder if Japan will dispatch colonization groups to reclaim land in Vladivostok?"

Sure enough, smart people don't need unnecessary words. Mitsui Yasuki sighed, "Someone has already intervened in this matter; it's inconvenient for us."

One phrase 'us' made He Rui smile and nod. "So that's how it is."

Although He Rui worried about gilding the lily, he still said, "If those people can't undertake it, Mitsui-kun might as well bravely undertake the supply work."

Mitsui Yasuki smiled slightly. There was absolutely no need to discuss this matter now; He Rui was obviously anxious too. But Mitsui Yasuki could understand. After all, this was big business, and a good business where money and goods were exchanged on the spot. After the Rice Riots, the Japanese government managed to suppress rice prices a bit with great difficulty, but they still couldn't return to the prices before the European war.

He Rui had already made a sum from exporting grain. If he could take all the logistical grain supply for Japan's march into Vladivostok, it would be another large sum of money.

Knowing what He Rui sought, Mitsui Yasuki changed the subject. "Is He-kun interested in expanding coal exports?"
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Initially, the US did not intend to enter Afghanistan fully, but wanted to deal with the Taliban through special forces and fierce bombing, and then support other armed forces in Afghanistan to seize political power.

However, Russia immediately expressed willingness to provide military bases in Central Asia for US use. China also expressed willingness to let Pakistan provide a land passage. Seeing such support from these two major powers, the thinking of the US decision-makers became active. Afghanistan had an excellent geographical location, and the Taliban were vulnerable. If the US could build Afghanistan into one of its strongholds, it would drive a wedge in an excellent strategic location, threatening Russia's soft underbelly and China's northwest simultaneously.

Finally, the US decided to go ahead and fully invade Afghanistan.

It must be said that in terms of instigating color revolutions in Central Asia and injecting extremist forces into China's northwest, the US achieved things they couldn't do before. It indeed had good results.

But 20 years after invading Afghanistan, the US military withdrew with ash on their faces and dirt on their heads (in disgrace), and all previous strategic positioning came to naught. In the subsequent strategic summary, the US military angrily stated, 'The US was strategically misled by other major powers.'

He Rui felt the US military told the truth, but this kind of high-level deception is used this way, and it carries great risks. Because with the unrivaled dominance of the US in 2001, it was very likely to truly achieve its goals in Afghanistan. This required the upper echelon making the decision to bear immense pressure of judgment.

Obviously, both China and Russia made the same judgment and reaped fruitful results after a long period of 20 years. When He Rui decided to imitate this experience, the comrades of the Military Commission were very worried. Russia was so weak now; Japan might really swallow Vladivostok, and Vladivostok was Chinese territory that the comrades believed must be taken back.

He Rui could only announce his arrangement to the comrades: launch a military strike against Japan by early 1923 at the latest. Hearing such a request, even the unconventional fellow Cheng Ruofan didn't dare to utter a word.

He Rui solemnly announced to this group of guys who were already suffocating under heavy work, "By early 1923 at the latest, the strike against Japan must begin. The Japanese army will inevitably counterattack with full force. Comrades have seen the Japanese government's fiscal budget; they are very likely to maintain a standing army of 25 divisions, expanding to 50 divisions in wartime. Since we have no navy, we will face between 500,000 and 1 million Japanese troops at that time."

Seeing the comrades all silent, He Rui felt he didn't need to explain why he supported Japan's invasion of Vladivostok. Vladivostok between 1918 and 1923 was like Afghanistan in the early 21st century; the purpose was to draw Japan's strategic attention. No matter how arrogant the Japanese army was, it wouldn't have the power or determination to challenge both China and Russia simultaneously.

Based on the principle of 'I'll take the blame, you go die', let Russia bear the heavy burden of attracting Japan first. He Rui trusted the strategic judgment ability of Comrade Lenin and Comrade Stalin very much. Once China launched a military strike against Japan, presumably these two strategists would immediately understand the purpose of He Rui's previous actions.

Moreover, the more excellent the strategist, the more they possess the ability to judge the hour and size up the situation. If He Rui achieved his strategic goal, the two most excellent strategists in the history of the Bolshevik Party would never choose to be enemies with the Northeast, and the friendship between China and Russia would have a solid foundation.

As for Mitsui Yasuki before him, He Rui didn't care at all. Mitsui Yasuki was just a merchant, just a capitalist. With Mitsui Yasuki's insight and foresight, he could probably judge that He Rui's purpose in supporting Japan's invasion of Vladivostok wasn't simply to make a profit, but to divert the trouble northward.

Mitsui Yasuki should be able to understand that there must be a war between China and Japan. But so what if he knew? Mitsui Yasuki could do nothing except what a capitalist should do. Japan was a feudal country with industry, and it was still the old nobility holding power in Japan. He Rui was very clear, and Mitsui Yasuki was also very clear, that the Mitsui family could influence Japanese policy but could never decide Japan's fate.

Ending the meeting with such a relaxed mood, He Rui completely put Joffe's matter behind him. The Military Commission members had been in meetings for three days, and it was time for He Rui to attend the meeting again.

As soon as he saw the comrades, He Rui immediately regretted it. Xu Chengfeng had a handsome square face, but at this time he was unshaven, his eyes were red, and his square face had almost turned into a long face (character 'Mu' shape).

Every young comrade looked much more haggard. The most pitiful one was Cheng Ruofan. This guy had a delicate face rare among soldiers, so he looked particularly heartbreaking when haggard.

He Rui immediately advised, "Comrades, everyone go back and rest for a day first."

Cheng Ruofan was also unshaven and his eyes were swollen. He shook his head stubbornly. "No, please explain your arrangement to us clearly, Chairman."

Other young comrades had the same attitude. After racking their brains for a few days without achieving any results, the unwillingness in their hearts became even stronger.

He Rui asked for the plan produced by the young comrades and flipped through it. The pages rustled as He Rui flipped faster and faster. That speed made Cheng Ruofan, Xu Chengfeng, and others doubt whether He Rui was really reading!

Turning the last page, He Rui patted the table and asked everyone to stand up. "Sirang, you are a military representative at the truck manufacturing plant. I ask you, after the war starts, how many military representatives do you think the truck factory needs to ensure the smooth production of trucks requisitioned by the army?"

Zheng Sirang was stunned. He answered hesitantly, "Probably about..."

He Rui interrupted Zheng Sirang. "Don't say 'probably'. How much do you yourself know about the truck production process?"

Zheng Sirang hurriedly began to recall the truck production process. He was sure he had studied it seriously and memorized it. However, after not sleeping well for a few days, Zheng Sirang only felt his brain had become like paste. If He Rui asked about arrangements for putting cavalry into battle, Zheng Sirang still felt he could say something, but regarding truck production, he really couldn't give an answer.

He Rui let Zheng Sirang sit down and turned to ask Cheng Ruofan, "Ruofan, we want to block the Japanese army from rescuing the Kwantung Leased Territory by the Yalu River. Have you determined where to build permanent fortifications? If building them, how to keep it secret in these few years?"

Cheng Ruofan was tongue-tied. He was indeed responsible for formulating defensive work. But what Cheng Ruofan considered was how to fight field battles with the Japanese army. He had also considered arrangements for building field fortifications, but he hadn't considered building permanent fortifications of reinforced concrete at all.

He Rui stepped forward and pressed Cheng Ruofan's shoulder, letting this guy who was preparing to hem and haw sit down too. Then he turned to Chief of Staff Zhong Yifu. "Yifu, you are responsible for staff work and have also studied the German General Staff system. So how many levels of mobilization does war require, and what standards need to be formulated for each level of mobilization? With changes in the war situation, under what circumstances should various standards be activated? Have you carefully studied the Statistics Department's Northeast population figures, gender ratio, and age structure ratio?"

Zhong Yifu was just stunned for a moment and answered decisively, "Report to the Chairman, I didn't start from this direction."

After speaking, without He Rui needing to act, Zhong Yifu obediently sat back in his seat.

He Rui smiled slightly and turned to Xu Chengfeng. "Your work direction should be to consider exactly how many troops to commit. I believe you have analyzed Japanese military intelligence. But have you studied the Japanese government's fiscal budget? We not only need to know how many Japanese troops we are fighting, but also how long we will fight the Japanese army, and to what extent the intensity of the war will reach. You even have to judge, from the beginning of the war to the closing stage, given Japan's munition inventory and production capacity, plus Japan's possible foreign arms purchases, how many shells they can fire. Although this number won't be accurate, it should always be calculated."

Xu Chengfeng originally had his brows tightly furrowed. Hearing this, he was suddenly relieved. He plumped down on the chair and said happily, "Thank you, Chairman, I understand the direction."

He Rui looked at Hu Xiushan. "Road planning, you did it. Personnel transportation and material transportation, you also did. But your schedule is a mess. Did you not do it seriously? Or do you have other considerations?"

Hu Xiushan smiled bitterly. "Chairman, I actually did the transportation needed for troop movements and didn't consider the possibility of mass mobilization."

He Rui pressed the shoulder of the exhausted Hu Xiushan and let him sit down. Only then did he turn to Zhou Yinshan. "Old Zhou, your staff work is relatively solid. But you didn't consider how to simulate actual combat. I mean you didn't organize exercise troops to simulate a Japanese division. Is it because you encountered problems?"

Zhou Yinshan also sat down. "I didn't consider it. If we are to organize a mock Japanese division, you have to preside over it personally."

"Don't worry, I'm familiar with this," He Rui laughed. After speaking, He Rui ordered, "Now I'll let everyone go back to rest. Who still has things they don't understand?"

"Understood!" the comrades said one after another, only Cheng Ruofan didn't speak. He Rui looked over and saw that Cheng Ruofan was already lying on the table, having fallen asleep in just this moment.

Zhou Yinshan sighed, "Ruofan hasn't slept at all for these past few days."

After sighing, Zhou Yinshan said again, "Perhaps I misjudged him; this child is much tougher than I thought."

He Rui nodded slightly but just called the guard to carry Cheng Ruofan to the lounge next door. Cheng Ruofan was a young soldier He Rui liked very much. This guy's weakness wasn't a lack of talent or intelligence, but because his knowledge system was incomplete, he was exceptionally dogmatic.

Compared with the calmness and perseverance of other young soldiers of this era, Cheng Ruofan's personality was actually closer to young people of the 21st century, which was also the reason why He Rui particularly liked Cheng Ruofan.

Young people in the 21st century seemingly had difficulty concentrating, or often had flights of fancy, or shouted about 'lying flat' after suffering setbacks. But these were not their essence. In He Rui's view, the biggest problem facing young people in the 21st century was not getting practical opportunities matched with their knowledge system.

From the perspective of knowledge, the content everyone learned was completely sufficient. But wanting to practice while learning required a large investment of resources. The demand for these resources far exceeded the limit schools could bear. So various universities and other schools had no other way except locking students in schools and preventing them from going out to cause trouble.

To cultivate students with moral, intellectual, physical, aesthetic, and labor development, locking them up was absolutely not enough. This was the current situation facing China: wanting to promote the comprehensive progress of the people, but lacking sufficient resources.

He Rui firmly believed that as long as there were enough resources, Chinese youth could definitely be called one of the most excellent groups of people in the world. Just like this guy Cheng Ruofan.
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Xu Jia, Party Committee Secretary of the Statistics Department, received three applications for intelligence acquisition in succession. He frowned slightly, turning the beads in his hand. Intelligence matters were naturally the more detailed the better, but intelligence on Japan itself required various collections. The number of relevant intelligence personnel had to be increased.

After thinking for a moment, Xu Jia put down the beads and wrote a report: "Recently, the demand for intelligence collection on Japan has continued to expand. It is necessary to increase intelligence stations in Japan, Korea, and Ryukyu... request to increase personnel training expenses."

It was already the second day when He Rui received this report. Xu Jia's method of solving the problem made He Rui quite satisfied. Organizing training seemed like the clumsiest method, but if the education model could run well, this would be the most effective method.

After reading the report, He Rui originally wanted to make requests regarding the curriculum provided by Xu Jia, but finally made a phone call asking Xu Jia to change into clothes for going to the countryside and come over.

When Xu Jia hurriedly arrived at He Rui's place, he saw that He Rui was also prepared. The car outside was ready. As soon as the car started, He Rui asked, "Have you finished studying the course on general mobilization?"

Xu Jia shook his head slightly. "Report to the Chairman, too many things are handed over to the Statistics Department now. Our personnel number is insufficient, and their strength is also insufficient. We need more excellent comrades to join."

He Rui heard the same words in all departments, so he didn't answer this question. "The historical development of general mobilization—you must have finished studying this part, right?"

"Yes," Xu Jia replied, sighing with emotion in his heart. Even this part that looked like it was just recounting history already contained a huge amount of information. At the end of the 18th century, France carried out a thorough national general mobilization in the war against the European intervention forces, pioneering the national general mobilization system. Most subsequent wars between industrialized nations adopted the general mobilization system.

He Rui continued to ask, "How is our arrangement targeting the Ministry of Foreign Affairs being implemented? Double 11... time waits for no one!"

Working beside He Rui was just this high-intensity; Xu Jia was used to it. Because He Rui would never stand by and order others around; when problems arose, He Rui would personally take action. So Xu Jia asked, "Chairman, does 'Double 11' refer to two days ago?"

Two days ago was November 11th. Xu Jia certainly didn't know that He Rui in another spacetime often shopped online on this day. What Xu Jia knew was that the European War, which started on July 28, 1914, and ended on November 11, 1918, lasting four years, had ended.

In the European War, European powers all adopted general mobilization. As for their mobilization intensity, people would have to be sent to investigate and study after the war ended.

The reason for targeting the Ministry of Foreign Affairs was largely to collect intelligence on general mobilization through the personnel dispatch work of the Ministry of Foreign Affairs. And that guy Lu Zhengxiang was currently striving to build an excellent Ministry of Foreign Affairs as he imagined it. So the Statistics Department wrote a letter to Lu Zhengxiang in He Rui's name, which Lu Zhengxiang took as He Rui wanting to recommend people to enter the Ministry of Foreign Affairs, causing some awkward situations for the Intelligence Division in the process.

The Intelligence Division had roughly discussed a result. Seeing He Rui just smile at the mention of 'Double 11', Xu Jia said, "Chairman, we want to ask you to meet Lu Zhengxiang once. If that guy still doesn't work out, we'll find a way to remove him and see if the new Foreign Minister will be obedient."

He Rui was relatively satisfied in his heart and asked, "Is the time arranged? Shall I go to Beijing, or invite Lu Zhengxiang to come here to us, or should both sides go somewhere else?"

Xu Jia answered immediately, "We really want to invite Lu Zhengxiang to Fengtian... oh, to Shenyang. But this doesn't conform to the rules, right?"

He Rui hadn't decided what to do either. Xu Jia didn't want He Rui to run to Beijing again, and neither did He Rui. Especially since the current international situation was changing rapidly, which would inevitably trigger domestic changes, He Rui couldn't judge what would happen on the Beiyang side either.

Finally, He Rui decided not to go to Beijing and said to Xu Jia, "I will write a letter to Director-General Duan, saying that we have suggestions for the upcoming peace conference."

Saying this meant that He Rui himself wanted Lu Zhengxiang to come to Shenyang. Xu Jia also agreed, so he changed the subject. "Chairman, the special agency established for Japan needs to expand its personnel now."

"For intelligence work on Japan, more arrangements should be made for investigating its port logistics," He Rui gave a suggestion directly.

Xu Jia was somewhat puzzled. "Chairman, Japan's production is also very important."

He Rui nodded. "You are right. But what is our arrangement targeting Japan for? For war. Regardless of how many products are produced in Japan, and regardless of how these products are used domestically in Japan, Japanese equipment that can be used against us must be transported by shipping. I think figuring out port logistics can meet our needs."

"So that's how it is..." Xu Jia understood He Rui's thoughts but found he couldn't figure out how to solve port surveillance at all.

He Rui chuckled lightly. "There are several methods that can go hand in hand. The first is naturally to cooperate with the proletarian revolutionaries in Japan. We are willing to support their struggle and look forward to their success. But to make the Japanese revolutionaries understand our goals requires very outstanding comrades. Do we have such talents?"

Xu Jia took out a notebook to record it down before answering, "I will arrange it."

"In addition, cooperate with Korean patriots attempting to restore Korea. In heavy physical labor like at the docks, Japan tends to use Korean laborers more. This is also our opportunity. I'm afraid there are no other methods for the time being. We must never try to bribe people at the port; that would be too easy to alert the enemy."

Hearing this, Xu Jia nodded repeatedly. "Precisely so."

Talking and chatting, the car drove to a place dozens of kilometers away. He Rui and Xu Jia were both wearing clothes suitable for field work. The scene in front of them was very grand. Both had participated in the construction of the Shanmen Reservoir, but the place before them was a huge construction site far larger in scale than the Shanmen Reservoir.

As He Rui arrived, the person in charge of the construction site immediately rushed over to welcome him. Seeing the somewhat restrained demeanor of this young person in charge, He Rui laughed. "I came here to see the comrades' work and also to participate in the work, not to nitpick."

The young comrade quickly replied, "Please follow me, Chairman; I will introduce the situation of the construction site."

Xu Jia followed He Rui up the built simple road. Having had experience with the Shanmen Reservoir, Xu Jia had quite a few concepts about reservoirs; a considerable number of reservoirs were constructed using mountainous terrain.

He Rui's purpose for this trip was naturally to see this reservoir, which could provide irrigation for a million *mu* of fertile land; this was also a large-scale project in the First Five-Year Plan. At the same time, He Rui also wanted to understand the manpower mobilization status for building the reservoir.

The more he understood about the country, the more Xu Jia understood what national leaders had to do. Manpower deployment was content that national leaders must pay attention to. And manpower deployment involved various grassroots constructions: how many people could be recruited from each administrative village, how many of them could carry out operations across the entire Northeast, how many could only operate within the county, and how many could only operate in the village and the town to which the village belonged.

Three years ago, when Xu Jia followed He Rui, his understanding of these was still vague. Now he could finally understand these things. Going up along the ramp, he soon saw a large number of personnel on the construction site. Just a few glances confirmed that the number of personnel already put to work was four thousand. As for the parts not seen, the input would be even more.

The young person in charge followed behind He Rui and Xu Jia. Seeing the two looking while walking without saying a word, he couldn't figure out their thoughts at all, and became even more uneasy.

After walking for a while, He Rui stopped to ask about the daily workload, which made the person in charge feel relieved. After answering a few questions, someone ran over to report an unexpected situation. He Rui didn't stay long and told the person in charge to hurry back to work.

Not long after, He Rui and Xu Jia joined different earth-carrying teams respectively. Xu Jia watched from a distance as He Rui worked with vigor, talking and laughing with the people around him from time to time. He truly admired him in his heart. It wasn't that Xu Jia looked down on people, but he couldn't achieve He Rui's natural attitude.

Whenever he thought of work, Xu Jia was entangled by a large number of numbers, with various thoughts churning in his mind.

More importantly, Xu Jia couldn't figure out what to ask now. With Xu Jia's many inspection experiences, he easily only asked about what happened and devoted himself to those problems. To the extent that someone nicknamed Xu Jia 'Xu the King of Hell' behind his back. This nickname troubled Xu Jia very much; did pointing out problems in work make one the King of Hell?

At dusk, He Rui and Xu Jia finished their inspection and work and rode back to Shenyang together. On the way, Xu Jia asked, "Did the Chairman find any problems?"

He Rui replied, "Our training is not yet in place; we have to go back and check this."

This was also a reaction Xu Jia felt was characteristic of He Rui: any problem with He Rui was an internal organizational construction problem, not a grassroots execution problem. The blame often fell on the person in charge, which was why the middle and upper levels in the Northeast held He Rui in awe.

Since He Rui said this, Xu Jia followed up, wanting to see which aspects He Rui was dissatisfied with this time. "Where is the problem with training?"

Hearing Xu Jia's tone, He Rui laughed. "I don't mean to punish anyone. This time, I was a bit surprised that the standard for the training results of the two-year term hasn't been set. Xu Jia, do you think a two-year overall assessment is appropriate?"

Only then did Xu Jia understand He Rui's point of attention. It turned out He Rui had already skipped the judgment of specific work and started to consider the content of the entire training system.

This work had to be completed by the Statistics Department. Fingering his beads, Xu Jia asked about his confusion in a pleasant baritone, "What are the Chairman's thoughts on the assessment this time?"

"I think it takes about two years from being a village head to a township head. From town mayor to county magistrate, it's about the same time. County magistrate to city mayor is another two years. After that, it's working in provincial departments or coming to work in the Northeast local government. We arrived in the Northeast in '15 and started training a large number of cadres afterward. By 1923, it will actually be 7 years, and we won't be able to complete the overall selection and training. So how to adjust the current selection system is a very major task. Once we enter the state of general mobilization, can we operate this system smoothly? What degree of knowledge do those cadres need to master to be competent in their jobs?"

He Rui's series of questions silenced Xu Jia. He tried to look at the problem from He Rui's perspective and only felt uneasy in his heart. The population in the territory actually controlled by the Civilization Party was not large, less than 30 million. But the nominal territory was huge.

Outer Mongolia had an area of about 1.8 million square kilometers, and Inner Mongolia about 1.1 million. The three Northeast provinces had an area of less than 800,000. The three territories added up to around 3.8 million square kilometers. Purely in terms of area, the territory of He Rui, known as the 'Fengtian clique', was the largest in the country.

To fully utilize these lands, the work to be done was truly immense. Just imagining it made Xu Jia feel tremendous pressure.

Finally, Xu Jia could only reply, "Chairman, I will check the archives again."

He Rui shook his head. "That is a very inefficient thing to do. We must let the organization departments in various places take responsibility."

"Organization Department?" Xu Jia couldn't recall such an institution in the Northeast.

He Rui replied, "I plan to establish an Organization Department specifically responsible for personnel work. Although the Statistics Department will still exist, personnel work will be handed over to the Organization Department."

"Then what work is left for the Statistics Department?"

"Domestic intelligence work will be handed over to the Security Bureau. For foreign work, a department will also be organized. The work of the Statistics Department is mainly various data statistics and setting various statistical calibers."

Another pile of fresh vocabulary; Xu Jia felt a bit dazed. He heard He Rui continue, "These tasks will be carried out later. I have a question for you: do you have any thoughts on future job transfers? Which jobs are you interested in?"

Xu Jia was stunned. He Rui was explicitly telling Xu Jia that he wanted to change his job. In the Northeast, it was common for staff to move back and forth in various positions.

Including those comrades engaged in military work, there were also various transfers within the army. A typical example was Zheng Sirang, who was sent to the truck factory as a military representative.

Although Xu Jia knew very well that He Rui wanted to fully popularize the military representative system in sectors related to military industrial production, so he let Zheng Sirang undertake this extremely important task. But for those outside who didn't understand what a modern industrial country was, they thought Zheng Sirang had been exiled.

So from the beginning until now, only Xu Jia's position had remained unchanged. Suddenly receiving a notice of job adjustment, Xu Jia felt inexplicably uncomfortable in his heart.

He Rui laughed. "Don't worry, it won't be that fast. You formulate the assessment standards, especially make the analysis of the two-year training results as the basis of the assessment system."

Xu Jia also recovered his mood at this time and nodded. "Understood."

Getting up early the next morning, Xu Jia found that his mood had fully recovered, which indeed surprised Xu Jia himself a little. As for the reason, Xu Jia couldn't figure it out himself. Anyway, Xu Jia just continued to throw himself into busy work. The confirmed work content alone was already enough, and things with unknown results occupied the majority of the entire work.

For example, these two-year training results obviously belonged to a task with unpredictable general results.

He called relevant staff to discuss. Division Chief Liu, who managed cadre archives, immediately asked a question. "Secretary Xu, we have encountered a problem. Previously, when classifying archives, the education settings were made very unreasonable. Now they need adjustment. But in the results of the discussion, we found that canceling the rigid regulation on education is the best."

Xu Jia was originally considering dividing the two-year training result standards for cadres by education. Hearing Division Chief Liu actually wanted to remove the education requirement, he involuntarily kept a straight face and asked, "What is the reason?"

"Because the changes in education are too great," Division Chief Liu answered decisively. Due to the promotion of compulsory education and literacy work, the formulation of education levels began to change again and again, making archive management very troublesome. Some archive management personnel proposed a view: simply cancel the education content from the classification, which would make the overall work much easier.

This perspective left Xu Jia momentarily unsure of how to solve it, but this matter happened to conflict somewhat with the problem He Rui assigned, and he didn't know how to solve it for the time being. Xu Jia simply called He Rui and told him the problem.

He Rui couldn't help laughing after listening. "Hehe, Xu Jia, consider things ten years from now. How many illiterates will be left in China then? And what education levels will the personnel in the party, government, and army have then? However, the problem mentioned by that comrade, in my opinion, is a problem of archive management level. Is your analysis of this contradiction the same as mine?"

Xu Jia was stunned, and after a moment, he felt suddenly enlightened. But not long after, Xu Jia was worried again. "Chairman, do we have to open another archive major?"

"Yes, we must open it. Not only open it, but also try to invite foreign experts. I heard Director Zhao say that the domestic level of subject content in this area is very average. So I want to invite foreign experts to help us with training. You don't need to worry about this matter; the Department of Education will do it."
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On January 3, 1919, Lieutenant Colonel Itagaki Seishirō, head of the 'He Agency', delivered the latest report on He Rui to the General Staff Headquarters. The officers at the General Staff Headquarters merely accepted the report according to regulations but didn't look at the content. This made Itagaki Seishirō feel disappointed yet relieved all over.

Since those 'Excellencies' at the General Staff Headquarters were so complacent, Itagaki Seishirō also prepared to let himself rest well for a few days. As far as the intelligence content was concerned, as long as the old men read the report, Itagaki would probably not be at ease for a while.

Not long after leaving the door, he heard someone shouting behind him, "Itagaki-kun!"

Turning around, he saw Ishiwara Kanji and Yamamoto Isoroku behind him. Seeing that the rank insignia on Ishiwara Kanji's shoulder had changed from major to lieutenant colonel, Itagaki went up to this classmate of the same rank who was 5 years younger than him and smiled, "Already a lieutenant colonel?"

Ishiwara Kanji didn't mention his promotion at all and asked straight away, "Itagaki-kun, do you have time to go to Sendai?"

"Sendai? I have time, but..." Itagaki Seishirō didn't know for a moment why Ishiwara Kanji suddenly had the sudden notion to go to Sendai. But seeing Yamamoto Isoroku beside Ishiwara, Itagaki knew the reputation of the navy's rising star Yamamoto in the flower districts and gambling. Was there some incredibly beautiful geisha in Sendai that Ishiwara Kanji had to visit together with Yamamoto Isoroku?

So Itagaki Seishirō asked jokingly, "Is it to meet some woman in Sendai?"

"You're right! Are you going?" A smile with deep meaning appeared on Ishiwara Kanji's face.

Having stayed in Tokyo for a long time, Itagaki Seishirō also wanted to go out. His personality was quite compatible with Ishiwara Kanji, and he acted without much scruple, so he answered immediately, "I'll go with Ishiwara-kun."

On the train, two lieutenant colonels and a navy lieutenant commander sat in their seats as if no one else was present. Ishiwara Kanji introduced Yamamoto Isoroku, "Yamamoto-kun, Itagaki-kun studied at the Sendai Army Regional Cadet School."

"Oh? That is a famous school," Yamamoto Isoroku replied in a flat tone.

Itagaki Seishirō knew Yamamoto Isoroku was fond of women and gambling, and kept a poker face when gambling, making his thoughts completely unreadable. Seeing Yamamoto Isoroku revealing an inscrutable expression again at this time, he couldn't help asking, "I wonder what Yamamoto-kun is going to Sendai for?"

Yamamoto Isoroku looked at Ishiwara Kanji. "Ishiwara-kun said that in Sendai, one can see the future of Japan."

Even though Itagaki Seishirō had a good impression of Sendai, he really couldn't imagine any incredible factory in that place that could represent the future of Japan.

That evening, the group checked into a hotel in Sendai. While the hotel was serving food, Yamamoto Isoroku had already started chatting charmingly with the woman serving the dishes. Even though he was beside them the whole time, Itagaki couldn't figure out how Yamamoto Isoroku could make this hotel maid cover her mouth and laugh happily with just a few words.

When the last dish was served, the proprietress enthusiastically asked if the three mid-level officers had any other requests. Yamamoto smiled, "The food is very good, but there is a lack of someone to pour wine."

The proprietress was stunned. Seeing the maid sitting beside them without any intention of refusing, she could only smile apologetically and respond, "The guest is right. Miya, take good care of the guests."

Since the proprietress was so sensible, Yamamoto Isoroku immediately had the maid pour wine for the three of them. Here, Itagaki Seishirō couldn't help saying, "Yamamoto-kun going to Harvard University in the US to study is a very good opportunity. However, I'm afraid just as Yamamoto-kun goes to the US, war will break out between China and Japan."

The maid Miya hadn't expected Itagaki to say such things; she stopped halfway through pouring the wine. Yamamoto Isoroku smiled at Miya. "Don't mind that person; he said that deliberately to make you look at him more."

The hotel maid Miya burst into laughter and hurriedly continued pouring wine for the three.

Ishiwara Kanji answered Itagaki's question: "If He-kun were so impulsive, he wouldn't be scary at all."

Itagaki Seishirō disagreed. "Recently, China's Foreign Minister took several personnel who should be going to attend the Paris Peace Conference to Fengtian... went to Shenyang. Their purpose is to recover all rights and interests in Shandong. A big fight probably won't happen, but it's not impossible that He-kun might send troops to Shandong."

Yamamoto Isoroku picked up the sake bottle and poured a cup for the maid Miya before asking Itagaki Seishirō, "Does Itagaki-kun look forward to a war?"

Itagaki Seishirō was stunned. Ishiwara Kanji picked up his sake cup and said, "Solving the Shandong issue doesn't necessarily require fighting a war, unless the Army Ministry and He-kun already want to fight one."

After speaking, he raised his cup and drank it in one gulp. Yamamoto Isoroku nodded slightly and also drank the wine in his cup.

Seeing that Yamamoto of the Navy and Ishiwara of the Army held the same view, Itagaki Seishirō, responsible for investigating He Rui, said unhappily, "If you two knew what He-kun has done in Manchuria and Mongolia, you definitely wouldn't be so optimistic."

Yamamoto Isoroku shook his head. "There must be a war between China and Japan. Since Itagaki-kun said He-kun is meeting face-to-face with the Chinese Foreign Minister, then a fight won't happen in the short term."

Itagaki Seishirō knew he couldn't reveal much secret intelligence. Thinking of the industrial development in the Northeast, especially how He Rui achieved self-production of light weapons, machine guns, and mortars in just three years, Itagaki Seishirō felt somewhat anxious in his heart. Yamamoto Isoroku saying that war between China and Japan was inevitable was a consensus in the Japanese military circle. And the war strength possessed by He Rui was improving rapidly; the only thing limiting He Rui now was the import volume of saltpeter.

However, Yamamoto Isoroku was already chatting happily with the maid, so Itagaki Seishirō could only eat and drink slowly.

The next morning, the three appeared at the gate of Tohoku Imperial University in Sendai. Yamamoto Isoroku was somewhat puzzled. "Ishiwara-kun, has Tohoku Imperial University developed some decisive weapon?"

Itagaki Seishirō guessed what Ishiwara Kanji was doing here and sneered, "Yamamoto-kun hasn't met He-kun's adopted daughter, right?"

Ishiwara Kanji immediately corrected, "He-kun treats Miss Mitsuko as a younger sister."

Yamamoto Isoroku suddenly realized, "Is Miss Morita Mitsuko studying at Tohoku Imperial University? I thought she went to a women's school in Tokyo."

The women's school Yamamoto Isoroku mentioned was an aristocratic university higher than a women's high school. To cultivate perfect Japanese women, the subjects inside were literature, flower arrangement, tea ceremony, calligraphy, and painting. The girls admitted to those schools were from prestigious families, and after graduation, they basically married into prestigious families. The three officers at the gate of Tohoku Imperial University didn't need to consider pursuing such women.

Ishiwara Kanji held his head high and chest out. "Yamamoto-kun, if you want to see the future of Japan, I'll take you to see the future of Japan."

After speaking, he took the lead walking into the campus.

The President of Tohoku Imperial University politely received the three mid-level officers who came together. Hearing they came to show concern for student Morita Mitsuko, he no longer felt surprised.

When receiving Morita Mitsuko's admission application, the President had already been surprised. A girl from an ordinary family in Tokyo came to take the exam for the Imperial University, and the secretary of Finance Minister Takahashi Korekiyo sent a recommendation letter. The President knew he'd better not ask anything.

Later, the Mitsui conglomerate sent someone to show concern, and Tokyo Imperial University Law Professor Taira Toyomori came personally to show concern. Now a navy and an army lieutenant colonel and major came to show concern. The President introduced calmly, "Student Morita ranks second in the mathematics department and also performs very well in literature and law. She is an excellent student our school is proud of."

Yamamoto Isoroku had only heard Yamaguchi Tamon mention Morita Mitsuko and hadn't expected a girl to achieve such excellent grades in university. Most of the women around Yamamoto were girls from Yoshiwara and the flower districts. No matter how beautiful, understanding, and dazzling they were, they had nothing to do with scholars. Listening to the President introduce Morita Mitsuko's studies, Yamamoto Isoroku felt a completely different world suddenly open its doors to him. Apart from listening seriously, he couldn't speak at all.

Even indulging his imagination—in the Kure Naval Arsenal, a female engineer in work clothes holding a clipboard with data directing the production of naval guns, or a female officer in a dark blue navy uniform wearing snow-white socks and walking across the spotlessly polished teak deck...

When such imaginations surfaced in his mind, the women's clothing involuntarily transformed into the gorgeous attire of an Oiran, confusing Yamamoto's usually clear thinking.

After introducing Mitsuko's studies, there was a knock on the door of the President's office. Morita Mitsuko walked in wearing a sailor suit. Yamamoto Isoroku felt very fond of that collar style. Thinking that he was facing a real female university student of the Great Japanese Empire, Yamamoto Isoroku's thinking became confused again.

Mitsuko didn't know Yamamoto Isoroku and Itagaki Seishirō. After bowing to everyone, she said politely, "Hello, President."

The President of Tohoku Imperial University was very satisfied in his heart; students should look like students. The female students of Tohoku Imperial University performed satisfactorily in this regard.

Ishiwara Kanji chatted with Mitsuko for a while, then said to the President, "Sir, we will take our leave. We entrust Mitsuko to your care."

The President calmly responded to Ishiwara's request, and Mitsuko saw the three to the school gate. Those male students watching the three Imperial officers walking with Mitsuko showed envious expressions.

Ishiwara smiled. "Mitsuko, do you want to join the military after graduating from university? Although you can't go on a warship, the naval communications department needs university students."

An impulse surged in Yamamoto Isoroku's head. Even knowing this was impossible, he almost expressed agreement.

Mitsuko smiled and replied, "I want to work in a newspaper office after graduation."

"Oh? You want to go into politics?" Ishiwara Kanji replied with surprise and joy.

Itagaki Seishirō was stunned, turning his head to scrutinize Morita Mitsuko carefully. This girl was less than 160 cm tall and had a round face, very lovable. But her life expectations made Itagaki Seishirō feel strong pressure.

The Rice Riots happened more than three months ago, and the cabinet of Field Marshal Terauchi Masatake in power collapsed directly. Next came the Hara Takashi cabinet. Prime Minister Hara Takashi was a politician of non-military background, achieving the formation of a cabinet by a party leader with a seat in the House of Representatives composed of national representatives, serving as the highest responsible person in the government.

In Hara Takashi's life experience, he had been active as a newspaper reporter for several years. Itagaki felt his perception confused for a moment. The emergence of a democratically elected government had already shaken Japan; could it be that a woman also wanted to take this path and become a politician?

Ishiwara Kanji didn't say much. Arriving at the school gate, he said goodbye to Morita Mitsuko. After walking for a while, Ishiwara Kanji turned to ask Yamamoto Isoroku, "Yamamoto-kun, did you feel the future?"

Yamamoto Isoroku hesitated to speak, just shaking his head repeatedly. As a member of the intelligence department, Itagaki Seishirō had accumulated considerable pressure during this short meeting and said unhappily, "Is the two-thousand-year tradition of the Empire going to be completely wiped out! Does He Rui want to support a female Emperor in the Imperial Country?"

Ishiwara Kanji shook his head. "Itagaki-kun, if you had been to Britain and France during the European war, you would have seen that a new era has begun. That is not an era of opposition between men and women, but an era where laborers, regardless of gender, can enter society. Half of the workers in European factories are already women, and educated students are emerging at all levels. This is the trend of the future."

Itagaki Seishirō turned his face away unhappily, no longer looking at Ishiwara Kanji. Instead, Yamamoto Isoroku, who hadn't spoken much all along, suddenly sighed deeply, attracting the attention of his two companions. "'Grassroots rising' (*Kusama no Kikki*) was proposed in the Bakumatsu era... does Ishiwara-kun think the era of grassroots rising has arrived?"
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On the train back to Tokyo, Yamamoto Isoroku looked at the scenery outside the window, as if he hadn't heard Itagaki Seishirō's complaints at all. Itagaki was still talking about things like 'how can the traditions of the Empire be changed', which even Ishiwara Kanji couldn't be bothered to respond to.

Just as the atmosphere was becoming more and more awkward with the silence, Yamamoto Isoroku spoke up. "Do you two think the US is civilized?"

Itagaki was stunned, finding this question hard to answer. In July 1853, US Navy Commodore Matthew Perry led a fleet to forcibly open Japan, which was known as the 'Black Ships Incident'.

Since then, Japan began a period of comprehensive turbulence, and the Shogunate eventually fell. The former *Joi* (expel the barbarians) activist Ito Hirobumi, who had burned down the British legation, planned to erect a monument to commemorate this event in 1900 and finally completed it in 1901.

Yamamoto Isoroku didn't keep them guessing. He had already told Ishiwara Kanji about his next arrangement, and now he said to Itagaki Seishirō, "Itagaki-kun, the Navy Ministry has arranged for me to study at Harvard University in the US. This time I will go to the US with this question to see what kind of country the US really is. As an intelligence expert, do you have any suggestions, Itagaki-kun?"

Itagaki didn't know how to answer. He was hailed as a China expert, relying on his family's inherited Sinology. Seeing Yamamoto Isoroku's sincere attitude, Itagaki simply told the truth. "I would very much like to help, but my knowledge of European and American culture comes from reading books. If I must make a suggestion, I can only use a Chinese poem. 'What's learned on paper is always shallow; to know this matter absolutely, one must practice it personally.' Yamamoto-kun studying in the US, walking and seeing more, will naturally gain understanding."

Yamamoto Isoroku nodded. "I will definitely travel all over the US."

After speaking, he turned to Ishiwara Kanji. "Ishiwara-kun, I admire He-kun's insight very much, but I always have no way to have a deep friendship with He-kun. A few days ago, you explained He-kun's elementary understanding of geopolitics to me, which suddenly enlightened me. Human development is determined by the natural geographical environment; mountains, rivers, climates, and wind zones limit the freedom of human production and lifestyle. Going to the US this time, viewing from this perspective, I should be able to see more deeply. Moreover, coming to Sendai this time and seeing Miss Mitsuko, the feeling is especially profound. Japan is indeed changing."

Ishiwara Kanji knew that the social change Yamamoto Isoroku could accept at present was probably just to this extent, so he didn't say more. The reason for inviting Yamamoto Isoroku to come to Sendai to see the female university students in Tohoku Imperial University was to let Yamamoto Isoroku see that various sprouts had actually begun to appear within Japan. After arriving in the US, Yamamoto wouldn't feel that these changes only existed in foreign countries. Perhaps he could influence Yamamoto to become a comrade of the 'Future Society'.

When the train arrived in Tokyo, Yamamoto Isoroku said goodbye first. Watching Yamamoto's back, Itagaki Seishirō didn't want to discuss what he had seen this time, so he made small talk. "Yamamoto-kun is a celebrity in Yoshiwara; I didn't expect him not to be indulgent in Sendai."

Ishiwara Kanji laughed. "So Itagaki-kun didn't know; Yamamoto-kun is already married."

"Ah?" Itagaki was bewildered by this news but also understood why Yamamoto Isoroku was so well-behaved this time.

Since this topic was dead, Itagaki didn't want to say more. But knowing Ishiwara Kanji had a deep relationship with He Rui, he said, "I presume Ishiwara-kun is very concerned about He-kun. I have something to tell Ishiwara-kun: He-kun has sent people to contact Britain, France, and Germany to discuss grain exports. Now that the war is over, the only thing Britain, France, and Germany have too much of and can't use is probably arms."

After speaking, Itagaki Seishirō bowed slightly to Ishiwara Kanji. "I take my leave."

Ishiwara Kanji bowed back. Watching Itagaki Seishirō's back, Ishiwara Kanji didn't feel any surprise. Japan now had the ability to produce heavy artillery, so naturally, it had no interest in those second-hand artillery pieces from the European battlefield. Moreover, the barrel of an artillery piece is a consumable item and can only be replaced after its service life expires. Although parts like sights are durable goods, buying them separately is not cost-effective.

He Rui buying a portion of cheap artillery was understandable. But expecting to form a powerful artillery force with these cheap artillery pieces—Ishiwara Kanji felt He Rui wouldn't do that.

Moreover, Itagaki providing this news to Ishiwara Kanji could be considered an expression of goodwill in a sense. It could be seen that not only Yamamoto Isoroku was impacted, but Itagaki was also quite affected; the two just reacted in opposite directions.

Returning to his residence, what Ishiwara Kanji cared about was He Rui inviting the Foreign Minister of the Republic to the Northeast. Ishiwara believed He Rui could absolutely not accept Japan seizing Germany's interests in Shandong, and this move likely involved considering this matter. As for how He Rui planned, Ishiwara Kanji couldn't figure it out.

At this time, Foreign Minister of the Republic Lu Zhengxiang was introducing the young talent Gu Weijun to He Rui. Gu Weijun was somewhat interested in He Rui, but obviously more interested in his senior, Zhao Tianlin, a Doctor of Laws from Harvard University.

After introducing Gu Weijun, a Doctor of Laws from Columbia University, Lu Zhengxiang asked, "Chairman He invited Dr. Zhao here; presumably, there is some advice."

He Rui smiled. "As a soldier, I know very little about the law. But as a soldier fighting wars, naturally, I have to do operational simulations. Inviting Minister Lu here this time is to ask Director Zhao and the gentlemen from the Ministry of Foreign Affairs to do some simulations."

After speaking, He Rui invited the Foreign Ministry group to the war room. Several large blackboards had been hung here, and a world map was placed on the sand table in the middle, with some chess pieces placed on the map.

Gu Weijun saw various names written on the chess pieces—Britain, the US, France, Germany, Japan, and other main participants of the Paris Peace Conference—and felt that the world in the eyes of soldiers was different from that in the eyes of legal scholars.

He Rui had already taken the lead in saying, "I wonder what important issue you gentlemen think needs to be resolved at the peace conference."

Several people already spoke up: "The Shandong issue."

This was also the biggest challenge China faced diplomatically at present. Originally, Germany possessed privileges in Shandong, China. As a member of the victorious Entente Powers, with Germany defeated, China naturally could recover Shandong.

He Rui continued to ask, "Who is China's opponent on the Shandong issue?"

"Japan," Gu Weijun replied.

"In that case, what will you rely on to struggle against Japan?"

Gu Weijun looked somewhat gloomy. "We can only rely on international law."

Lu Zhengxiang carefully watched He Rui's expression, various thoughts rising and falling in his heart. The territory He Rui occupied now was the largest in Beiyang and even the whole of China, and his strength was extraordinary. Recovering the Chinese Eastern Railway from Russia and holding it firmly, He Rui's determination and execution were recognized as number one in Beiyang. Although Duan Qirui was polite on the surface about the Foreign Ministry coming this time, he was actually very wary.

But Lu Zhengxiang also had his own standpoint. If a diplomatic victory could be obtained, any price was worth it. Could He Rui provide such a victory?

While he was thinking, he heard He Rui say, "To recover rights and interests in Shandong, we can only rely on struggle. Why can Japan stand firm in Shandong? It is entirely because it obtained interests in Shandong. As my personal suggestion, for you gentlemen to want Japan to give up Shandong through the explanation of international law at the Paris Peace Conference is completely impossible. As long as there is no military intervention, Japan will not leave on its own."

As soon as these words came out, Lu Zhengxiang was greatly shaken. Before Lu Zhengxiang could speak, other personnel from the Foreign Ministry already exclaimed, "Does the Commander want to send troops to Shandong?"

He Rui kept a straight face and asked unhappily, "Why are you gentlemen so frivolous when discussing national affairs!"

Zhao Tianlin, sitting beside him, was equally unhappy. 'Frivolous'—if changed to the terminology within the Northeast party, government, and army—would be 'not serious'. If a comrade received the comment of 'not serious about work', it meant 'unreliable'.

An unreliable person would be quickly marginalized in any system and very likely kicked out of the system.

Just like the one who said He Rui wanted to send troops to Shandong; Zhao Tianlin didn't know what his logic was. He Rui had absolutely no reason to send troops to Shandong now. Once he acted, it meant He Rui wanted to seize the Beiyang regime by force. If He Rui really decided to unify China by force, there would be no need to call the people from the Foreign Ministry over.

Seeing the doubts in the expressions of this bunch from the Foreign Ministry, Zhao Tianlin said loudly, "Early European diplomacy was indeed the responsibility of aristocrats in the court, and the aristocrats responsible for diplomacy in various countries were often related by blood or marriage, forming a small circle. But that era has ended. Current national diplomacy upholds the standard of national interest above all. There are only eternal interests, no eternal enemies. If you gentlemen are full of thoughts about domestic affairs when considering diplomacy and discard the interest relations between countries like worn-out shoes, then you are laymen. If the Foreign Ministry really wants to have a commendable reputation after death, you should treat diplomatic issues seriously and earnestly! Treat diplomacy as a field of learning!"

Reprimanded by Zhao Tianlin like this, among the crowd from the Foreign Ministry, only Lu Zhengxiang and Gu Weijun could still remain calm; the expressions of other personnel changed, showing considerable fear of difficulty.

Zhao Tianlin wasn't surprised either. He had participated in several relatively important diplomatic negotiations with He Rui before understanding how great powers conducted diplomacy. Zhao Tianlin originally thought the Republic's Foreign Ministry wouldn't be completely unreliable, but now he had completely lost confidence.

Fortunately, Zhao Tianlin knew about He Rui's plan to attack Japan, so although disappointed, he was not in despair.

On the Republic Foreign Ministry side, Gu Weijun spoke first. "I wonder what Brother Zhao thinks our country should do at the Paris Peace Conference?"

Seeing Gu Weijun's sincere attitude, Zhao Tianlin stood up. "At this peace conference, we must not feel that Europe and the US can uphold justice. However, our side's stance must be maintained. If choices must be made, we should focus on the concrete rather than the abstract. For example, regarding the parts where Japan can make money in Shandong, we must fight for them with all our might. Although it cannot be done, doing so itself proves that our Chinese diplomats are not incompetent people."

The term 'incompetent people' sounded very harsh, but Gu Weijun didn't mind. He hadn't expected Zhao Tianlin's thinking to follow this line. Thinking for a moment, Gu Weijun asked, "Please explain in detail, Brother Zhao."

Zhao Tianlin then asked, "I wonder which articles of international law the Foreign Ministry has prepared?"
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Gu Weijun stood in front of the three large blackboards filled with content, speaking with confidence and composure. This young diplomat had taken off his crisp suit jacket; his shirt was neat, his tie meticulously knotted and secured with a tie clip. He was truly a dashing diplomat.

He Rui looked at the content on the blackboard again; it was all prepared diplomatic offensive and defensive strategies. How the Japanese would question, and how China would answer according to international law.

One point made He Rui smile. Gu Weijun predicted that Japan would propose, 'Germany first hands over Shandong privileges to Japan, and then Japan hands them over to China'.

This involved issues of 'ownership' in international law. He Rui's understanding of international law was more about its essence, which is the principle of power. The answer written by Gu Weijun was an effective elaboration of international law provisions. Except for lacking the support of strength, Gu Weijun had done everything possible to explain with extensive citations.

Even He Rui had to admire Gu Weijun's legal expertise.

Seeing this, He Rui prepared to leave the venue.

Regarding Gu Weijun's performance at the Paris Peace Conference, He Rui had seen two versions. One was that Gu Weijun made a speech with a literary style: 'China losing Shandong is equivalent to the West losing Jerusalem'.

Another version was that Gu Weijun refuted the Japanese representative's demands point by point in accordance with international law.

He Rui had always believed the second version, and now he was even more certain that Gu Weijun did not act like an incompetent literati.

Someone from the Ministry of Foreign Affairs walked in from outside the conference room and handed a document to Foreign Minister of the Republic Lu Zhengxiang. Lu Zhengxiang, also in a crisp suit, glanced at it and stood up to leave. He Rui followed him out.

Lu Zhengxiang was speaking in a low voice with the person from the Ministry of Foreign Affairs. Seeing He Rui come out, he thought He Rui wanted to say something, so he quickly ended the conversation and came forward to greet him.

He Rui said in passing, "Minister Lu, there must be a war between China and Japan. I hope that when the Ministry of Foreign Affairs dispatches military attachés abroad, you can consider the candidates we recommend."

Lu Zhengxiang was stunned, and a troubled look appeared on his face. He Rui smiled. "Why so troubled?"

Lu Zhengxiang could only reply, "Personnel of the Ministry of Foreign Affairs are arranged by the central government; General He must be very clear about this."

"Hehe, it's interesting you say that. I think the seniors in the central government probably have some misunderstandings about me, but I don't want to explain. For the country, I no longer care about being blamed. I originally thought Minister Lu would be willing to take the fall for the country, allowing the seniors in Beijing some room to smooth things over. But if Minister Lu says this, doesn't it confirm that those seniors are unhappy?"

Hearing He Rui speak like this, the staff member from the Ministry of Foreign Affairs opened his mouth unconsciously in shock, his face full of astonishment.

Lu Zhengxiang had been a diplomat for more than twenty years and had seen much turbulence. Although surprised by He Rui's frankness and arrogance, he didn't think He Rui said anything wrong. Because Lu Zhengxiang was called out at this time precisely because Duan Qirui had sent a telegram asking Lu Zhengxiang to return to Beijing as soon as possible.

The telegram naturally wouldn't state the reason. Lu Zhengxiang was very clear that Duan Qirui probably felt He Rui wanted to use this meeting to play tricks again. In Beiyang and indeed the whole of China, it was He Rui who possessed the largest territory and controlled the greatest strength. Moreover, He Rui himself was a Beiyang new-style figure with impeccable credentials. He was fully qualified to compete for the presidency. Before Lu Zhengxiang came this time, Duan Qirui was very unhappy.

After all, the current President was Xu Shichang. Although Xu Shichang himself had no army, he had high prestige. Moreover, the matter concerned the Shandong issue and was in the diplomatic field, so he had to reluctantly not oppose it.

Duan Qirui urging Lu Zhengxiang to return at this time was largely because Duan Qirui thought He Rui wanted to take the opportunity to make a move. Now He Rui's words also proved how contemptuous this Fengtian clique leader's attitude toward the central government was.

Lu Zhengxiang originally thought He Rui would use threats and inducements like other warlords. Unexpectedly, seeing Lu Zhengxiang remain silent, He Rui just smiled and strode away. This reaction indeed gave Lu Zhengxiang temporary freedom, but at the same time made Lu Zhengxiang feel stronger unease. Originally, Lu Zhengxiang wasn't sure whether to leave immediately, but now he felt leaving was the best policy.

Without hesitation, Lu Zhengxiang ordered the staff member of the Ministry of Foreign Affairs, "Wire back to Director-General Duan; we will depart immediately."

After sending the person out, Lu Zhengxiang turned back to the conference room and saw that the speaker had changed to Zhao Tianlin, the Harvard Doctor of Laws from He Rui's side. Dr. Zhao wore the uniform of a Northeast civil official and was adjusting the response plan proposed by Gu Weijun.

Even though he had decided to leave as soon as possible, Lu Zhengxiang still listened seriously to Dr. Zhao Tianlin's speech. Unlike Gu Weijun, who didn't touch upon the 'principle of strength' in international law, Zhao Tianlin agreed with most of Gu Weijun's views but explicitly put forward his own view: "Regarding Japan's actions, we cannot adopt an attitude of acceptance. Instead, the direction should be to expose Japan's intention to provoke a military conflict!"

Just this sentence made Lu Zhengxiang shudder. There were still some talents in the Ministry of Foreign Affairs of the Republic; someone had proposed what Zhao said, but it was rejected by Lu Zhengxiang.

Denying that 'Japan attempts to provoke a military conflict' was not because this view was wrong; precisely because this view was correct, it was denied. Lu Zhengxiang would absolutely not accept the continued expansion of Japan's military actions. If diplomatic actions led Japan to declare war on China, it would only plunge the people into misery and bring catastrophe to the country!

Zhao Tianlin was not from the Ministry of Foreign Affairs, nor was he even under the jurisdiction of the Beiyang central government. It wasn't because Zhao Tianlin himself was so capable, but because He Rui, whom he followed, was essentially a semi-independent regime. So Zhao Tianlin continued to speak according to his own line of thought. "If you gentlemen want to use the contradictions between the great powers to obtain benefits for China when attending the Paris Peace Conference, I do not recommend using ambiguous rhetoric. Have you considered who will lead the future international order?"

Hearing this, the diplomats of the Republic were either astonished or spirited. Gu Weijun asked, "Does Brother Zhao think it won't be the three countries of Britain, France, and the US?"

Zhao Tianlin answered frankly, "Britain and France naturally will be, but as for whether there will be the US, my view is probably different from Brother Gu's."

Hearing this, Lu Zhengxiang had already thrown the thought of deciding to go back to the winds, waiting with full concentration for Zhao Tianlin to continue.

Zhao Tianlin didn't hesitate either. "Britain and France lost millions of troops and paid such a huge price. They will absolutely refuse to give up the leadership of the future world. Brother Gu, what does the US mean to Britain and France?"

Gu Weijun's brows furrowed slightly. After pondering for a moment, he replied, "Isn't it an ally of the Entente Powers?"

"The war is over; where are there allies! The current US is a challenger to the Anglo-French international order, a potential enemy of Britain and France." After speaking, Zhao started writing several country names on the blackboard, then connected them with lines, writing down the mutual relationships on both sides of the lines.

"Britain and France originally had intense conflicts, only having to cooperate when facing Germany. Now that Germany is powerless to challenge Britain and France, the conflicts between them return to the main position. But both Britain and France know they cannot fight each other and can only cooperate on the global order. What result will appear? What does Brother Gu think?"

Hearing Zhao Tianlin's question, Gu Weijun frowned. After thinking for a while, he could only shake his head.

Zhao Tianlin frankly gave his answer. "The world order constructed by Britain and France will suppress all challengers. I wonder if Brother Gu agrees?"

Gu Weijun quickly nodded in agreement. Zhao Tianlin then continued along this logic. "Since Britain and France want to maintain their own world order, can they accept Japan dominating Northeast Asia? Japan defeating China again means Japan will dominate Northeast Asia. Gentlemen, if we want to stir up conflicts between the great powers, we precisely need to tell the truth. Only if Britain thinks Japan will defeat China, occupy Shandong, and dominate Northeast Asia... will Britain choose to reject such a possibility!"

As soon as these words came out, the people from the Ministry of Foreign Affairs were all dumbfounded. They couldn't understand why Zhao Tianlin would so openly admit that in a Sino-Japanese war, China was bound to lose. They were even less able to understand that Zhao Tianlin actually frankly used this matter as diplomatic leverage.
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When Zhao Tianlin went to see He Rui, he brought the latest news: Lu Zhengxiang was going to take the people from the Ministry of Foreign Affairs back to Beijing. Hearing this, He Rui chuckled lightly but didn't answer.

Just then, someone came to report that Lu Zhengxiang was asking for a meeting. Zhao Tianlin pushed up his glasses. "Chairman, if we could be responsible for the negotiations this time, perhaps we could recover Shandong."

Seeing the strong impulse of this Doctor of Law to join the negotiation delegation, He Rui waved his hand, telling Zhao Tianlin to calm down.

Lu Zhengxiang was soon brought in. The Foreign Minister mentioned his departure and then asked, "I wonder what suggestions General He has for recovering Shandong?"

He Rui answered confidently, "With the current strength of the central government, no matter how hard you gentlemen responsible for the negotiations try, it will be like chasing the moon's reflection in a pool. The rights and interests in Shandong are destined to remain unrecovered. What I'm about to say is a heart-to-heart talk between Minister Lu and me in private: If I were to serve as the Military Governor of Shandong, I would definitely be able to recover those rights."

Hearing He Rui speak like this, Lu Zhengxiang's expression shifted.

He Rui, however, laughed easily. "Minister Lu need not mind; given the current situation, I'm just speaking theoretically. Such a thing will certainly not happen. If Chief Duan asks, you can tell him that I have absolutely no intention of intervening inside the Pass. But would you like to know why I see it this way?"

Lu Zhengxiang had always stayed out of politics and was a recognized 'good man' in the Beiyang government, which was why he maintained a relatively detached status. Hearing He Rui speak like this, he originally wanted to decline the explanation. However, He Rui's attitude could influence the future of the Beiyang government, so he couldn't help but ask. He could only say, "I would like to hear the details."

Three days later, when Lu Zhengxiang returned to the Ministry of Foreign Affairs, an envoy from Duan Qirui's Anhui clique was already waiting for him. Lu Zhengxiang took out a letter. "This is a letter from General He to Chief Duan; presumably, everything the Chief wants to ask is inside."

The visitor was somewhat surprised. Lu Zhengxiang replied, "General He only told me that although President Feng has ambitious goals, it is precisely for that reason that he doesn't care much for empty fame. But President Feng is in poor health; once there is an unforeseen event, what the Zhili clique and others under him see will be another matter. The position of the President has a great attraction."

Hearing Lu Zhengxiang speak like this, the envoy from Duan Qirui's side was so shocked he was momentarily speechless. He heard Lu Zhengxiang continue, "General He's other words are all in the letter. I still have matters to attend to."

The visitor could only leave. Although somewhat hesitant, he still delivered the letter to Duan Qirui. Seeing the Northeast postal seal on the seam-seal was intact, Duan Qirui sighed inwardly that He Rui was truly meticulous. Opening the letter and reading for a moment, a wave of desolation swept over him.

Ten years ago, the New Policies at the end of the Qing Dynasty had seemed quite effective to Duan Qirui. However, the Qing imperial clan was too selfish and created an Imperial Cabinet, completely losing the people's hearts. At that time, Duan Qirui felt that if Yuan Shikai came to power, much could be achieved.

However, in reality, after the collapse of the late Qing New Policies, the country had declined day by day. He Rui naturally didn't mention this in the letter, but only made a prediction about the future Beiyang civil wars. He Rui also expressed deep anguish over such a future, but noted he could not participate, and thus asked Duan Qirui to pay attention to the matter.

Duan Qirui inexplicably believed He Rui's words, because regardless of who won or lost in the struggle between the Anhui and Zhili cliques, the final result would be He Rui continuing to grow stronger. Moreover, although He Rui was young—less than thirty this year—he was a very patient man. From the perspective of casting a long line to catch a big fish, as long as He Rui never participated in the Beiyang civil wars, then once the other factions had exhausted themselves, they would eventually have to beg He Rui, who was constantly accumulating strength, to come out and stabilize the situation.

As for how bad the situation would be at that time, one only had to look at the decline of the past ten years since the New Policies to see clearly. It was truly a case of things going from bad to worse.

Putting away the letter, Duan Qirui suddenly lost all interest in asking what He Rui had said to the people at the Ministry of Foreign Affairs. Compared with the direction of the country, those trivial diplomatic matters were truly insignificant. Duan Qirui no longer had the heart to care.

At this time in the Northeast, He Rui also tossed the matter of the Paris Peace Conference aside. After listening to He Rui's prediction of the future earlier, Lu Zhengxiang had become completely despondent. Under such circumstances, Lu Zhengxiang actually agreed to a request from He Rui: to take He Rui's representatives to France to discuss grain export issues with the major European powers.

The autumn harvest of 1918 was a truly massive success. The land reform starting in 1916 and the large-scale establishment of state-owned farms had finally borne fruit. The grain output of the entire Northeast had skyrocketed from three billion jin to six billion jin. The entire Northeast government was almost jubilant over such a harvest.

Taking advantage of the high grain prices at the end of the war, the Northeast government decided to make a significant profit by exporting grain this year, using the proceeds to import more machinery and equipment.

Current grain prices were truly encouraging. One sheng of rice was 1.5 jin. Even in nearby Japan, one sheng of rice had sold for 0.12 yen before the war. Now that the Rice Riots had been suppressed, the price remained at 0.3 yen.

Japan was a poor country with little purchasing power. Britain and France, however, were both very wealthy, and after the war's end, they would naturally be willing to pay for grain; it was truly an opportunity that could not be missed.

The Northeast now had a population of 20 million. Calculating at 250 jin of grain per person per year, the amount He Rui could export exceeded one billion jin. The income could very likely exceed 30 million silver dollars.

He Rui was discussing the export volume with government comrades to see what each department needed, trying to put this money to the best possible use.

Budgets from various departments had been sent to the Northeast government. He Rui tirelessly reviewed them one by one, making annotations on various categories.

Following the budget for introducing a full set of steam engines, He Rui scrawled instructions at the bottom: "Export grain to Germany in exchange for relevant patents and technical personnel. Especially focus on introducing steam turbine technology for power generation."

For the budget for introducing internal combustion engines, He Rui added funds for acquiring patents and personnel.

Seeing that the Mining Bureau had not considered introducing electric mineral extraction equipment from Germany and the United States, He Rui directly annotated: "Why not consider introducing mechanical extraction equipment? If difficulties are encountered, submit a report!"

...

After reviewing documents for a long while, He Rui felt a bit tired. Only then did he put down his pen.

The management of an industrial country was like this... and not just an industrial country; as long as it was a centralized state, the supreme leader's task was not simply to 'do something right,' nor to satisfy his own emotions.

Power was a tool to achieve goals. Specific work was naturally executed by personnel at the high, middle, and grassroots levels. He Rui had to judge whether the direction and content of the proposals and their execution met his expectations for the country.

In this regard, He Rui had incomparable confidence. The decisions he made could indeed most effectively turn China into a powerful industrial nation.

He Rui was also very clear that his comrades were by no means loyal to him personally, but rather to the cause of making China powerful. The more loyal they were to this cause and the more willing they were to struggle for their ideals, the faster China's rise would be, and the more united the organization would remain.

Thinking of this, He Rui sat back in his seat and continued his work.
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Xu Jia peeled a salt-roasted soybean and popped it into his mouth. The roasted aroma of the soybean blended perfectly with the salt, and his heavy mood instantly lightened. He took another, then several more in quick succession, before pausing, his gaze falling once more on the map of the Northeast and Inner/Outer Mongolia.

After staring at it for a long while, Xu Jia found himself wishing someone would suddenly appear and break his current dilemma. But no one came; even the telephone remained silent.

Finally, he stood up and walked out of his office. The moment he emerged, the secretary waiting outside hurried forward. "Secretary Xu, Secretary Wu is waiting for you."

Xu Jia almost asked, "Why didn't you tell me sooner?" His lips twitched for a second before he simply said, "I'll go see him."

Pushing open the meeting room door, he saw Wu Youping discussing matters with Zhuang Jiaxiong and other government comrades. Seeing Xu Jia enter, they immediately halted their discussion. Wu Youping asked, "Has the Statistics Department finished the plan?"

Xu Jia had never expected himself to be so hesitant, and the pressure in his heart only intensified. But at this stage, there was no room for further delay. "The calculations are complete," he said. "1.5 billion *jin* of grain."

Wu Youping also felt a heavy weight in his chest. This was a massive export scale, something the Northeast had never encountered before, and it was a responsibility he couldn't shirk. "Our figures came to 1.2 billion *jin*."

Zhuang Jiaxiong, Secretary of the Heilongjiang Land Reclamation Work Committee, felt the gravity of the situation but didn't dare speak up. As a native of Fujian—a province with many people and little land—he knew exactly what a few *jin* of grain meant to a person.

Last year, the Northeast had seen a bumper harvest, with staple grain output reaching 6 billion *jin*. Averaging 300 *jin* per person, supplemented by other foods, the people of the Northeast could finally say they had escaped the shadow of hunger.

However, word had just arrived from the mission sent to Europe. Upon contacting the British government, they had raised the topic of grain sales. The British government immediately indicated that since the Northeast had built up excellent credit with British merchants over the past two years, they were willing to buy as much as could be provided. Having worked in the Investment Promotion Bureau for a year and coming from a family with a small tea trade with the British, Zhuang Jiaxiong was truly torn.

Xu Jia understood the difference between 1.5 billion and 1.2 billion *jin* all too well. While 300 million *jin* averaged over 20 million people was only 15 *jin* per person, it couldn't be calculated that way. Even in a household of four, 15 *jin* per person meant 60 *jin* for the family. For larger households, it could be over a hundred *jin*—and to an ordinary family, a hundred *jin* of grain was a matter of life and death.

Wu Youping shared this understanding, which was why he couldn't bring himself to argue with Xu Jia over the 300-million-*jin* gap. The silence in the room stretched until a cadre suddenly asked, "How did it come to this?"

The room fell silent again. Eventually, Zhuang Jiaxiong broke the quiet with his Beijing-Tianjin accent tinged with a Fujianese lilt. "Too many immigrants. Am I right, Secretary Xu?"

Xu Jia knew this was the truth and didn't even bother to voice his agreement. But since he had been asked, he couldn't remain silent. He muttered a brief assent.

A surge of emotion rose in Zhuang Jiaxiong's chest. He himself had contributed to the population explosion in the Northeast. Within just half a year, over twenty of his own clansmen had arrived. Though Fujianese struggled to adapt to the harsh northern climate, the joy of farming these lands was immense for the former tenant farmers. In Fujian, they had never seen such vast plains, let alone so much land.

In the past, those who 'ventured into the Northeast' (*Chuang Guandong*) died in droves from hunger and disease, or were driven back home by exploitation. Since He Rui had taken charge, deaths from starvation had become extremely rare. Fair distribution meant that the vast majority of newcomers chose to stay, leading to a population increase of over 6 million in just three years.

Had the population remained at its level from three years ago, exporting 1.5 billion *jin* of grain after feeding 14 million people would have been easy. But with 20 million people, any calculation became a struggle.

Wu Youping had discussed the necessity of importing foreign technology and equipment with his old classmate Zhuang Jiaxiong many times. They had run the numbers on grain exports repeatedly. He didn't want to argue now, because any argument would inevitably devolve into a discussion about how much hunger the people should be expected to endure.

Wu Youping said, "Let's take our respective proposals and see the Chairman together."

Xu Jia really didn't want to go, but he knew he had to. "If I go, it's to ask the Chairman for a solution," he stated. "Not to haggle over these numbers."

No one objected. After all, Xu Jia's proposal of 1.5 billion *jin* was the highest. If they were to determine who was in the wrong, Xu Jia would be the first in line.

When they met He Rui, Wu Youping sensed that the Chairman had already guessed the situation, as he couldn't help but reveal a slight smile. This immediately brought Wu Youping a sense of warmth and reassurance. If He Rui could still smile, the problem might not be as insurmountable as they feared.

Sure enough, after listening quietly to their report, He Rui said, "Comrades, to solve this, what we need is more effective labor."

"What should we do?" Xu Jia was the first to ask.

Sensing Xu Jia's anxiety, Wu Youping remained silent.

He Rui had considered this long ago, but he didn't offer a direct solution immediately. Aside from wanting his comrades to think through the problem themselves, it was also because the issue was genuinely difficult. Seeing the young cadres enduring such internal torment, He Rui finally said, "Let's break this down. Is there an absolute, necessary connection between exporting grain and starving?"

Wu Youping had considered this, but his conclusion wasn't optimistic. "Chairman, if we don't eat grain, do we eat meat?"

To lighten the mood, He Rui tapped the tabletop with his right index finger. "The hardest thing in the world isn't doing something, but proving that an idea is actually feasible. That is the crux of our problem. Technology requires courage to face, but the bigger issue is that people don't truly believe these methods can solve the problem. This is the greatest gap between industrial and non-industrial nations; in an industrial nation, creative sparks and innovations have a much higher chance of becoming reality."

Looking at the troubled expressions on their faces, He Rui laughed. "Look at you all. From my perspective, I believe everyone in China should be able to eat meat every day—that is what our country ought to look like. But your views seem different. Is it because you feel eating meat is a luxury reserved only for the upper class?"

Xu Jia felt that a topic he considered grave had somehow become almost lighthearted in He Rui's presence. He was about to protest when he realized the question wasn't a joke—it was incisive.

The idea that those who ate meat frequently were 'upper class' was something Xu Jia realized he indeed believed. Thinking further, it was exactly as He Rui said: he had never considered meat as a potential solution to a grain shortage.

Just then, Zhuang Jiaxiong spoke up, his voice full of confusion. "Chairman, can the problem really be solved that way?"

This made Xu Jia feel much more relaxed. It seemed he wasn't the only one struggling with the concept.

He Rui laughed. "Comrades, the hardest part isn't the execution, but whether you yourselves believe such a solution exists. You haven't yet realized what that path looks like."

"How should it be solved?" Wu Youping asked, his voice a mix of confusion and burgeoning enthusiasm.

"We need to solve how meat is delivered from the slaughterhouse to the consumer, and where the consumer gets the money to buy that meat. That is the path we must think upon. Solve those problems, and everything else follows. You see, a market with purchasing power is the most valuable thing in this world." With that, He Rui signaled for them to sit down.

In truth, He Rui had long wanted to explain this in detail, but the right opportunity had never presented itself. Now that it had, he wasn't about to let them off easy. He was determined to explain it thoroughly. Even if they couldn't fully grasp it yet, he would forcefully instill these lines of thought into them!

This feeling was, quite frankly, wonderful!
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Xu Jia had been very gloomy for two consecutive days, so much so that his secretary entered the room with great caution, fearing any mistake might provoke him. Xu Jia noted all this, and in the past, he would have scolded the man. But at this moment, Xu Jia was immersed in his own thoughts—thoughts that left his heart oscillating between excitement, confusion, and apprehension.

Suppressing these emotions while completing his duties had already exhausted much of his self-control. In truth, it was Xu Jia himself who was most determined not to lose his composure over trivial matters.

That was, until Xu Jia saw a document whose contents immediately seized his attention. The White Russians had transported another fifty tons of gold. Previously, sixty-five percent of the payment for weapon purchases from the White Russians had been made in gold, while the remaining thirty-five percent had been shipped to Britain.

Xu Jia had little interest in money, and after seeing hundreds of tons of gold pass through his hands over the past few months, he had grown numb to its luster.

Aside from a meeting where he had scolded comrades who wanted to keep some of the gold—reminding them that business is built on integrity and that they must never cross certain lines—he had put the matter out of his mind.

According to the report, the White Russians wanted to deposit this batch of gold in the Northeast Bank and had simultaneously requested to sell goods to the Northeast. These commodities were not staples like grain, which the Northeast also required, but items like furs. He Rui had decisively ordered that industrial products could be exchanged for these consumer goods, or they could be paid for in Northeast currency. However, these goods could only be purchased by the department specifically responsible for imports; he refused the White Russians' proposal to sell freely on the Chinese market.

In the past, such details would have had little impact on Xu Jia, but now they set his mind racing. When addressing the shortage of meat, eggs, and milk, He Rui hadn't ordered rationing or other administrative measures. Instead, he had provided a comprehensive explanation of the consumer market—or at least a portion of it.

In this latest document from the White Russians, Xu Jia identified three key concepts: 'consumer goods,' 'market access,' and 'pricing power.' It was the concept of pricing power, in particular, that struck him the most.

The powerful merchant bullies the customer, and the powerful customer bullies the merchant. Xu Jia had always viewed this as an injustice, but now that the concept of 'pricing power' had been established in his mind, his perspective shifted entirely.

In the current grain exports to Europe, the selling price was higher than what merchants were paying for procurement. Although pricing power remained with the European buyers, the Northeast had at least gained some 'bargaining power.' This small measure of control over bulk commodity negotiations had significantly boosted the profits from grain exports.

Observing the restrictions placed on trade with the White Russians, Xu Jia felt a strange sense of identity crisis. In these transactions, the Northeast was occupying the dominant position typically held by Britain.

It was a difficult sensation to describe. The anger and humiliation of having one's pricing power and markets controlled by others were being offset by the thrill of dominating another nation. It reached the point where his internal anti-imperialist convictions began to show signs of wavering.

Xu Jia had never imagined he could be eroded by the very thing he considered evil. This realization triggered a wave of apprehension and a profound sense of shame. Setting the document aside, he reached for the telephone. When the line connected, he asked urgently, "This is Xu Jia. I was wondering if the Chairman is available?"

Winter nights in the Northeast arrived early. By the time it was merely dusk inside the Pass, the sky here was already pitch black. A local might not have given it a second thought, but Xu Jia was keenly aware of the geographical shift. Thanks to his sound education in geography, he understood the phenomena as a result of the Earth's rotation and the axial tilt relative to the sun.

The same Earth, yet different nights. This thought, which he had hoped would provide some relief, only plunged him into deeper confusion.

He Rui invited Xu Jia to dinner in the government cafeteria, where they were joined by Wu Youping and Zhuang Jiaxiong. Xu Jia, unable to contain himself, asked directly, "Chairman, is there actually anything redeeming about imperialism?"

"Imperialism is a result, not an innate state of existence," He Rui replied. "If we adopt an imperialist attitude toward Russia, we must accept the backlash that comes with that model. To maintain an advantage over Russia, we must sustain a posture of oppression. Some people find this perfectly acceptable, while others find it abhorrent. Still others are more complacent; they simply want to avoid trouble and hope the current situation lasts forever. In any case, I do not believe imperialism is the ultimate form of civilization."

Having finished, He Rui picked up his cup and took a sip of hot water.

Before Xu Jia could follow up, Wu Youping asked, "Chairman, you previously mentioned that we should deal with Russia through a non-imperialist model. Can that truly be achieved?"

"I believe the current Bolshevik leaders can grasp a non-imperialist model, so it is possible," He Rui said. "Of course, everyone wants the circumstances most beneficial to them to persist until the end of time, so I cannot be certain if Russia will truly hold to it. Overall, however, I believe there is hope. But that isn't what's important. What matters is how you all perceive industrial nations. Modern industrial nations, without exception, are in the business of creating markets, creating consumption, and creating prosperity. This is because, most of the time, markets and consumption are naturally weak. If we do not create and sustain them, there can be no prosperity to speak of. But if we possess the capacity to create them, prosperity is guaranteed. If you cannot understand this, you will never understand the reasons and objectives behind the military operations we will launch against Japan in the coming years."

Xu Jia felt he understood He Rui's words, but he struggled with the underlying implication: that all power—or at least the vast majority of it—stemmed solely from the economy.

The idea of waging war for the sake of economics and commerce ran entirely counter to his expectations.

And so, Xu Jia decided to voice his thoughts plainly.

After listening to Xu Jia's perspective, He Rui nodded. "Xu Jia, Youping, Comrade Zhuang Jiaxiong—you all possess a heroic streak and a sense of idealism. This is good; please hold onto them. Idealism will allow you to weather great trials with ease and prevent you from being tempted by vulgar interests. The principles of political economy I discuss are meant to help you understand the laws governing the nation and society at this stage. In a well-run organization, everyone gains the opportunity for promotion by completing their work. Those with the opportunity to reach the top are invariably capable. But how do we evaluate high-level officials? We look at whether they possess idealism and a strong inner drive. Take Comrade Xu Jia, for example. If you were to succumb to reality and become an imperialist, you would at most become a mid-level official, carrying out the directives of your superiors according to KPI assessments. I don't know if you can understand what I'm saying."

Xu Jia felt a surge of joy. The source of his unease and apprehension had been the fear that his hatred of imperialism would be seen as a weakness by He Rui. Hearing He Rui's requirements for high-level leadership, the majority of his anxiety vanished.

Before Xu Jia could say anything, Zhuang Jiaxiong chimed in. "Chairman, then what should we call it when we use imperialist methods against imperialism itself?"

He Rui chuckled. "I believe what you mean is adopting methods that imperialists can understand. Is that a fair interpretation of your question?"

"Exactly," Zhuang Jiaxiong said, nodding vigorously. "That's it. If we were to use more refined methods against them, I feel we would just be 'gentlemen open to deception.'"

"We call that 'seeking truth from facts,' and it is the fundamental methodology of our Civilization Party," He Rui explained. "Imperialism operates on the principle of strength, tailoring its actions to the status of its opponent. We do the same, but for nations willing to cooperate normally, we must reciprocate in kind rather than resorting to power politics. If we cannot do this, how can we prove that the civilization we promote is superior? The name 'Civilization Party' may have been chosen somewhat arbitrarily, but our attitude toward the world as Party members cannot be."

Xu Jia’s heart remained heavy, but he no longer felt the same sense of powerlessness and dejection. He shifted the conversation, asking He Rui to elaborate on the concepts of 'pricing power' and 'market access.'

They continued to eat and talk, and as they delved deeper into the subject, the atmosphere around the table naturally grew more harmonious.
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On April 14, 1919, the Chinese delegation, splendidly attired in formal diplomatic suits, returned to their residence in Paris utterly exhausted.

The delegation was composed of five plenipotentiaries: Lu Zhengxiang, the Foreign Minister and head of the delegation; Gu Weijun (Wellington Koo), the Minister to the United States; Shi Zhaoji (Alfred Sao-ke Sze), the Minister to the United Kingdom; Wei Chenzu, the Minister to Belgium; and Wang Zhengting (C.T. Wang), who had been in the U.S. representing the Southern Military Government.

As they entered the room, the representatives, who had fought so hard to project an image of strength, finally let their fatigue show. As seasoned diplomats, all five felt that events were inexorably sliding in the direction Japan desired. This was not because the Japanese representative, Makino Nobuaki, possessed any extraordinary mastery of international law, but because Japan, as a Great Power, held a vast array of bargaining chips to trade.

Even Wang Zhengting, representing the Southern Military Government, had not expected things to reach such a dire state. Although he had initially intended to watch the proceedings like a hawk to ensure the Beiyang diplomats did not betray the South, that original resolve had long since been eclipsed by the gravity of the situation. He turned urgently to Gu Weijun and asked, "Brother Gu, President Wilson has suddenly changed his mind, but surely there must still be a way to win him back?"

Gu Weijun shook his head helplessly. At this stage, there was no point in concealment. "President Wilson’s primary goal for this trip is not to uphold justice, but to ensure the Great Powers accept his Fourteen Points. Now that Italy has withdrawn, Wilson needs the support of the remaining powers more than ever."

"China will support him!" Wang Zhengting almost shouted.

The other diplomats looked on with bitter expressions. China would indeed support Wilson. But they all knew perfectly well that the purpose of their mission was not to bolster the American president, but to secure China’s interests in Shandong. If the full recovery of Shandong could be achieved, they would have abandoned Wilson without a moment's hesitation.

Similarly, President Wilson was acting in his own self-interest. If sacrificing China’s interests meant the success of the Paris Peace Conference and his League of Nations, he would do so without a second thought.

Finally, Gu Weijun let out a pained sigh. "A weak nation has no diplomacy!"

As the head of the delegation, Foreign Minister Lu Zhengxiang was equally devastated. In his despair, his thoughts suddenly drifted back to He Rui, the Chairman of the Northeast Government. Before Lu had departed Shenyang, that meteoric young leader had told him in a calm, matter-of-fact tone: "At the Paris Peace Conference, the Great Powers will undoubtedly hand over the rights and interests in Shandong to Japan. I presume you understand this as well, Minister Lu?"

Lu Zhengxiang felt an overwhelming sense of sorrow. A devout Christian, he felt an almost uncontrollable urge to flee the secular world and join a monastery—an impulse he had harbored for years. He wished he could simply resign his post and leave it all behind. But the wavering of his heart was brief; he forced himself to endure. If he could not fight until the very end, he would never find peace.

It was not just Lu; the other four diplomats also wore expressions of defiant resentment. Yet, beneath that resentment lay a cold despair. They were professionals, and they understood that at this stage, they were powerless to change the outcome. Wang Zhengting was the first to rise, stumbling out of the room in weariness; the others followed, their faces mirroring his exhaustion.

Gu Weijun lingered behind. He closed the door and whispered, "Minister Lu, General He said the government would eventually pressure us to sign. When that time comes, I will absolutely refuse."

Lu Zhengxiang felt another sharp pang of grief. Three years ago, under the orders of Yuan Shikai, he had signed the *Twenty-One Demands*. After that, he had felt physically and mentally shattered, telling Yuan, "By signing my name, I have signed my own death warrant."

Hearing Gu’s resolve, Lu said coldly, "If they order me to sign, I will refuse as well."

Gu Weijun already knew the situation was hopeless and had come to believe He Rui’s prediction. He had spoken up now only out of fear that Lu might buckle under government pressure. Seeing Lu’s firm stance, Gu nodded and took his leave.

Returning to his own quarters, Gu Weijun took out a fountain pen and scribbled a brief note. He then headed out into the Paris night. The streets were ablaze with lights and activity, having recovered much of their pre-war splendor, but Gu ignored the sights. He walked straight to a hotel two streets away, went to the second floor, and knocked firmly on the door of Room 212. A Chinese face appeared. Gu handed over the note and turned to walk away without a word.

The man at the door watched Gu’s retreating back for a moment before turning back to the group meeting inside the room. As they gathered around the note, a collective sigh filled the air. Though these men cursed the imperialists for their treachery, they did not seem particularly surprised.

As the working group sent to Europe by the Northeast, these comrades held a steadfast belief: He Rui would lead them all to eventually defeat Japan and reclaim every one of China’s rights.

A radio telegram soon carried the news back to Shenyang. With the eight-hour time difference, it was late afternoon in Paris but not yet 8:00 AM in Shenyang. The Northeast Government’s telegraph office received the message, and by 8:20 AM, as He Rui walked into his office, the telegram was already waiting on his desk among his other documents.

He Rui frowned slightly as he read the message. Originally, his interest in the student movements in Beijing had been limited, but now that he had gathered sufficient intelligence, he realized the situation was far more complex than it appeared.

With the news from the Paris Peace Conference now essentially confirmed, He Rui considered writing to Duan Qirui. Regardless of their differences, he did not want to see a major war break out between the Anhui and Zhili cliques; the nation’s strength needed to be preserved as much as possible. Thus, he decided to offer Duan some further counsel.

After writing for a while, He Rui paused. Duan Qirui’s actions were often absurd, though perhaps slightly less so than those of other warlords.

In early 1918, Japan had provided substantial loans to the Beijing government under Duan’s control, assisting in the formation and equipping of the "War Participation Army." These loans were also notoriously used to fund the massive bribery expenses of the Anfu Parliament.

In September of that same year, the Beiyang government had exchanged official documents with Japan regarding further loans. As a condition, they had also exchanged notes regarding the Shandong issue. The primary terms were: 1. Japanese troops along the Jiaoji Railway, except for a unit in Jinan, would be concentrated in Qingdao. 2. Security along the railway would be handled by a patrol team under Japanese command after the withdrawal of Japanese regular troops. 3. The Jiaoji Railway would be jointly operated by China and Japan.

In these exchanges, the Beiyang government had expressed its "glad consent" to Japan’s proposals. Minister to Japan Zhang Zongxiang had personally delivered these notes. Although China had declared war on Germany and was technically a victorious nation, the rights Germany had held in Shandong were not only not recovered but were actually expanded in favor of Japan. This "glad consent" would become Japan’s primary justification for its occupation of Shandong at the Paris Peace Conference.

He Rui was not inherently opposed to international cooperation, but Duan Qirui’s use of these funds for bribery to build his "Anfu Club" struck him as utterly ridiculous. While one couldn't expect much vision from a man of Duan’s level, wouldn't it have been a far more effective use of the funds to build a truly modern army?

With a powerful army in hand, the cost of "persuading" parliamentarians would have been significantly lower. Duan’s insistence on seeking help from afar while ignoring the tools at his disposal was the mark of a truly incompetent leader.

He Rui resumed his writing, finished the letter, and after a quick review, signed it.

On April 19, He Rui’s personal letter was delivered to Duan Qirui. Duan opened it, and as he read, his expression darkened. He slammed the letter onto his desk and barked at his aide, "Bring me the last letter He Rui sent!"

The aide, unsure of how He Rui had offended the Director-General this time, retrieved the letter from its dedicated file. He Rui was now a figure of such significance that his correspondence was carefully archived.

Duan Qirui studied the two letters side by side, and the realization finally hit him. The previous letter, delivered by Lu Zhengxiang, had been somewhat cryptic to him at the time. But combined with this latest missive, He Rui’s meaning became clear. Trembling with rage, Duan stood up and paced back and forth across the hall, his hands clasped behind his back.

The aide scanned the letters and quickly understood the source of Duan’s fury. However, having read the *Northeast Daily* every day for the past year, he had developed a more nuanced perspective. He stepped forward cautiously and advised, "Director-General, I believe the 'grassroots rising' He Rui mentions may not necessarily be intended as a slight against you. His warnings might actually be grounded in truth."

"Truth or lies, what does it matter!" Duan snapped. "If we follow He Rui’s logic, the state funds these students' education, and instead of showing gratitude, they stir up trouble. Am I really supposed to believe He Rui’s claim that the people inciting these students are not the primary cause of the unrest?"

The aide remained silent. He knew that further advice was futile. To him, He Rui’s letters were an analysis of the difference between pre-modern and modern states. A modern state rejects personal dependency; its function is to drive economic development, which in turn leads to a more responsible form of politics.

Duan’s outburst perfectly illustrated exactly what He Rui had warned about: Duan believed that because the students benefited from state services, they owed him a personal debt of loyalty. To Duan, he was the superior and they were the subordinates, obligated to serve him in exchange for his favor.

The aide lowered his head, realizing that any further attempts to counsel Duan were meaningless.

Duan paced for several more minutes before finally suppressing his anger. Unlike what the aide assumed, Duan’s rage was born of fear. Through meticulous planning and political maneuvering, he had finally established a delicate balance between President Xu Shichang, the Parliament, and the various Beiyang factions, allowing the government to function with some stability.

This hard-won stability naturally annoyed many people. Duan suspected that since He Rui clearly harbored ambitions for the presidency, he would be more than happy to see the current order collapse. He Rui’s use of the respectful "Old Chief Duan" in his letters felt more like a subtle probe or a threat.

Duan even wondered if He Rui himself was the architect of the unrest. "Call the Minister of Education!" he ordered.

The Minister of Education was Fu Zengxiang, a former Qing *jinshi* who had held his post for a year and a half. Despite several changes in the presidency and premiership during his tenure, Fu’s position had remained secure.

When Fu arrived, Duan asked him directly, "Minister Fu, tell me: how many students from the Northeast are currently enrolled in the universities here in Beijing?"

Fu was caught off guard, unsure of the motive behind the question. As the Minister of Education, he focused on curriculum and policy; he didn't keep track of the regional origins of every student. "I will have to inquire with the various institutions and report back," he replied.

"I want a full list on my desk immediately!" Duan commanded.

Fu left, both puzzled and unsettled. Duan’s tone suggested he was preparing for a wave of arrests.

Fu sent out the orders to the universities to tally the students from the Northeast—the region "outside the pass." Historically, the Northeast was not known for producing many scholars, while Beijing’s universities drew the best and brightest from across the country. Fu expected the number would be negligible.

When the reports came back, Fu was stunned. The university presidents were men of integrity; they would not provide false data. According to their records, there were only sixteen students from the Northeast currently studying in Beijing’s universities.

Even given the region's history, the number seemed impossibly low. Still unable to fathom Duan’s intent but sensing he was targeting something specific, Fu sent the figure to the Director-General.

By the time the report reached Duan several days later, his initial anger had faded. He looked at the number with confusion; sixteen students could hardly be expected to stir up any significant trouble.

As for He Rui’s true intentions, Duan decided to stop overthinking them. He Rui’s power rested on the twelve divisions of his Northeast New Army, and so far, there had been no reports of troop movements. At least for the next few months, He Rui seemed unlikely to take any military action.

Besides, Duan had more personal matters to attend to. As the saying goes, every family has its own cross to bear; his son’s involvement with his third concubine was a scandal that required his immediate attention.

As for He Rui’s prediction that the failure to recover Shandong would throw the entire country into turmoil... Duan dismissed it as mere grandstanding and decided to let the man say whatever he wished.

On the morning of May 4th, Duan’s aide rushed into his study. "Director-General, the students are marching in the streets!"

Duan was stunned, but surprisingly, he didn't fly into a rage. He pondered for a moment, a cold sneer forming on his lips. "So, He Rui was right after all?"

The aide knew the question was rhetorical. Inwardly, he was awestruck by He Rui’s seemingly prophetic foresight. He recalled the words in the letter: *"...If the Director-General believes that someone is instigating this from the shadows, I fear that may not be the case. The citizens believe that as a victorious nation, China is entitled to the recovery of Shandong. Knowing the negotiations failed and that Japan has seized those rights, their anger is natural. I hope the Director-General can take steps to channel this energy in advance..."*

Since events had unfolded exactly as He Rui predicted, the aide was left wondering: why had He Rui warned Duan in advance? What did he have to gain from it?

He Rui received the news almost immediately. Looking at the brief telegram, he couldn't help but sigh. Did Duan Qirui truly not understand the magnitude of the storm that was brewing?

Duan had achieved his current status and prestige largely because he had made the right choice in the Great War. But his current "anticlimactic" approach—addressing the immediate symptoms while ignoring the underlying causes—proved that he utterly failed to grasp the nature of a modern state.

The diplomatic triumph of being a victorious nation had, in the blink of an eye, become the primary evidence of Duan’s "betrayal of the nation." He had been dealt a winning hand and had managed to squander it entirely.

Now, He Rui only hoped that no one in the Beiyang clique would be foolish enough to openly challenge the Northeast. If such a fool did emerge, He Rui would be forced to launch military action for the sake of his own political reputation—an outcome that ran counter to his original plans.

In He Rui’s strategic vision, the Northeast needed to maintain a very low profile until the time came to finally go to war with Japan.
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On the morning of May 6th, the campus of Northeast University was already bustling with noise. While the youths in Beijing needed secret liaisons to organize, the students in the Northeast's universities had no such restrictions. Young students stood on high places delivering speeches, and some were putting up posters; the campus was already seething with excitement. The boys hurled abuse at Japan, and although the girls also felt indignant, hearing the boys' profanity, some girls couldn't help but frown.

Fortunately, the boys weren't completely tactless. Those with girlfriends hurriedly signaled to the others that there were women present. Even the most reckless young men immediately checked their speech.

When Director-General of Education Zhao Tianlin arrived at the school, the gates of Northeast University were tightly closed, with guards and security personnel standing in a row at the entrance. Although there weren't many of them, the hot-blooded young students still dared not clash with them directly.

Seeing Zhao Tianlin arrive, the President of the university immediately stepped forward anxiously. "Director-General Zhao, the students are clamoring to parade in the streets! We can't talk them down no matter what we try."

"I see you're doing a fine job of it so far," Zhao Tianlin said with a faint smile.

The President was merely playing the victim; he actually knew exactly what he was doing. Seeing that Zhao Tianlin didn't intend to blame him, the President suggested, "Director-General Zhao, I was thinking of organizing the students to march on campus instead—perhaps circling the teaching buildings a few times. What do you think?"

Zhao Tianlin was genuinely amused by such a half-hearted compromise. After chuckling for a moment, he shook his head. "If you let the students march, at least let them walk the perimeter of the school. If you won't let them march, then hold a meeting for them."

The President didn't want the students to run out and parade either, but if he held a meeting, he didn't know what to say to the students. Just saying some patriotic words—every school in the Northeast conducted patriotic education. Repeating those words, even the President himself felt they lacked novelty.

Zhao Tianlin didn't say much. He stepped forward through the sparse interception line formed by guards and security personnel and walked straight into the midst of the students.

"Hello, President Zhao!"

"Hello, Teacher Zhao!"

The students greeted him one after another. Many students in Northeast University were graduates from Siping, and quite a few recognized the elegantly dressed Zhao Tianlin. especially the law students whose classes Zhao Tianlin had substituted for, immediately came forward to greet him.

Chen Xingwang, the monitor of Class 1, Grade 2 of the Law Department, stepped forward and said, "President Zhao, we just want to go out and parade; we absolutely won't cause trouble. Please agree to let us go out and parade to respond to the movement of the whole country to recover Shandong."

Zhao Tianlin didn't answer immediately. Instead, he walked over to a table that had been dragged out and vaulted onto it. Nearby students hurriedly steadied the table as he stood firm. Taking a megaphone, he shouted to the crowd, "Students! I am Zhao Tianlin, your instructor from the Law Department. You can march at any time, but right now, you need to first understand exactly what has happened. I am going to the auditorium. Those who want to know the truth, follow me. I will explain everything clearly."

The students only knew the broad strokes of the crisis. Hearing that President Zhao Tianlin was going to explain the inside story, their curiosity immediately overrode their anger. The class monitors began calling out to their peers, "Let's go! Grab a seat in the auditorium first!"

For university students, "grabbing a seat" was a daily necessity. Almost by reflex, nearly half the crowd followed the monitors toward the auditorium. Seeing the momentum, the remaining half naturally followed.

Zhao Tianlin jumped down from the table and patted the student who had helped steady it. "Thank you."

Then he turned to the University President, who had caught up. "Prepare the sound system and the microphones."

The President hadn't expected Zhao Tianlin to sway the students with just a few sentences. Deeply impressed, he hurried his staff to make the preparations.

Twenty minutes later, Zhao Tianlin was on stage, laying out the intricacies of the Paris Peace Conference. He explained exactly why the Beiyang government was demanding that the Chinese delegation sign the agreement that would sign away Shandong's rights.

Although the Northeast was geographically close to Beijing, its psychological distance from the capital was likely greater than that of Shanghai. The students had originally assumed the Beiyang government was simply terrified of the Japanese "devils"—a sentiment of frustration, lamenting that the government was "iron that could not be forged into steel."

After all, in common perception, the imperial court was always seen as having a few villains and a great many muddled fools.

But after hearing Zhao Tianlin's analysis, the students were truly enraged. It turned out the Beiyang leadership wasn't muddled at all; they were all shrewd old foxes. The reason the Beiyang government agreed to sign wasn't out of fear of Japan, but because they had already pocketed a great deal of Japanese money.

The atmosphere in the auditorium grew increasingly volatile. Suddenly, a student leapt up and shouted, "Down with the Beiyang government!"

As if magma had finally found a vent, fierce shouts of "Down with the Beiyang government!" and "Down with Japanese imperialism!" echoed through the hall.

Watching the agitated students, the President finally felt a twinge of unease and looked quickly at Zhao Tianlin. He saw that Zhao was not only unperturbed by the students' intense emotions but, after letting them shout for a time, picked up the loudest microphone in the venue and began leading the slogans himself.

With Zhao Tianlin—the man with the most information and the loudest voice—taking the lead, the students screamed themselves hoarse along with him. The turbulent currents of their disparate emotions were quickly channeled by Director-General Zhao toward the defense of the motherland and the building of a new China.

The President of Northeast University finally breathed a sigh of relief. Based on his experience, at this stage, there was no longer any need to worry about large-scale rioting. Even if a few students did something rash, they would be a tiny minority who could no longer sway the majority.

Seeing Zhao Tianlin resolve the crisis so effortlessly, the President felt both relieved and full of admiration.

The impact of the May Fourth Movement began in Beijing and spread rapidly across China. While the intense activity in the Northeast was quickly brought under government control, the administrations of other provinces lacked that level of authority. Demonstrations, strikes, and school boycotts broke out in industrialized provinces across the country.

The news soon reached Japan. Reports began appearing in newspapers like the *Asahi Shimbun*. As slogans calling for the boycott of Japanese goods appeared en masse across various Chinese cities, the Japanese government was forced to take the matter seriously.

In Japan's Hara Takashi cabinet, Minister of Finance Takahashi Korekiyo met with Ishiwara Kanji for the second time. Ishiwara again went with Professor Taira Toyomori, but this time he remained silent, looking every bit the obedient mid-level officer in the presence of a superior. Takahashi initially discussed the Chinese situation with Taira Toyomori. Seeing Ishiwara Kanji's behavior—composed and imperturbable as an old hound—he felt a flicker of surprise.

When Takahashi had last seen Ishiwara, he had thought the man insightful for understanding counter-cyclical construction—a rare quality in the army. However, at that time, Ishiwara's words had betrayed a clear lack of confidence in the cabinet. Now, the Hara cabinet was actually implementing counter-cyclical construction, resolving social contradictions and building the nation by making concessions to the Japanese public. Seeing Ishiwara remain silent, Takahashi instead wanted to hear his views. "Ishiwara-kun, what do you believe is an appropriate level of military expenditure?"

Ishiwara Kanji thought for a moment and answered decisively, "Your Excellency, military expenditure is determined by military strategic objectives. I do not know which military strategy Your Excellency subscribes to."

Hearing this, Professor Taira Toyomori felt a momentary chill. To dare point out Japan's sharp domestic contradictions so directly required immense courage. Taira was equally curious to see if Takahashi Korekiyo would dare face the question head-on.

Japan was a small nation with few resources. Relying solely on itself, it could not even maintain normal industrial development. Thus, expansionism was the mainstream ideology in Japan; the only debate was whether expansion should be primarily military or if military force should be a secondary tool.

Takahashi Korekiyo was considered a moderate. But just how moderate could he truly be?

Taira Toyomori lowered his head and picked up his teacup, appearing to drink, but he focused all his attention on Takahashi Korekiyo. He waited to see how Japan's preeminent economist would answer.
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Facing Ishiwara Kanji's counter-question, Takahashi Korekiyo wasn't stumped at all. He laughed, "Young people certainly are spirited. Ishiwara-kun, are you dissatisfied with the cabinet's resolution?"

Ishiwara Kanji shook his head. "This subordinate is just puzzled why His Excellency Makino Nobuaki was sent as the representative to the Paris Peace Conference. Now that China's market has opened to Japan, and the European war has ended, the world will enter a period of peace. This subordinate would rather believe that His Excellency Makino Nobuaki expected to reduce the animosity between China and Japan—first obtaining the rights and interests in Shandong, then honorably returning them to China in exchange for the Japanese Navy's right to enter the port of Qingdao and most-favored-nation treatment in Shandong. But with things developing as they have, hasn't the result run counter to that?"

Takahashi Korekiyo couldn't help but be surprised. He no longer held any illusions about Japanese officers; these soldiers often shouted slogans of seizing Manchuria and Mongolia or conquering China at every turn, completely lacking the ability to understand political economy. The reason he had wanted to meet Ishiwara Kanji was that the young man's views on 'counter-cyclical adjustment' already far exceeded those of ordinary soldiers, possessing the vision one would expect from a senior civil official.

Hearing Ishiwara Kanji's reasoning now—that he didn't pursue war but instead started from a political and economic perspective—Takahashi realized this was no longer the level of an ordinary officer. Perhaps his insight even surpassed that of Prince Yamagata.

But having seen so many Japanese officers, Takahashi Korekiyo dared not easily trust them. He probed again, "Ishiwara-kun, I have heard there are moderates in the army who believe the best situation is for Japan to exist as the Britain of Asia, with China as Japan's India. I wonder what your thoughts are on this?"

"Absolutely impossible," Ishiwara Kanji answered briskly. "Your Excellency, China does not lack talents like He-kun; it is simply not an object Japan can conquer. The best situation at present is for Japan to help China develop its raw material production to obtain a stable supply. While China opens its market to Japan, Japan should open investment opportunities to Chinese capital. While Chinese investors gain returns, Japan can fully utilize that capital to develop its own industry and economy. Having read the cabinet's annual national development reports, I feel these things deeply. Thus, I truly do not understand why His Excellency Makino Nobuaki incited anti-Japanese sentiment nationwide in China. His Excellency followed Prince Ito in his early years; he is not of the military faction."

Takahashi Korekiyo had to conclude that the young officer before him could view problems at a serious national strategic level. While heartened, he couldn't help but feel disappointed. The result of Makino Nobuaki's actions at the Paris Peace Conference was indeed not what he or Prime Minister Hara Takashi had expected.

"Ishiwara-kun," Takahashi asked, "perhaps it is precisely He-kun who is driving this matter from behind the scenes. Within just two years of governing the Northeast and Mongolia, he has already begun selling large quantities of industrial products into the interior. Looking across China, the person who least wants Japan to sell industrial products to China must be He-kun. Knowing his methods, inciting this matter would likely be effortless for him."

For a moment, both Ishiwara Kanji and Taira Toyomori were speechless. Both were close to He Rui and held his abilities in the highest regard. If He Rui were personally behind this, he could indeed stir up anti-Japanese sentiment throughout China.

However, after a moment, Ishiwara Kanji couldn't help but defend him. "If what Your Excellency says is true, then among His Excellency Makino's inner circle, there must be someone colluding with He-kun. Or perhaps His Excellency Makino exchanged views with He-kun on how to act at the Paris Peace Conference?"

Seeing Ishiwara Kanji turn the tables like this, Takahashi Korekiyo was amused and laughed out loud. He had heard that Ishiwara was a very spirited fellow in his youth; seeing him dare to speak like this now, it seemed the man hadn't become slick just because he had reached thirty.

Still, Ishiwara's argument wasn't entirely irrational. If He Rui were really playing tricks behind the scenes, he would surely leave some trace. He Rui had indeed met with the Chinese Foreign Minister, and when the Japanese side conducted their diplomatic simulations, they had assessed the possibility that the Chinese diplomatic mission might withstand the pressure and refuse to sign the agreement.

The officials sent by the Beiyang government this time were all highly educated diplomats of excellent character and reputation. These were men who cherished their reputations like a bird cherishes its feathers, unwilling to be stained by a scandal.

This was also why Takahashi Korekiyo was so disappointed with Makino Nobuaki. He didn't want to see the current state of affairs; Sino-Japanese relations were already poor, and China's hostility toward Japan was only growing. Such hostility not only hindered the opening of the Chinese market but also threatened the possibility of attracting Chinese investment. Politically, this was an unacceptable outcome.

Yet Makino Nobuaki had triggered exactly this result, and the courage and determination displayed by the Chinese public made even Takahashi feel uneasy. The burning of Zhaojialou, the beating of Zhang Zongxiang—the masses had directed their fury at the Beiyang high command and adopted fierce methods.

Duan Qirui and Zhang Zongxiang were figures Japan had spent considerable effort cultivating. The current events had left the reputation of the pro-Japanese faction Japan had invested so much in in tatters. Paying such a high price for interests in Shandong was simply not worth it.

Moreover, Takahashi still felt He Rui was not entirely innocent. Perhaps he had used more ingenious means to instigate this?

If He Rui knew his old acquaintance viewed him this way, he would surely have praised Takahashi for having the vision of a politician. Although He Rui had not intentionally incited the masses—knowing already the intensity of domestic nationalist sentiment—he had indeed worked his influence upon the Chinese diplomatic delegation.

At this time, however, He Rui did not join the fierce national movement in a high-profile manner. Instead, he put all his energy into organizing and guiding the nationalist sentiments of the people in the Northeast. At this stage, he needed that sentiment.

With Zhao Tianlin and others coming forward, students in the Northeast schools did not parade, let alone cause trouble. By elucidating the internal factors of the current crisis, the Beiyang government's prestige among the students in the Northeast plummeted; its legitimacy had utterly evaporated. He Rui felt his current goal had been achieved. The Beiyang government had to be overthrown. These students would become the grassroots cadres of the Northeast government within a few years; in the war to liberate all of China, He Rui did not want any of them to view Beiyang as the legitimate authority.

Northeast University had resumed normal teaching. After classes ended, Li Hongguang of the Law Department carried his heavy bag and left the classroom. Not long after, he led a person to the dormitory. Many people were already waiting there; hearing there was a student from Beijing, even more rushed over, eager to hear exactly what had happened.

The visiting student was named Li Junyu. Seeing so many students gathered, Li Junyu was excited. He stood up and vividly described how thousands of Beijing students and citizens had marched through the streets, rushed into Zhaojialou, and caught and beaten Zhang Zongxiang, who had been disguised as a Japanese.

The young students cheered repeatedly upon hearing of such a feat. Seeing the enthusiastic response, Li Junyu struck while the iron was hot. "Now universities all over the country have joined the Student Federation. I came here to invite the students of Northeast University to send representatives and join us."

Unlike their previous enthusiasm, however, the expressions of the students now turned cool. This puzzled Li Junyu greatly. Why would the students of Northeast University lose interest in such a grand cause?

But that was exactly what happened. The students of Northeast University cared only for the excitement in Beijing; they had no intention of joining the student movement themselves.

When Li Junyu returned to his residence disappointed, he did not yet despair. Perhaps because there had been too many prying eyes before, those who wanted to join had been unwilling to speak out publicly. He had left his address; surely they would come privately.

He waited until nine o'clock, but there was no knock on the door. Just as his eyelids were beginning to droop and he prepared to sleep, a knock finally sounded. Li Junyu quickly tidied his clothes and went to open it.

Standing outside were not Northeast University students in their uniforms, but soldiers in black. The leading soldier pushed his way in; he was extremely strong, and Li Junyu could not even block the door, forced aside by the man's strength.

Several black-clad soldiers entered the room and conducted a silent search. Once they confirmed no one else was present, one of them produced his credentials. "Student Li Junyu, I presume? We are from the Security Bureau. Please come with us."

Without allowing any explanation, they hoisted Li Junyu up and took him out. Two cars were parked outside. The Security Bureau men stuffed him into the back seat of one, sandwiching him between two soldiers.

The car started and drove into the vast, dark night, heading toward an unknown destination as it quickly disappeared into the shadows.
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Li Junyu was pushed into a room lit by a dim electric lamp, and the door slammed shut behind him. Before he could even get his bearings, someone in the room shouted in surprise, "Junyu? You were arrested too?"

Startled by the familiar voice, Li Junyu turned and saw two figures rising from a pair of simple wooden benches. They were Song Shiping from Beijing Normal University and Wang Donglu from Tsinghua School.

The three had been entrusted by the Beijing Student Union, which had organized the recent protests in the capital, to travel to the Northeast to coordinate with local schools. Song Shiping had gone to Siping, while Wang Donglu had headed for Changchun. They hadn't expected that just three days after parting ways in Shenyang, they would be reunited under such circumstances.

Li Junyu looked them over; neither seemed injured. Wang Donglu asked anxiously, "Junyu, they didn't treat you roughly, did they?"

Li Junyu thought back. Although the black-uniformed soldier who grabbed him had a grip like iron, Li Junyu had known better than to resist. The soldiers hadn't struck or insulted him. Seeing that he was fine, he hurriedly asked, "What about you two?"

Song Shiping raised his arms, his face flushed with anger. "The two of us were handcuffed and escorted here by train like common criminals. Everyone in the carriage must have thought we were bandits."

Wang Donglu was equally incensed. "The newspapers all call He Rui a patriotic general," he spat. "I never expected him to act exactly like the Beiyang government in Beijing—not allowing anyone to speak! A warlord is a warlord, after all!"

The three young men spent some time venting their fury at the Northeast government's suppression of student activities, but exhaustion eventually took hold, and they slumped back onto the benches. Li Junyu took the opportunity to survey their surroundings. Under the yellowish glow of the electric lamp, the room was sparse and orderly: a long bench, a small tea table, and two chairs placed by the door.

There was nothing else—except for the iron bars on the window, which made escape impossible. After a moment of futile searching, they sat back down. Li Junyu sighed. "Brother Qinian, will this arrest affect your plans to study in the United States?"

Wang Donglu, courtesy name Qinian, was a Guizhou native and a student at Tsinghua School. As a preparatory academy for study abroad, Tsinghua maintained incredibly strict standards; any blemish on a student's record could be disqualifying. Consequently, almost no one from Tsinghua had participated openly in the protests. Wang Donglu had accepted the mission to the Northeast in secret, believing that under He Rui's rule, the region would be a bastion of progress. He hadn't expected the security here to be even tighter than in Beijing.

Hearing Li Junyu's concern, Wang Donglu tried to summon his courage. "It shouldn't... Is patriotism a crime?"

Just as he spoke, footsteps echoed in the hallway. The three students fell silent, their eyes fixed on the door. It swung open, and three soldiers in black uniforms entered.

Two of them pulled the chairs over and sat across from the students, the tea table between them. The third stood by the door, watching them in silence. It was the first time any of the three had been arrested. Despite their outward anger, their resolve was already crumbling. As the soldiers stared at them without saying a word, the minutes stretched on, and the silence began to weigh on them. Unease and fear slowly crept into their hearts.

After what felt like an eternity, one of the seated men reached into a briefcase, pulled out a folder, and began leafing through the papers inside. He handed one to the soldier beside him. The students grew even more terrified. Had they already prepared a report to be sent to Beijing?

"Why did you come to the Northeast?" the lead soldier asked abruptly.

Li Junyu didn't dare answer, but Wang Donglu spoke up. "To expose the government's betrayal of the nation."

The soldier in black continued, "Have you read the *Northeast Daily* lately? If you had, you would know we've already covered the news—the Paris Peace Conference, the protests in Beijing. We don't need you running outside the pass to tell us what we already know."

Li Junyu had indeed read the paper and knew the man was telling the truth. He found himself at a loss for words. He certainly couldn't admit that their true goal was to establish a National Student Union.

"There is nothing wrong with patriotism," the soldier said. "But your attempts to mobilize the local schools have disrupted the educational order in the Northeast, and we cannot ignore that. You have two choices. One: you leave quietly and do not return. However, given the schools you attend, you are likely from wealthy or well-connected families and might think the government won't dare touch you. If you refuse to go, there is another way: we detain you and telegram your schools to send someone to fetch you. How do you students wish to proceed?"

As the soldier guessed, the three did come from privileged backgrounds and weren't particularly afraid of the law. But the threat of involving their schools made them trade panicked glances. For Wang Donglu especially, this was a matter of his future. If the school found out, years of hard work would vanish like water down a drain.

Li Junyu was about to agree to leave when Song Shiping spoke up. "General He recovered the Chinese Eastern Railway; his reputation for patriotism is known to all. So why does he remain silent regarding the interests of Shandong? General He is a son of Shandong himself—does he intend to sit back and watch his own people be tormented and slaughtered by the Japanese?"

Hearing these righteous words, Li Junyu felt the fire in his chest flare up again. Since He Rui was from Shandong, many students had hoped he would intervene. Yet the reality had been disappointing; He Rui had remained entirely indifferent, showing none of the spirit of the hero who had reclaimed the railway.

The soldier's expression soured, but he didn't explode in anger. When he spoke, his voice was chillingly detached. "If that is how you feel, why didn't you shout slogans during your protests to demand the Beiyang government appoint Chairman He as the Military Governor of Shandong?"

Li Junyu was stunned. He hadn't expected such a retort and found himself unable to answer. The soldier's companion added impatiently, "Why bother talking to them? These students don't even have the courage to become soldiers. Spouting pretty words takes no effort at all. Let's finish this; we're busy."

Li Junyu quickly tugged at Song Shiping's sleeve, gesturing toward Wang Donglu. Song Shiping, likely thinking of his friend's future, finally fell silent. In the end, the three agreed to leave the Northeast immediately and never return. They were led out and ushered into a waiting car.

They spent the night in a holding cell at the railway station's police precinct. At dawn, they were escorted onto a train with their luggage and sent out of Shenyang.

Once the train pulled out of the station, Wang Donglu thanked his companions. Li Junyu didn't know what to say. Everything that had happened over the past day felt like a bad dream. But now that it was over, aside from a lingering sense of resentment, no real harm had been done.

The three sat in somber silence for most of the two-day journey. When they finally stepped out of the station into the familiar streets of Beijing, they said their goodbyes and went their separate ways. For Li Junyu, a student at Peking University, the trip had left a bitter taste in his mouth.

It wasn't just the arrest; it was the soldier's words. The man had effortlessly struck their weak point. Their protests had no real impact on the Beiyang government and couldn't change a single policy.

Moreover, Li Junyu had spent much of the train ride considering whether he should join the army, only to admit to himself that he had no interest in military service. That meant the soldier's mockery was accurate. This realization only fueled his resentment toward He Rui. *Does a man have no right to speak if he isn't a soldier?*

What Li Junyu didn't know was that his name had been included in a report and sent to Xu Jia, the current Director of the Statistics Bureau. The report, however, didn't focus on the three students themselves.

Xu Jia was reviewing a summary of how the national movement sparked by the Paris Peace Conference was affecting the Northeast. After finishing it, he picked up the phone. "Have Comrade Wang Bin come to see me."

A short while later, a soldier in a black uniform appeared at the door. Xu Jia stood and beckoned him in. "Come in, quickly!"

Once Wang Bin was seated, Xu Jia personally went to the door and locked it. Turning back, he said, "Comrade Wang Bin, prepare yourself. You're going to take this report and present it to Chairman He. Also, what are your thoughts on our previous discussion about forming the Security Bureau?"

Wang Bin was a slightly stout young man, one of the few graduates from the Baoding Military Academy recruited after He Rui became the Zhen'an General. Hearing this, he looked a little unsettled.

Xu Jia understood his reaction. The Statistics Bureau was currently preparing to establish the Security Bureau—a powerful internal security organ that some had already jokingly dubbed the 'Imperial Guard.' The fact that the Security Bureau had been granted exclusive use of black uniforms was a clear sign of the importance He Rui placed on it.

It would have been stranger if Wang Bin hadn't been excited to shoulder such a responsibility.

When Wang Bin had composed himself, he spoke up. "Secretary Xu, I believe the Security Bureau's mission should be to maintain the order of production and education, and to strike at those who disrupt it. Therefore, I think it would be best to recruit personnel from the front lines—from the factories and the rural areas."

"Oh?" Xu Jia was surprised.

Wang Bin bit his lip, his confidence wavering slightly. "Secretary Xu, those of us who sit in offices... we don't really know who the bad elements are."

He paused, looking at Xu Jia to gauge his reaction.

These words were exactly what Xu Jia wanted to hear. He laughed. "Go on."
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Zheng Silang, the military representative at the Siping Automobile Manufacturing Plant, heard that Wang Bin had come to visit. Recalling the official document he had recently finished reading, he was genuinely curious.

Wang Bin was also a graduate of the Baoding Military Academy. After Duan Qirui had forcefully intervened in its personnel affairs, the school was seen as having a strong Anhui clique flavor. Consequently, after He Rui's rise, many graduates were eager to serve in the Northeast. However, very few were actually accepted. Wang Bin was one of only three graduates from Zheng Silang's subsequent classes to be recruited.

The reason was simple: the Northeast had already established its own military academy.

Seeing his junior walk in confidently in a black uniform, Zheng Silang stood up to shake hands. After they sat down, Wang Bin immediately presented a proposal. "Big Brother Zheng, this is the personnel recruitment plan I've drafted for the Security Bureau."

Zheng Silang took it and flipped through it quickly. Since becoming a military representative at the automobile plant, he had been forced to master speed-reading. A car consisted of multiple systems, dozens of component categories, and thousands of individual parts. There simply wasn't enough time for a slow, methodical read.

Having skimmed the document, Zheng Silang noted several key points and set it on the table.

Wang Bin spoke up quickly, "Big Brother Zheng, I've come to ask for your advice."

"Cut the pleasantries; get to the point," Zheng Silang replied decisively. This was experience gained from his time at the factory. When he first arrived, Zheng Silang had spent hours, sometimes even days, going in circles with workers and technicians over minor issues.

Since then, he had refined his working method: a military representative could no longer try to encompass everything. If one insisted on tracing every problem back to its roots, they would end up mired in the fundamental laws of nature; such matters were best left to universities and specialized laboratories.

Wang Bin was equally direct. "I want to recruit Security Bureau staff from the ranks of workers and rural cadres. I wanted to hear your thoughts on this."

Zheng Silang immediately addressed his primary concern. "I noticed you defined the Security Bureau's mission as neutralizing organized disruption of government operations, industrial and agricultural production, and the order of propaganda and education. Isn't that jurisdiction a bit too broad?"

"To catch bad guys, you first have to define what a bad guy is. Using the methodology of 'seeing the essence through phenomena' that I learned at the Party School, I constructed several logical propositions. I found that if the goal is simply 'catching bad guys,' it logically slides from catching criminals to catching foreigners or anyone from outside the Northeast. That is an emergency measure, not the core function of the Security Bureau."

"That's an interesting perspective; tell me more." Zheng Silang smiled. He always appreciated a genuine intellectual insight.

"There are certainly bad actors abroad, enemies hostile to China. But I've also heard Director Morrison mention that both he and the British Minister to China, Sir John Jordan, are friends of China..."

Zheng Silang barked out a laugh. While Morrison had certainly done work for the Northeast, Zheng Silang felt the man was primarily looking out for his own interests. As for 'loving China,' one could only offer a polite smile and move on.

As the British Minister, Jordan represented British interests. For him to claim he 'loved China' was, at best, inappropriate.

Wang Bin was undeterred. "If we assume every foreigner arrives with the intent to harm China, the solution would be to expel them all. But that is the government's prerogative, not the specific scope of the Security Bureau."

Zheng Silang found Wang Bin's logic sound. Expelling foreigners was a matter of state power; the Security Bureau would merely be one department among many implementing such a policy. He continued, "So, Wang Bin, which factories are you looking to recruit from? And what are your criteria?"

"Passing a political review isn't enough; we need more reliable guarantees. That's the most difficult part right now. Big Brother Zheng, you've been at the factory for nearly a year. Do you think we should require guarantees? And if so, how should we structure them to attract the right people?"

This question gave Zheng Silang pause. The Security Bureau was ultimately responsible for apprehending 'bad guys,' which implied combat. Workers were organized and disciplined, and they performed well on a battlefield. However, coming from a family of security escorts, Zheng Silang viewed the Security Bureau's role as something closer to hand-to-hand combat—subduing an opponent with a single move. This wasn't necessarily where a worker's strengths lay.

Just then, there was a knock at the door. "Come in," Zheng Silang called out.

A skilled worker pushed the door open. "Representative Zheng, there's a meeting this afternoon. Please attend."

"Understood," Zheng Silang replied. Once the worker had left, he turned back to Wang Bin. "Wang Bin, your perspective is good, but I don't have a firm opinion on this yet. Today..."

Seeing the eager look on his junior's face, Zheng Silang's heart softened. He shared his observations on the difference between the combat capabilities of workers and rural cadres versus the specific needs of the Security Bureau.

Wang Bin shook his head. "Big Brother Zheng, you're thinking of the Police and the Defense Bureau. Our Security Bureau doesn't actually handle those tasks. I laid it out in the document: the Security Bureau's role is to identify those engaged in organized sabotage. When it comes time to take action, we call on Public Security or the Defense departments. There are tens of thousands of police in the Northeast now, and every unit has its own Defense Division or Section. They catch people in the act through patrols. That's not the same job as ours."

Hearing this, Zheng Silang felt he was beginning to grasp Wang Bin's concept of the Security Bureau. But with his meeting about to start, he stood up. "Leave the document with me, Wang Bin. Your ideas are very provocative, and because of that, I need to straighten out my own thoughts. I'll give you an answer tomorrow."

Wang Bin stood as well. "Thanks, Big Brother Zheng."

They walked out together. As they reached the building entrance and prepared to go their separate ways, Wang Bin added one last thought. "Big Brother Zheng, the Security Bureau's work will inevitably involve some violence, but fundamentally, it's a technical department. A technical department focused on analysis and research."

By now, Zheng Silang understood what Wang Bin was aiming for, even if he couldn't yet fully visualize what this Security Bureau would look like in practice.

In a way, this ignorance was a good thing. Since he didn't need to know everything, he could focus on completing his own assigned tasks.

Wang Bin visited several other units, including the Siping Institute of Technology. The heads of these organizations often had no military background, which made things easier for him; he simply asked when he could hold recruitment briefings.

After leaving Siping—currently the industrial heart of the Northeast—and returning to his office in Shenyang, a document was immediately placed on his desk. It took Wang Bin a few moments to remember Wang Donglu from the Tsinghua School.

The report informed him that Wang Donglu's family were Beiyang officers and that the young man had been inquiring about which unit the Northeast Army soldiers in black uniforms belonged to.

*The kid doesn't seem stupid enough to be looking for revenge,* Wang Bin thought, genuinely puzzled by Wang Donglu's actions.



★


The War of Industrialized Nations (14)

Volume 2 — Chapter 65

❧ ❧ ❧


It was already August 1919 when Wang Donglu appeared before Security Bureau Director Wang Bin again. Wang Bin had just returned to the bureau after finishing an official task when he was informed that Zhao Tianlin had arrived. His first thought was: *Has a spy appeared at the school?*

The Security Bureau had analyzed the security situation in the Northeast and concluded that schools were a relatively low-risk area. Foreign teachers in the Northeast were mostly concentrated in the Foreign Language Department; there were only a few dozen of them, and the teaching materials they used were accessible to hundreds of thousands of students. Even if they understood the Northeast's education system, it had little bearing on national security.

Puzzled, Wang Bin went to see Zhao Tianlin. The Director was with a student. After greetings and names were exchanged, Zhao Tianlin asked the student to wait outside for a moment.

"Do you have any impression of Wang Donglu?" Zhao Tianlin asked.

Wang Bin shook his head; he didn't recognize the student at all. Zhao Tianlin chuckled. "Three months ago, you arrested that young man—Wang Donglu. He came from Beijing..."

Wang Bin suddenly remembered. "I recognize the name now. But I only saw him once and didn't remember his face. Is he closely related to you, Director Zhao?"

"Wang Donglu had been campaigning against the Paris Peace Conference's decision to hand over Shandong's rights to Japan, and he got caught up in the fallout. Word somehow reached Beijing that he'd been arrested in the Northeast, and his qualification to study in the United States was revoked," Zhao Tianlin explained.

Wang Bin nodded, understanding the situation perfectly. Tsinghua School was a preparatory program for studying in America, and only the most exceptional students qualified for it. After Zhao finished, Wang Bin sighed, "That is a great pity."

Zhao Tianlin didn't mention his personal connection to the boy further. Instead, he asked, "Director Wang, the Security Bureau is a technical department. I would like to recommend Wang Donglu for a position there. I wonder what kind of assessment he would need to pass?"

Wang Bin was speechless for a moment. The Security Bureau focused on analysis; apart from specific operations, there was actually very little within the bureau that was truly confidential. As for their work, every country caught spies and monitored suspicious individuals. Once caught, spies were often publicized through newspapers and other media as a matter of course.

Thus, the core requirements for selecting personnel were simple: personal willingness—whether they were prepared for the grueling nature of the work—and a reliable guarantor.

If Zhao Tianlin was willing to act as a guarantor, the most difficult hurdle was already cleared. Wang Bin replied tactfully, "Our department requires people who are open and upright. If someone harbors deep-seated resentment, it certainly won't do."

Zhao Tianlin nodded. "I was worried about that as well, so I suggested other fields of study to him. However, Wang Donglu is dead set on the Security Bureau—on joining the fight against foreign spies and domestic saboteurs."

Wang Bin felt he needed to be more direct. "Director Zhao, does the boy's family have some old ties with you?"

"Wang Donglu's grandfather was my mentor. I have received a great deal of kindness from his family, and I must help him."

Since Zhao Tianlin was so frank about the relationship, Wang Bin could only arrange an interview for the young man.

It was already evening when the interviewer submitted the report. Wang Bin tucked it at the very bottom of his pile of urgent documents. After a quick dinner at seven-thirty, he went into a meeting. By nine-thirty, just as he was preparing to head home, he looked at the remaining tasks. He switched on all the lights, splashed his face with cold water, lit a cigarette, and got back to work.

At 11 PM, Wang Bin opened the interview report and let out a wide yawn. Thinking of the long walk home, he felt a sudden impulse to just sleep in the office. However, there wasn't so much as a cot available, and the Security Bureau now had a strict rule against sleeping in the office.

Yawning, he read through the report. By the time he finished, his nerves were so numbed by exhaustion that he couldn't even feel a spark of excitement. He picked up a pen, scrawled 'Recommended for probation' at the end of the document, and stood up to call it a night.

Meanwhile, Wang Donglu was lying on a cot at the school provided by Zhao Tianlin. The mosquitoes in the Northeast were no less fierce than those in Beijing, but inside the netting he’d brought from home, he found some measure of peace.

Some of his family members thought he had run off to the Northeast out of spite. He was indeed angry, but not at the people of the Northeast Security Bureau. His anger was directed at the current state of China. The country had been sending students to Europe and America for over thirty years, yet it had only become more chaotic.

Studying abroad could not solve China's problems!

A single sentence from Wang Bin, Director of the Northeast Security Bureau, had deeply moved him: "What we want to maintain is the normal operation of society."

Only when normal operations were restored could China begin its journey toward rejuvenation. Wang Donglu had never expected to find a cause worth following here in the Northeast.
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Japanese ronin Watanabe Toru hesitated for a moment before finally stepping out of the Japanese concession in Shenyang. Within the Japanese concession, Japan had extraterritoriality, and selling morphine and opium in Japanese pharmacies inside the concession was legal.

However, the Northeast authorities had implemented a drug prohibition law that Watanabe Toru felt could be called tyrannical. Especially in the last two months, any Chinese residing in the Japanese concession would be considered a potential drug addict. Once they left the Japanese concession, they would be directly arrested and sent to a drug rehabilitation labor camp for a month of screening.

Under such tyranny, the Chinese in the Japanese concession had almost all run away. After all, the concession wasn't big; if they couldn't do business with the outside, there was no way to maintain their own operations.

What annoyed Watanabe Toru very much was that the Japanese government actually yielded. To allow Chinese people to return to live in the concession, the Kwantung Government, which managed the Japanese concession, issued an order prohibiting Japanese pharmacies from selling morphine to Chinese people, seeking to obtain the understanding of the Northeast China government.

The Japanese Watanabe Toru never expected the Kwantung Government to be so treasonous. At such a time, shouldn't the Japanese government immediately send troops to completely wipe out the Northeast China government, creating a fertile ground for Japan to sell morphine freely in China?

With gnashing hatred for this group of 'un-Japanese traitors', Watanabe Toru carried a small bottle of morphine and headed toward the inner city of Shenyang.

The buyer was a new drug dealer here, surnamed Ma. He looked fair and clean, appearing quite gentle. The two met at a very ordinary inn. Just as they handed over the goods, they heard footsteps outside.

Watanabe Toru immediately became alert. Pricking up his ears to listen for a moment, he immediately walked toward the back door. However, unexpectedly, that drug dealer surnamed Ma actually ran faster, rushing to the back door one step ahead of Watanabe Toru, opening the door, and fleeing.

At this time, Watanabe Toru couldn't care so much anymore. Extraterritoriality was limited to the Japanese concession; breaking the law outside the concession would still lead to arrest by Chinese officials. The Northeast drug enforcement police were absolutely ruthless when killing resisting drug dealers, completely indifferent to whether the other party was Japanese or not.

So Watanabe Toru sprinted through the streets of Shenyang. He tried to turn left and right as much as possible, desperately trying to shake off the police behind him. Turning a street corner, a figure in black appeared in front. Seeing this uniform, Watanabe Toru was frightened. The person in front was from the Northeast Security Bureau.

However, he couldn't stop his steps at this time. Watanabe Toru could only dash diagonally, trying to bypass this Security Bureau personnel. But this person had already acted; he rushed up fiercely, hugged Watanabe Toru from behind, and knocked him to the ground. The two struggled on the ground for a moment before the police caught up, pinned Watanabe Toru down, and handcuffed him.

The leader gasped, "Thanks, comrade."

The Security Bureau person nodded, asked clearly who was arrested, and left.

This Security Bureau personnel was none other than Wang Donglu. Although a small complication had arisen, Wang Donglu's mood remained very good. Today his parents came to Shenyang. Wang Donglu put on the uniform he had only worn twice and went to the station to pick them up. Catching a drug dealer on the way made Wang Donglu's mood even better.

However, not far after walking, Wang Donglu discovered his uniform was dirty. Thinking of his parents' requirement for neat clothing, Wang Donglu could only find a tap first, pat off the dirt on the clothes, and then wipe off the dirt that couldn't be patted clean with water before continuing to rush to the train station.

The train was late, so Wang Donglu continued to wait. Although a bit bored, when his parents arrived, the wet spots on his clothes had basically been dried by body heat.

Having not seen them for two months, Wang Donglu was overjoyed when he saw his parents and involuntarily gave them a military salute.

His father's expression was no different from usual, while his mother showed regret and sighed, "Why did you become a soldier?"

Wang Donglu didn't explain but said happily, "Dad, Mom, go stay at my place."

"Your house has two rooms?" his mother asked in surprise.

"Yes, one is a study; let Uncle Lü stay there," Wang Donglu replied.

His mother shook her head and sighed, "No need, we'll stay in a hotel."

Arriving at the hotel, the servant Uncle Lü bustled about, while the family of three chatted in the room. Although he had written about his experiences over the past two months in letters, Wang Donglu still told his parents personally.

After a month of military training, Wang Donglu thought he would start working in the Security Bureau. Unexpectedly, he was assigned to Zheng Silang's side in Siping to start work. The job content was to participate in factory production as a military representative. How long he would do it, Wang Donglu didn't know.

Hearing this brief introduction, Wang Donglu's mother sighed. Even Wang Donglu's father asked in surprise, "What exactly does this Security Bureau do? Originally it sounded like a job for the Imperial Guard (*Jinyiwei*). Why do they want you to work in a factory?"

Wang Donglu answered somewhat happily, "Father, this is to establish and perfect total war. If a war breaks out, all factories must be incorporated into the war track, taken over by wartime management departments to complete the production arrangements required for the war."

As Wang Donglu expected, his father was unfamiliar with the general mobilization system but his interest was piqued. After all, his father was a former Qing dynasty *Tongjinshi* (successful candidate in the imperial examination) and had been an official in Guizhou. Although the Qing dynasty had long perished, and the Northeast under He Rui's rule was very different from inside the pass...

The father and son chatted with increasing interest. Wang Donglu's mother couldn't intervene, so she simply lay half-reclined against the quilt on the bed, listening to Wang Donglu chatting with his father.

When Wang Donglu reached an exciting point, he couldn't help sighing, "Dad, I originally thought studying in the United States would allow me to learn advanced knowledge. I didn't expect to learn the true strategy of governing a country in the Northeast. Chairman He is truly enriching the country and strengthening the army."

Hearing this, Old Master Wang's face became serious. "Donglu, you've only been here for two months; don't indulge in wishful thinking. The New Policies at the end of the Qing dynasty were in full swing, but collapsed with a crash just because of a Royal Cabinet. Although He Rui is quite capable of gathering wealth, his actions are radical and he has already offended too many people."

Wang Donglu didn't agree with his father's cautious view. "So what if he offended those people? Can they invade the Northeast? The Northeast Army has 120,000 troops, fully equipped and manned. How many troops did the New Army at the end of the Qing dynasty have?"

Hearing his son's arrogant tone, Old Master Wang's face inevitably looked unpleasant. "You need to change this temper of yours. Don't believe everything you hear; how much can you know just by following others around?"

"At least today I caught a Japanese drug dealer on the street." Wang Donglu couldn't help using the daytime experience as proof. "Since Chairman He took power in the Northeast, foreigners have restrained themselves. Opium has poisoned China for a hundred years; the only place that can sweep it away locally is the Northeast."

Hearing this, Old Master Wang was silent for a moment. It wasn't that he couldn't out-argue his son; the old man hadn't expected He Rui could really achieve this extent. At least in newspapers outside the pass, this matter was never mentioned.

At this time, Mrs. Wang spoke up. "Donglu, banning opium is a good thing. But after General He banned opium, where does he make up for the lost opium tax every year?"

Old Master Wang had always admired his wife's vision, and at this moment, he also felt this was a good question!

When he was an official in Guizhou, Old Master Wang knew very well. Opium tax was indeed something that couldn't be brought to the table, but it was a solid and reliable tax revenue.

Banning opium not only meant losing opium tax, but banning opium itself also required a large investment of money. Regardless of good or evil, just speaking of government management, it was a very uneconomical thing.

Since He Rui did it so thoroughly, making Wang Donglu admire him so much, how would He Rui make up for this income?

Old Master Wang was very interested in this.
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Gambling and drug abuse were strictly targeted in the Northeast. By adopting such a policy, the Northeast's finances sacrificed a significant source of "quick money."

Based on his experience as a local official, Old Master Wang arrived at this judgment and continued to ask his son about the prices of salt and iron in the Northeast.

As a *jinshi* degree holder, Old Master Wang had read *Discourses on Salt and Iron*, the most famous treatise on national policy from the Han Dynasty. The state monopoly on salt and iron was a Chinese tradition; if one ignored "quick money," these two sectors were the only stable sources of national tax revenue.

"Dad, in the Northeast, this is called..." Wang Donglu pulled out a notebook, flipped through it quickly, and soon found the term.

Old Master Wang was both surprised and delighted. His father was the mentor of Zhao Tianlin, the Director of the Northeast Department of Education, which was why he had dared to let his son Wang Donglu venture into the Northeast. Seeing his son receive such serious education meant his son was valued.

However, the tall tree attracts the wind; the old man felt young people needed more experience and tempering. Many talented people were ruined because they rushed to distinguish themselves. Let alone his son, who was only nineteen this year. Even though Old Master Wang had devoted all his energy to educating his children since the fall of the Qing Dynasty, he still felt his son was too young.

At this time, Mrs. Wang spoke up. "Donglu, who did you learn this from?"

Old Master Wang felt his wife truly understood him; this was also the question he wanted to ask.

Wang Donglu replied, "Mom, distinguishing between bulk commodities and retail is the most basic content of the political economy curriculum. In the Northeast government's training, even cadres at the village head level must learn it."

Old Master Wang wasn't very used to these new terms. Village heads were recommended by the populace and had no official status. He asked, "Is it the *baozhang* and *jiazhang*?"

Hearing this, Wang Donglu immediately understood his father's meaning. It turned out that Wang Donglu had heard about it when studying with his father, but only realized what his father had taught before after entering the Security Bureau and receiving basic training. Happy in his heart, a smile appeared on his round face. "Dad, in the Northeast, there are no organizations outside government control. If you organize these privately, it's best not to let the government know."

Seeing his son behave somewhat frivolously, Old Master Wang's face darkened, and he looked at his son. Wang Donglu had been reprimanded many times, so he involuntarily wiped the smile off his face and tried his best to restore a calm expression.

However, scolding his son was one thing; Old Master Wang was somewhat surprised by the density of government management achieved in the Northeast. He truly didn't believe it in his heart.

With the knowledge Old Master Wang accumulated through reading and serving as an official, there was no lack of heroes in the imperial courts of past dynasties who hoped to build a government that directly managed down to the village level.

These attempts all ended in failure—not because they didn't want to, but because they had no money. For the government to manage all aspects of society, officials needed to be dispatched to all aspects. Establishing such a management system would lead to expenditures exceeding income, so efforts to extend imperial power below the county level all failed.

Based on the news Old Master Wang knew from various sources up to this moment, He Rui was not a person who amassed wealth frantically. He had built an army of 120,000 without foreign loans and without the "quick money" from gambling and drugs. Old Master Wang wanted to figure out immediately where He Rui's money came from.

If his son followed a maniac with great ambition but little talent, destined to perish, Old Master Wang would take his son back to Beijing from the Northeast even if he had to tie him up. Bringing two servants this time was preparation for taking the person by force.

How could Wang Donglu know his parents' caring feelings for him? Seeing his father silent and thoughtful, he refilled the tea for his parents. Just as he put down the thermos, he heard his father ask, "What is the purpose of teaching these to the *baozhang* and *jiazhang*? Can they understand?"

Seeing that his father didn't understand the Northeast government either, Wang Donglu suppressed his excitement and explained the administrative organization of the Northeast government to his father.

Commodities are commodities; whether bulk or retail, the object of operation falls on the same commodities. If changed to "wholesale and retail," it would be more understandable.

"Dad, the difference between the two lies in pricing power. Retail pricing is based on the pricing of bulk commodities. Those traveling merchants or shopkeepers doing business, as long as they retail, have to add a markup on the basis of the bulk purchase price..."

Old Master Wang was still listening seriously, but Mrs. Wang couldn't listen anymore and interrupted her son directly. "Donglu, let me ask you: how exactly does General He make money?"

Wang Donglu was stunned. After thinking for a moment, he asked, "Mom, why does the government need to make money? Now the currency in the Northeast is printed by the government; if money is needed, just print banknotes directly. What's the use of making money?"

Hearing that her son actually didn't understand, Mrs. Wang could only switch to a lower-level question. "Where does the tax revenue of the Northeast come from! Who is taxed?"

"Mom, the Northeast government is divided into two parts: one is tax revenue, and the other is finance. Tax revenue is naturally agricultural tax and commercial tax; now there are only these two parts. Finance is the bulk of it. For example, some enterprises want to produce cloth. They want to build factories and hire workers, but don't have enough money. So they borrow money from commercial banks to buy machinery and equipment and build the factories. Once the factories are built, they buy cotton and hemp fibers to produce cloth. After the goods are sold, they pay back the money plus some interest. This money is created out of thin air. If it goes through bank accounts, money is just some numbers in the ledger. It never physically appears in the world from beginning to end. But relying on these operations, factories appeared, cotton and hemp products appeared, and loan interest also existed. The state obtained income."

Speaking up to here, Wang Donglu had exhausted his memory and imagination, and began to worry whether his mother could understand. He asked carefully, "Mom, did you understand?"

Mrs. Wang frowned, seemingly understanding but not quite. However, Mrs. Wang managed the family's finances. In Guizhou, she had participated in investments where officials pooled money for business ventures; when the business made money, she received dividends. Listening to her son, she could barely understand the process.

So Mrs. Wang asked about what she didn't understand. "Donglu, the money you mentioned doesn't sound like real gold and silver to me. It sounds like a government guarantee."

Wang Donglu had absolutely no idea what kind of economic activities his mother had participated in. From the time he could remember clearly, his mother had been at home assisting her husband and educating her children, with no experience of working outside. Hearing that his mother actually understood the principles of state operation that more than half of the cadres didn't understand, Wang Donglu was surprised and delighted, and loudly flattered, "Mom, it's just as you said. The money for government-operated industries is earmarked for specific purposes. It is money issued entirely on credit. The purpose of this money is not to be spent casually, but to maintain industries..."

Watching his son happily praise his mother's brilliance and intelligence, Old Master Wang found it amusing, but his thoughts quickly turned to the finances of the Northeast government.

Although he didn't know the specific methods of the Northeast government, Old Master Wang had a basic understanding of the economic system of the Northeast.

The New Policies at the end of the Qing Dynasty were carried out vigorously. The content Wang Donglu mentioned was not new; supporting industries was part of the New Policies. However, Old Master Wang only started to encounter these detailed contents when he was nearly forty, while his son, nominally twenty, was already participating in such a cause. Old Master Wang suddenly felt a sigh that he was already old.

Picking up the teacup and drinking a mouthful of plain boiled water, Old Master Wang gathered his mood and secretly evaluated the administration of the Northeast government.

During the late Qing New Policies, the imperial court hoped for a new type of government that no longer relied on land tax and poll tax as the main source of finance, but obtained financial resources from industry and commerce like the Great Powers. In the end, it perished in the fierce political and economic turbulence of the New Policies.

He Rui was obviously firmly continuing on the path of the New Policies and would surely encounter the same difficulties. Could He Rui persist?

Not long ago, Old Master Wang worried that He Rui had great ambition but little talent, and his son following He Rui would come to no good end. So Old Master Wang wanted to take his son back.

At this time, Old Master Wang's worry turned into another kind. Would He Rui fail due to insufficient ability in carrying out such arduous New Policies?

Recalling his excitement when he learned about the content of the New Policies more than ten years ago, Old Master Wang couldn't help recovering a bit of the high spirit of his prime, yet he sighed with great emotion.

At this time, he heard Mrs. Wang say in an unhappy tone, "Donglu, I don't understand what you said either. I only know how to manage household affairs. Managing a household requires living within one's means. Did the Northeast government achieve a balance of income and expenditure, or is it eating next year's food this year?"

This question concerning finance made Old Master Wang turn his attention back to the conversation between mother and son. He heard Wang Donglu reply, "Mom, you are a *junzi*—a true gentleman! 'Cultivate the self, regulate the family, govern the state, bring peace to the world.' Regulating the family is the work of a *junzi*..."

With a *pfft* of light laughter, Mrs. Wang was amused by her son, and Old Master Wang was also amused. On second thought, the smile on Old Master Wang's face disappeared. His son was not wrong. In the beautiful expectations of the late Qing New Policies, with a balanced national budget and continuously growing industries, the Great Qing would naturally become a great power in the world.

It was just that the Great Qing was dying at that time. A "Royal Cabinet" destroyed the world's trust in the imperial court, and it collapsed within two years. It had been less than ten years from then to now.

Feeling emotional in his heart, Old Master Wang didn't want to hear this anymore. He smiled, "Donglu, our family hasn't eaten together for a long time. You are the host now; your mother and I came from afar, so arrange it."

Wang Donglu hadn't expected his father not to treat him like a child. He was overjoyed and quickly stood up. "Mom, Dad, I have already thought of a place; please follow me."

After finishing the meal, Wang Donglu sent his parents back to their residence, while he hurriedly rushed to report to the Security Bureau in Shenyang.

Other units didn't need to report during rest time, but for the Security Bureau, the regulations were naturally much stricter than other units.

On the way, Wang Donglu recalled being treated as an adult by his parents during the meal and was truly happy. Moreover, wearing the Security Bureau uniform attracted quite a few gazes in the restaurant. The respect from the shopkeeper made Wang Donglu feel truly satisfied.

After signing in at the Security Bureau check-in point, the person in charge said, "Clerk Wang, come once tomorrow morning; the Security Bureau needs to organize personnel."

According to regulations, Security Bureau members must cancel their leave at any time. Wang Donglu dared not refuse. After agreeing, he quickly ran to the hotel where his parents stayed to inform them.

Unexpectedly, his parents just responded and didn't say anything more. Wang Donglu felt guilty and wanted to apologize again. Unexpectedly, his father said, "Donglu, I taught you that once you become an official, you should prioritize public affairs. How can loyalty and filial piety both be satisfied! You hurry back to sleep and do your duty well tomorrow."

Wang Donglu was shaken, feeling as if he had returned to the boyhood days of being taught by his father. But seeing encouragement in his father's gaze, Wang Donglu felt warmth in his heart. He stood at attention and saluted his father. "Dad, Mom, please rest well; your son takes his leave."

Seeing his parents nod slightly, Wang Donglu suppressed his excitement and left his parents' residence.

Previously, Wang Donglu said he had a residence; that residence was actually the collective housing for Security Bureau members, specifically used to host family members. There were only a dozen or so suites; whoever had relatives visiting would stay there. At other times, everyone lived in the dormitory.

Waking up early the next morning, he gathered with the Security Bureau comrades. The person in charge was actually Director Wang Bin. Wang Bin's chubby face was very serious. "Mitsui Yasuki of Japan has a meeting with Chairman He. Our Security Bureau needs to send people to accompany them. Everyone must abide by confidentiality discipline, listen from the side, and say nothing. Understood!"

"Understood!" the Security Bureau members responded loudly.

Wang Bin took out a list and began assigning tasks. Wang Donglu thought he would be a peripheral member, but unexpectedly, he was arranged into He Rui's personal guard. Ignoring the envious gazes of others, Wang Donglu only felt his heart racing. Just thinking of seeing Chairman He Rui of the Northeast Government made him feel excited.

Afterward, Wang Donglu didn't remember much, just obeying arrangements. He Rui did not hold talks with Mitsui Yasuki in the government office building. Under the protection of a group of entourage, He Rui, Mitsui Yasuki, and several Japanese zaibatsu members boarded a train and headed straight for Siping.

Wang Donglu was assigned the task of serving tea and water. In the train compartment, he heard Mitsui Yasuki say through an interpreter, "Your Excellency, Sino-Japanese friendship is something we have always been committed to. Although both sides have promoted it in recent years, the current degree of friendship is not even one ten-thousandth of what we urgently desire. Your Excellency's Northeast Bank is running well, but presumably lacks gold as currency collateral. The Mitsui Zaibatsu, Mitsubishi Zaibatsu, and other zaibatsu intend to provide gold to the Northeast Bank as currency collateral. I wonder if Your Excellency is willing to accept our kindness?"

Hearing this, Wang Donglu wondered if he had heard wrong. For so many years, foreigners had attacked China, and every time they defeated China, they demanded territory and indemnities. From 1840 to now, the gold and silver lost by China, calculated in silver, amounted to billions of *taels*.

Japanese zaibatsu actually wanted to provide gold to the Northeast Bank... Wang Donglu held his breath and listened carefully, afraid to miss a single word.
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Hearing the Japanese zaibatsu's suggestion to provide gold to the Northeast Bank, Wang Donglu held his breath, determined not to miss a single word that followed.

However, He Rui seemed not to have heard it. No one around spoke; there was no sound in the carriage except the rhythmic *clack-clack* of the train passing over the rail joints.

Wang Donglu didn't know how long this silence would last. The representative of the Mitsubishi Zaibatsu broke the quiet. "In the past two years, Your Excellency Chairman has been developing many industries in Manchuria and Mongolia, from railways to mines, from grain to wool textiles, achieving excellent results. I wonder if Your Excellency Chairman has any insights to share?"

Only then did He Rui smile and say, "What the Northeast is doing is no different from you gentlemen: seizing the opportunity of the European war to expand exports. As for insights, it is simply guiding capital fully into the production sector, facing the difficulties encountered in production directly, discovering problems, and solving them."

The Mitsubishi Zaibatsu representative immediately praised, "Your Excellency speaks the truth. Mitsubishi Enterprises engages in product development and knows well the difficulty of technological advancement. That Your Excellency has gathered so many talents and solved so many technical problems in such a short time... it truly fills this subordinate with admiration."

Facing the flattery of the Mitsubishi representative, He Rui smiled. "Japan is ahead of China in industrial development. What the Northeast is doing are stages Japan has already completed. Presumably, the Mitsubishi Zaibatsu must have a lot of experience to impart."

Hearing this, Wang Donglu understood somewhat. His own father was an official, so Wang Donglu was no stranger to the meaning of such diplomatic rhetoric. He Rui obviously did not accept Mitsui's request to provide gold to the Northeast Bank as collateral for currency issuance. As for the reason, Wang Donglu was not clear. But He Rui's silence was intended to preserve Mitsui's face—a gesture of great goodwill.

The Mitsubishi Zaibatsu had taken over the conversation, heaping praise on He Rui that didn't completely fit reality. He Rui then stated the current realistic situation, and his seemingly humble follow-up was an invitation to hear what suggestions Mitsubishi had.

Understanding the subtext of this conversation, Wang Donglu saw the Mitsubishi representative exchanging glances with other Japanese zaibatsu representatives. Presumably, they had rehearsed for this meeting long ago. Wang Donglu sensed that the Japanese representatives would switch to another speaker, so that even if the proposal was rejected by He Rui, basic harmony could be maintained.

However, the situation Wang Donglu anticipated did not happen. Led by the Mitsubishi representative, the group of Japanese zaibatsu representatives continued chatting and laughing with He Rui about various economic theories and the world situation.

Wang Donglu clearly felt that the probing from both sides had ended. The moment most prone to conflict had passed; next, they would likely move in the direction of cooperation.

At this time, Wang Donglu didn't realize that his parents were sitting with Zhao Tianlin. Old Master Wang requested, "Brother Zhao, please help Donglu get out of that... whatever Security Bureau."

Zhao Tianlin nodded. "Brother Wang, I have already done my best to arrange it. But Donglu is rather willful, and he is still young; I'm afraid he doesn't even understand what he wants to do himself."

Old Master Wang nodded. "Donglu's nature is unsettled, so you and I have to step in. Even if we have to force him, we must make him obey. Brother Zhao, throughout history, when have the Imperial Guards—the *Jinyiwei*—ever truly been entrusted with great power?"

Zhao Tianlin had never been an official in the Qing Dynasty, so his feeling about this was shallow. He advised, "Brother Wang, Director Wang Bin of the Security Bureau has already decided to release him. If nothing else works, let Donglu go to the factory as a military representative first. I think since Donglu initially wanted to go to the United States to study mechanics, this should suit him very well."

Old Master Wang said with surprise and joy, "Then many thanks to Brother Zhao."

Although his demeanor and tone were sincere, Old Master Wang remained calm inwardly. Having been a Qing official for so many years, he had long mastered the art of navigating social interactions with ease.

At this time, there were words Old Master Wang dared not say. He felt that his son had a strong ambitious spirit. Perhaps influenced by what he saw and heard at home, Wang Donglu's interest in officialdom and governance was actually much greater than in studying mechanics. Precisely because of this, Old Master Wang hoped there would be no 'stain' on his son's resume. Having been an Imperial Guard was undoubtedly the biggest stain on an official's record!

*Fanzi*—the runners and spies—did the shameful errands; it was the position most dreaded and despised by officials.

Wang Donglu didn't know his elders were working hard for his future. As the train arrived in Siping, He Rui and the others transferred to cars and went to the Banshan Reservoir.

At this time, a dam towered at the Banshan Reservoir, and the water rolled toward Siping City through the diversion canal. Everyone climbed the mountain path to the pavilion at the top and saw the vast expanse of water unfolding before their eyes. The mountains on both sides were covered with green vegetation, golden light danced on the lake surface, and flocks of water birds played in the water. It was truly a landscape of picturesque lakes and mountains.

The Japanese zaibatsu representatives also praised the scenery. Not long after, He Rui and the others boarded a pleasure boat on the lake. Wang Donglu and the others stood outside the cabin, while He Rui chatted with the representatives in fluent Japanese.

Now Wang Donglu couldn't understand what was being said inside, but looking at the expressions of the Japanese, they were obviously at a disadvantage.

Wang Donglu wasn't wrong. He Rui truly hadn't expected Mitsui Yasuki to have the guts to propose buying shares in the Northeast Bank. The reason He Rui remained silent was entirely because he didn't want to make the relationship rigid. If He Rui had spoken, there would have been only one choice: to question why Mitsui Yasuki had the audacity to threaten him.

Speaking of which, this is a very realistic matter in politics. At a certain level, one must start with sentiment but stop within the bounds of propriety.

If he accepted Mitsui Yasuki's words, it meant He Rui would have to send someone to see the Japanese Cabinet Minister, or even directly see the Japanese Emperor Taisho, to ask if He Rui could buy shares in the Bank of Japan!

Although in this era, many foreign central banks were private, and many countries didn't even have central banks, this didn't mean one could directly ask to buy shares in the Northeast Bank.

Just reading the bank regulations of the Northeast Government would allow one to understand the nature of the Northeast Bank. People who ask such questions are either stupid or bad!

But since Mitsui didn't continue to be foolish, He Rui let the matter pass. He introduced the construction process of the Banshan Reservoir to the Japanese delegation, seeing it for the first time, and the representatives praised it one after another.

At this time, there were no other people around. The Mitsubishi Zaibatsu representative, sitting intimately in the private setting, asked, "Your Excellency Chairman, I wonder if you know that the coal and ore transported from Manchuria and Mongolia to Japan have already caused a huge impact on the Japanese market. Your Excellency already possesses pricing power in the Japanese mineral market."

He Rui nodded but replied, "I'm afraid we are far from having pricing power."

The Mitsubishi representative looked serious. "Your Excellency Chairman, if the mineral trade between the Northeast and Japan is suddenly interrupted now, it will cause a huge impact on Japan's mineral prices. We came this time to ask if Your Excellency can accept us buying shares in mining enterprises in the Northeast. Only in this way can we reassure many enterprises in Japan."

He Rui chuckled lightly. "Hehe, could it be that someone is worried the Northeast will use the method of interrupting mineral supply to strike at the Japanese economy? If someone thinks so, I really don't understand this view. What good does striking at the Japanese economy do me? Does anyone think I am preparing to wage war against Japan?"

These words made some Japanese zaibatsu representatives change their expressions. Some showed uneasy looks, while others showed joy.

Mitsui Yasuki spoke again at this time. "Your Excellency Chairman, we all believe in your friendship with Japan, and we are also full of friendship for China. The purpose of buying shares is to join hands to build a brighter future for both China and Japan. If we can buy shares in the mineral enterprises of the Northeast, it will make Japan more reassured."

He Rui was not angry, but neither was he polite. "Absolutely impossible! The shares of Northeast mining enterprises have been determined, and various departments in the Northeast have determined the distribution ratio. I cannot persuade them!"

This was lying with eyes open. However, He Rui spoke extremely seriously, as if it were the absolute truth.

As He Rui expected, the Japanese zaibatsu representatives opposite really believed it. It wasn't that these people were naive enough to unconditionally believe He Rui.

Japanese elites naturally had the limitations of elites. Within Japan, various interests were carved up completely by the Japanese upper echelon. As Zhou Shuren (Lu Xun) would later write, 'Moving a chair requires shedding blood!'

This was the current situation in Japan. It wasn't what those people wanted to do, but all spheres of interest had been carved up completely by the Japanese upper echelon, and everyone could only survive in the little space left for them.

Only by creating interests outside these regulations could one fight for the ownership of new benefits. Within Japan, even the various zaibatsu could only operate in their restricted spaces.

So when the Japanese zaibatsu representatives heard He Rui say that the internal interests of the Northeast government had been divided, they naturally believed it. If they didn't believe it, they wouldn't be Japanese.

Mitsui Yasuki bowed his head slightly. "Your Excellency Chairman, can you allow us to establish wholly-owned mines in the Northeast?"

He Rui felt Mitsui Yasuki definitely had other purposes, so he answered according to the policy direction of introducing capital to the Northeast: "We will not refuse any foreign enterprise that abides by the laws and regulations of the Northeast."

Mitsui Yasuki knew the Northeast's policy long ago; these words were for other zaibatsu representatives to hear. Since He Rui insisted on the policy, Mitsui Yasuki continued, "Then can you allow us to open banking businesses in the Northeast? We only have yen in hand, not the Fengtian notes of the Northeast. Regarding these financial transactions, if we can expand banking business, we can definitely help Your Excellency Chairman."

In He Rui's view, this request was not excessive. But He Rui would absolutely not agree. The reason was simple: the Northeast Bank had been established for only a little over two years, and even its own business hadn't been smoothed out yet. Let alone competing with foreign banks with rich experience.

So He Rui refused decisively, "The banking industry in the Northeast is currently very underdeveloped. If you gentlemen want to open banking businesses, you will suffer losses; I won't let you take such risks. We are constantly improving the functions of the Northeast banking industry. If there is any new progress, the Commerce Department of the Northeast Government will contact you gentlemen. Of course, you can also send representatives to the Northeast to communicate with the departments responsible for these tasks at any time."

Mitsui Yasuki was used to He Rui's style. Most of the other Japanese zaibatsu representatives were seeing He Rui for the first time. Hearing He Rui's answer, they couldn't help showing some relief and admiration. He Rui didn't lie and was willing to cooperate. Of course, He Rui would absolutely not give up his dominance. This was undoubtedly the characteristic of a high-level politician and top power holder.

The crowd chatted for a while longer. Seeing He Rui absolutely refused to make concessions, these people shifted the topic to the recent Japanese military operation to attack Vladivostok.

Because Mitsui Yasuki undertook the work of transporting coal and other materials from the Northeast to Vladivostok, he didn't participate in the discussion. The representative of the Mitsubishi Zaibatsu asked, "Your Excellency Chairman, what do you think of this war?"

He Rui answered frankly, "Russia is currently undergoing a civil war, and the civil war hasn't reached its most intense period yet. So neither the Bolshevik government nor the White Army government can spare attention for Vladivostok. The Japanese army is currently unimpeded in Vladivostok, with no rivals. The battle line will advance very quickly, and the Japanese government can also organize some small-scale immigration. The current situation should be like this."

The zaibatsu representatives nodded one after another, and several had joyful expressions on their faces.

He Rui continued to analyze the situation frankly. "However, the victor of the tragic Russian Civil War will definitely be a powerful armed force. And the Japanese government cannot bear the fiscal burden required for a large number of troops and immigrants to develop in Vladivostok. It will definitely reduce troops and try to let those few Japanese immigrants develop on their own. That is to say, two years later, these few Japanese troops and Japanese immigrants without personal arms will be attacked first by guerrillas supported by the victorious side in Russia. In my opinion, Japan will eventually withdraw from Vladivostok due to continuous defeats. In Chinese parlance, a large amount of investment will all be for naught."

The Japanese zaibatsu representatives present were indeed Japanese elites; no one expressed dissatisfaction, and several zaibatsu representatives showed expressions of agreement. Still, someone asked, "Your Excellency Chairman, won't Russia make concessions?"

He Rui nodded. "In Sakhalin, Russia will inevitably give up because it has no Russian Pacific Fleet capable of countering the Japanese Navy. But in Vladivostok, Russia will not give up. Occupying Vladivostok, or even Siberia, is an act where the costs outweigh the gains for the Japanese government; this is the main reason. Moreover, Russia will not adopt large-scale army operations this time, but use guerrilla warfare to cut off the Japanese army's supply lines, attacking and eliminating Japanese settlements. This will make the economic burden of Japan occupying Vladivostok even greater, and casualties will also be greater. Troop withdrawal is an inevitable result."

After He Rui finished speaking, a secretary came in to report, "Chairman, the meal is ready."

He Rui stood up and smiled. "Gentlemen, please go to the second floor; the scenery there is good, we can chat while eating."

Just as He Rui said, the scenery on the second floor of the big boat was excellent. But everyone just ate and chatted; no one mentioned the issue of buying shares in Northeast finance and mines again.

Sated with food and wine, and having chatted happily, everyone returned to Siping City. The secretary responsible for daily work delivered telegrams. The main leaders of the Northeast all wanted to know if a meeting should be held regarding this matter. These young people who initially followed He Rui had been growing rapidly in these few years. They were no longer He Rui's subordinates, but He Rui's comrades. At this time, they no longer needed to run to He Rui for a meeting whenever they encountered something.

He Rui smiled. "There won't be a specific meeting for these people, but there will be a meeting for this matter. This time, someone on the Japanese side wanted to probe us to see if they could control our economic core. The meeting has only one topic: what is the war of industrialized nations."
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Wang Donglu sent a telegram to the hotel where his parents were staying, feeling truly disappointed as he left the telegraph office. He had taken leave specifically to go to Shenyang to receive his parents, but because of work, he had to cut his leave short and leave his parents behind in Shenyang.

Of course, his father had been an official in Guizhou, and his parents had traveled thousands of *li* in their lives. Wang Donglu believed his parents could certainly handle the situation. Public security in the Northeast had been steadily improving, and the 'Northeast bandits' famous within the Pass had become a historical term. In the land Outside the Pass, often considered barbaric, his parents were actually quite safe.

But Wang Donglu himself hadn't been able to ensure this family reunion concluded smoothly. Even if it wasn't his fault, Wang Donglu still felt quite disappointed.

After canceling his leave, Wang Donglu returned to his Security Bureau dormitory in Siping, changed into work clothes, put on his Military Representative armband, and went straight to the Siping Automobile Manufacturing Plant where he was currently assigned.

Following security protocols, Wang Donglu showed his ID and pass. The automobile plant produced two types of vehicles: trucks and civilian passenger cars. Production was divided into two lines, and the Military Representative Office in the factory was similarly divided into two groups.

Passing through the wide lanes of the factory, huge workshop buildings stood side by side. On the passages between workshops, workers vigorously pushed carts transporting parts. There were also two newly trial-produced forklifts moving cargo under the supervision of technicians. The two large horizontal steel forks at the front used for lifting goods were very conspicuous, and Wang Donglu couldn't help watching them as he walked. It wasn't until some people suddenly appeared in front of him that he turned his attention back to the road.

Approaching were several foreign technicians. The Siping Automobile Manufacturing Plant was currently the largest automobile manufacturing enterprise in the Northeast and had introduced a large amount of British and French equipment and technology. According to the contract, Britain and France needed to provide engineers and technicians to work here for two years. One-third of the technicians in the entire factory were foreigners. Wang Donglu privately believed that one of his jobs was to monitor these foreign technicians.

Stepping aside for these technicians, Wang Donglu continued toward the Military Representative's office. Along the way, he saw several groups of foreign technicians, all accompanied by Chinese technicians assigned as apprentices, and equipped with translators. In the past three years, the Northeast had established a large number of factories through joint ventures. The Northeast government gave very preferential treatment to these foreign technicians. Not only were salaries high, but residential compounds were specially built for them, consisting of four-story red brick buildings. Fitness facilities, commercial areas, and schools for those with children were provided. There were also clubs for relaxation, and even religious facilities were available.

Wang Donglu had originally planned to go to the United States to study, and now he felt that arriving in Siping was no different from arriving in a foreign country.

No, there were still differences.

According to those students who had returned from studying abroad, although foreign countries were industrially developed, they were not paradises. There were quite a few criminal incidents; all the scoundrels found in China could be found abroad. Foreign countries were even ahead in new types of criminal gangs emerging based on industrialization.

The foreigners in Siping, apart from those who came for trade, were technicians; these people were considered decent people abroad. It could be said that the average level of these foreigners in Siping far exceeded the average in their home countries.

Lost in these wandering thoughts, he arrived at the Military Representative's office, where he was immediately called over by Zheng Silang. Zheng Silang had a solid build, wore a work uniform, and sported the wide armband of a Military Representative; he looked like a robust senior worker. However, meeting Zheng Silang's gaze, Wang Donglu was intimidated by the intensity in his eyes. Such a sharp, knife-like gaze could not belong to a worker; only a career soldier would be so focused and ready to deal with any challenge at any moment.

Zheng Silang said, "Comrade Wang Donglu, I received an order that your assignment as a Military Representative in the automobile plant has ended. Complete your handover immediately and report back to the Security Bureau."

Wang Donglu was very puzzled. He had only interned for a few days, and now he was leaving? Was it because he asked for leave to see his parents and had fallen out of favor with the higher-ups?

But Wang Donglu asked nothing. He was just about to agree and leave when he suddenly remembered something. "Representative Zheng, my time here was short; will the Military Representative Office write an evaluation for me?"

A trace of a smile appeared on Zheng Silang's face. "We will write an evaluation for you; don't worry."

Wang Donglu took his leave and went to complete the handover procedures as instructed. The next day, he returned to the Security Bureau. As soon as he entered, he noticed his colleagues giving him strange looks. Upon meeting the Director of the Siping Security Bureau, the Director asked straight away, "Comrade Wang Donglu, write a report on your service as a guard for Chairman He."

"I have already written a report and submitted it," Wang Donglu quickly explained.

"That one is for our Siping Security Bureau, different from the one you wrote for the General Bureau," the Director said somewhat unhappily. After speaking, the Director pondered for a moment before continuing, "Go handle the transfer procedures after you finish writing; you have been transferred to the Investment Promotion Bureau."

"Yes!" Wang Donglu replied. After speaking, he asked, "Director, does the Security Bureau also have stationed agents in the Investment Promotion Bureau?"

Now the Director's expression showed great displeasure. "Comrade Wang Donglu, didn't you hear clearly? You have been transferred to the Investment Promotion Bureau. After completing the procedures, you are no longer a member of the Security Bureau!"

This news shocked Wang Donglu. He didn't want to go to the Investment Promotion Bureau; why was he suddenly transferred?

But the Director didn't give Wang Donglu a chance to ask. He hardened his expression and ordered, "Go write the report now, and handle the procedures quickly!"

"...Yes," Wang Donglu had to respond.

Two days later, Zhao Tianlin invited Old Master Wang and his wife to dinner. After the three sat down, Zhao Tianlin said, "Brother Wang, Donglu's job has been transferred."

Old Master Wang was both surprised and delighted, quickly expressing his thanks to Zhao Tianlin. Although Old Master Wang didn't know the system of the Northeast government, he knew the Qing official system very well. Every promotion path had rules. Different backgrounds—whether a *Xiucai* who purchased their title, a *Juren* with a provincial degree, or a *Jinshi* who passed the imperial examination—all had their own distinct routes.

Even within the *Jinshi* rank, the promotion trajectories for the top tier, regular *Jinshi*, and 'Associate *Jinshi*' were vastly different.

Only with connections above could one deviate from the conventional promotion route. As for transfers between civil and military positions, only someone with influence reaching the heavens could achieve that.

Although he didn't know the system of the Northeast government, Old Master Wang was certain that the Northeast under He Rui's rule was a government with a rigorous system. That Zhao Tianlin could achieve such a thing showed that his influence in the government was very powerful.

Zhao Tianlin waved off Old Master Wang and his wife's thanks. He habitually looked around the room, then whispered, "Brother Wang, you are wrong about one thing. I don't have such great ability to transfer someone from the military to a department like the Investment Promotion Bureau."

Old Master Wang was not surprised but felt more reassured, and quickly responded, "May I ask who you approached? Rest assured, Brother Zhao, I will immediately reimburse the expenses for you."

Zhao Tianlin sighed slightly. "Brother Wang, your esteemed father said you are cautious in doing things; I have always remembered that. Please don't blame me for what I'm about to say."

Old Master Wang immediately felt something was amiss and nodded silently.

"Brother Wang, I pulled out Donglu's examination paper and showed it to Chairman He before mentioning the transfer. Apart from this method, I really had no other way." After Zhao Tianlin finished speaking, he sighed apologetically.

Old Master Wang's reaction was just as Zhao Tianlin expected. He was not happy; his expression became solemn. As a genuine *Jinshi*, Old Master Wang was very wary of 'advancement by favor'.

Any official promotion requires opportunity. When choosing among officials with similar performance, having a patron naturally leads to faster promotion. But 'advancement by favor' is completely different. It implies a lack of ability and grossly insufficient qualifications, yet because one is favored by those at the top, they skip the necessary trials and ascend directly to the heavens.

Precisely because of ascending so rapidly, there is nothing under one's feet. Once abandoned, one will naturally fall directly to the ground and be shattered to pieces.

However, Old Master Wang was not overly uneasy. He trusted Zhao Tianlin and also felt that if He Rui were a person who relied on favorites, he would absolutely not have today's power and influence. A very direct proof was Zhao Tianlin in front of him; Zhao Tianlin would never follow a leader who promoted favored ministers.

After a moment of silence, Old Master Wang forced a smile. "Brother Zhao, I know nothing about the official system of the Northeast. I wonder what kind of *Yamen* the Investment Promotion Bureau is."

At this time, the restaurant just started serving dishes. Zhao Tianlin smiled, "Brother Wang, let's talk while eating."

After speaking, he poured wine for Old Master Wang and Mrs. Wang. Zhao Tianlin raised his glass. "Brother Wang, let me toast you."

Old Master Wang didn't know what kind of *Yamen* the Investment Promotion Bureau was, but Wang Donglu, having studied and worked in the Security Bureau for two months, knew the functions of the Investment Promotion Bureau very well due to his training.

The work of the Investment Promotion Bureau was just as its name suggested: responsible for attracting business and investment. The Director of the Investment Promotion Bureau was the Englishman Morrison. Among the foreign officials in the Northeast, Morrison had the highest position and the greatest real power.

In the Security Bureau's basic assessment, the Investment Promotion Bureau led by Morrison was considered low-risk. Because Morrison was the Director, he was responsible for attracting investment from foreign enterprises. And the Investment Promotion Bureau was not only for attracting foreign investment; several deputy directors under it were responsible for attracting domestic investment.

Just as Wang Donglu had seen, due to the special relationship between He Rui and Japan, Japanese zaibatsu tended to seek business opportunities directly from He Rui. Director Morrison was merely a shrewd and capable Investment Promotion Director with extensive connections within the Northeast government, without any of the arrogance typical of foreigners.

After arriving at the Investment Promotion Bureau, Wang Donglu began to receive departmental training. At the same time, he did daily work in the mailroom. Wang Donglu carried a backpack, with a clipboard tied to the strap, delivering documents to offices one by one.

After working for just two days, Wang Donglu saw quite distinguished visitors in the corridor of the Investment Promotion Bureau office building. The Japanese zaibatsu delegation, led by Deputy Director Guo Hanshan, who was responsible for attracting investment from Japan, went straight to Director Morrison's office.

Wang Donglu was somewhat puzzled. He couldn't guess how the Japanese zaibatsu representatives had offended He Rui so that they couldn't get approval directly from He Rui and had to run to the Investment Promotion Bureau.

But keeping his thoughts to himself, Wang Donglu took the letters for the investment promotion group responsible for the domestic Jiangsu and Zhejiang regions into their office. Everyone already had an impression of Wang Donglu, the new young man. After taking the letters, they took the clipboard handed over by Wang Donglu, signed on the document receipt attached to it, and said, "Thank you."

Wang Donglu liked the atmosphere of the Northeast government very much. Compared with the strictly hierarchical system of the Qing Dynasty, everyone here showed goodwill under discipline and training requirements. 'Thank you' was not directed at anyone specifically, but expressed gratitude to the person providing the service; this gratitude was for the task, not the individual. These styles did not exist in the knowledge Wang Donglu learned from his father, making Wang Donglu feel very relaxed.

When Wang Donglu passed the door of Director Morrison of the Investment Promotion Bureau, the office door was already closed. Although Wang Donglu was curious about what was being discussed inside, he continued to run his errands hurriedly.

The negotiation in the office was a routine business negotiation. The Japanese zaibatsu representatives did not get any opportunity to touch the economic core of the Northeast. He Rui only allowed Japanese enterprises to invest according to the investment regulations of the Northeast.

Since He Rui set the tone this way, the subsequent matters were naturally the responsibility of the Investment Promotion Bureau. After the Investment Promotion Bureau concluded talks, it would be the turn of relevant mining, agriculture, and other departments to review.

This time, the Japanese side hoped to invest in mining operations. Morrison inquired about the investment location and the types of minerals to be produced.

In the office of the Siping Government Building, half of the standing committee members of the Central Committee of the Civilization Party were present—four of them. Plus He Rui and Zheng Silang, a total of six people held a meeting.

He Rui's tone was very relaxed. "At this stage, foreign powers are unlikely to adopt direct military invasion, but will adopt methods of supporting their agents within China and controlling China's economic lifeline to obtain super-profits. After the Japanese zaibatsu came this time, Mitsui Yasuki, not knowing whose instructions he was under, actually asked if he could provide gold to the Northeast Bank. He is really audacious."

The four standing committee members were Wu Youping, Xu Chengfeng, Tang Gui, and Xu Jia, representing the three major departments of party, government, and military, as well as the Organization Department. Tang Gui had now returned to the Party Central Committee to be responsible for party affairs. Hearing He Rui's words, Tang Gui was somewhat puzzled. "Chairman, if they tested the waters in casual conversation, how do we judge whether they are audacious or not?"

He Rui then explained, "Secretary Tang, do you think Japan will only provide gold?"

Tang Gui shook his head. If they provided gold, it meant what the Japanese side wanted was ten or a hundred times more precious than gold.

He Rui continued, "That's why I said he is so audacious, actually daring to threaten us."

"Threaten?" Tang Gui felt He Rui might be too sensitive.

Xu Chengfeng saw the puzzlement in Tang Gui's expression and couldn't help giving a cold laugh. "Secretary Tang, Japan daring to make such a request is itself a threat. If Secretary Tang encounters such a thing next time, you might as well respond directly like this; there won't be a mistake."

Tang Gui blinked, even more confused. He fully understood that the Japanese were bad, but regarding expressing threats through gestures of goodwill, Tang Gui indeed hadn't been exposed to training in this area.
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Tang Gui initially didn't quite understand what He Rui meant by 'threat'. But Xu Chengfeng clearly expressed agreement with He Rui's viewpoint. Wu Youping and Xu Jia looked thoughtful, obviously agreeing with He Rui and Xu Chengfeng's views, but they were considering other things.

Facing such a situation, Tang Gui was somewhat anxious, but quickly calmed down. Even in such a high-level meeting, Tang Gui remained unaffected by the comrades' attitudes and focused his thoughts on the matter itself.

Tang Gui was sure there should be no contradiction between himself and the comrades; this matter was not targeting him, but the Japanese. Now the focus of the problem was what the 'threat' was.

He Rui looked at Wu Youping and Xu Jia. The work these two had done so far was very different. Xu Jia had always done personnel work, a classic Organization Department career path. Wu Youping's path was more diverse; except for not participating much in land reform work, he had more experience than other comrades in municipal administration, finance, industry, and other areas.

He Rui still hesitated about which of these two was more suitable to be the supreme administrative officer of the Northeast Government. To put it diplomatically, both young comrades had outstanding strengths; to put it bluntly, both comrades had serious deficiencies in work experience and resume.

If these two could combine their strengths into one, they would be the most suitable candidate at present. However, they didn't have enough time to complete such an organizational process.

He Rui was about to return the topic to the purpose of this meeting when Tang Gui preemptively said, "Chairman, I have something to say."

Seeing He Rui nod in agreement, Tang Gui immediately said, "If our Northeast government proposes to the Japanese government to invest in the Bank of Japan, the Japanese side will definitely think we are either crazy and have lost the ability to raise serious political topics, or think we are prepared to use military force to compel the Japanese side to accept our unreasonable request."

He Rui hadn't expected Tang Gui to have already sorted out his thoughts. He only felt that Tang Gui indeed did things methodically and practically. He insisted on understanding things he couldn't figure out.

Diplomacy was not Tang Gui's forte, but his serious attitude was the reason why Tang Gui could become the Secretary of the Civilization Party.

The four people other than He Rui and Tang Gui actually didn't care about Tang Gui's speech on diplomacy, but at this time they all paid attention to Tang Gui. Xu Chengfeng laughed, "Secretary Tang, I said that out of anger at the Japanese, not at you."

Tang Gui certainly understood Xu Chengfeng's thoughts. Having figured out the internal logic of 'diplomatic threat', Tang Gui was also full of displeasure. Since Xu Chengfeng understood it from the beginning, it was normal for him to be unhappy.

Xu Jia had seen too many changes in comrades' thinking. At this time, he didn't want the topic to develop in a meaningless direction, so he interjected, "Is the 'war between industrialized nations' mentioned by the Chairman a metaphor, or are we really talking about war?"

He Rui liked Xu Jia's keenness very much; this was also He Rui's expectation for Xu Jia if he served as the supreme administrative officer of the Northeast. If Xu Jia could mature quickly in his work, with his considerable experience in the Organization Department, Xu Jia might do the job well.

If Wu Youping became the supreme administrative officer of the Northeast, mistakes would be inevitable. But Wu Youping's work experience in several practical departments could allow him to stand firm and grow.

But the position of the supreme administrative officer of the Northeast Government was not an internship; one had to bear responsibility. If the performance of the two was unqualified, they had to bear the political consequences—that is, step down. He Rui was worried that at that time, the two would lose themselves due to setbacks.

Wu Youping asked, "Chairman, you said before that our work is to prepare for war with Japan; is this the war you were talking about?"

These two people's words were really characteristic. He Rui was amused. He didn't answer Wu Youping's question but turned to ask Xu Jia, "Comrade Xu Jia, what do you think the 'war metaphor' and the 'war' refer to?"

Xu Jia answered immediately, "Chairman, Japan is not the only industrialized nation in this world. If we fight, we will definitely go to war with various industrialized nations."

Sure enough! He Rui answered happily, "In the works of communist predecessors we studied, Mr. Marx proposed that imperialism is the highest stage of capitalism. All industrialized countries inevitably face the problem of domestic production capacity exceeding domestic demand. To obtain superprofits, they must fight for the world market and implement commodity export and capital export. To fight for precious markets, war will definitely break out. Japan probing to touch our Northeast's economic core this time is to accomplish this purpose."

The comrades listened seriously. Tang Gui had participated in specific work such as land reform. During the work process, there were a myriad of details, and various problems emerged one after another. He felt he did his best but also left many regrets in the process.

Now considering the strategic opportunity period, he inevitably felt some lingering fear. During the period when He Rui carried out the revolution in the Northeast, Russia was in internal chaos, and Japan was working overtime to profit from the European war. Britain, France, and the US were all mired in war and had absolutely no strength to deal with the Northeast.

The Beiyang Army inside the pass, because of Yuan Shikai declaring himself emperor and the Beiyang internal strife triggered after Yuan Shikai's death, completely did not intervene in Northeast affairs. He Rui led the comrades to arduously complete land reform under the situation of no external pressure and began to attract large amounts of investment, reaching today.

As an 'old cadre' who joined He Rui's team less than ten days after Xu Chengfeng, Tang Gui knew the initial team of fifty people who went outside the pass. At that time, let alone Japan sending troops, if the Beiyang Army sent just one regiment, they could have crushed this small team of fifty.

Four years later, the Northeast Army had 120,000 regular troops, producing guns and mortars themselves. The Anhui and Zhili cliques of Beiyang already dared not take the initiative to attack the Fengtian clique. This was undoubtedly the result brought by the strategic opportunity period.

Now since He Rui said a new opportunity period must be fought for through war, presumably only in this way could further success be achieved.

Xu Chengfeng was high-spirited. "Chairman, the troops have begun confrontational exercises. Except for artillery which has absolutely no way to simulate live ammunition, our army has already been able to gain advantages in squad-level confrontational exercises. As long as there are large-caliber artillery pieces, we can complete division-level confrontation with Japan within two years."

Speaking of this, Xu Chengfeng looked at Zheng Silang. "Comrade Silang is a military representative at the automobile manufacturing plant; he must be very experienced in field towing of heavy artillery."

Zheng Silang chuckled, thanking Xu Chengfeng for his help in his heart. Originally, he felt being a military representative at the automobile manufacturing plant was a kind of 'exile'. After working at the automobile manufacturing plant, Zheng Silang increasingly felt it might not be the case.

In *Journey to the West*, Sun Wukong, the Great Sage Equaling Heaven, held the Ruyi Jingu Bang. According to the book, this Jingu Bang weighed 13,500 *jin*. That is, less than 7 tons.

The 150mm heavy artillery produced in Germany had a range of over 10 kilometers, said to be able to reach 15 kilometers. The weight exceeded 7 tons. Field artillery of this caliber could not be towed by existing horses in China and had to be transported by vehicles.

Among the projects Zheng Silang participated in, there was one targeting heavy-duty trailers. And a project for rapid transportation of large numbers of personnel.

These contents naturally didn't discuss military use, but as a cavalryman, Zheng Silang could fully see the meaning therein. So although Zheng Silang was very grateful for Xu Chengfeng's help, because of confidentiality regulations, he couldn't tell Xu Chengfeng that He Rui's arrangement for Zheng Silang indeed looked like 'exile', but was actually not exile at all.

When He Rui let Zheng Silang return to the army, Zheng Silang would definitely make the comrades' eyes light up, seeing the new equipment everyone dreamed of.

So Zheng Silang just smiled but said nothing.

Xu Jia was considering the confrontation between China and the great powers at this time. Hearing He Rui explain that the reason for the war against Japan was actually to win a strategic opportunity period, he also felt suddenly enlightened.

As for what to do in this strategic opportunity period, Xu Jia thought it was naturally to liberate all of China. Just as He Rui began to gain political power in the Northeast four years ago, and then implemented the New Policies in the Northeast.

Just as he wanted to ask about Russia, Wu Youping already asked, "Chairman, besides Japan, the great powers around us also include Russia. I think although Russia suffered damage in the civil war, it won't decline so simply. Is the Chairman preparing to ignore Russia or appease Russia?"

Since Wu Youping voiced Xu Jia's thoughts, Xu Jia listened seriously to He Rui's answer. He heard He Rui reply, "I said before that the current leaders of the Russian Bolshevik government are excellent strategic architects. So I hope very much to reach peace with the new Russian regime under a non-imperialist model. Although such expectations rely too much on individuals, when there is such an opportunity, I inevitably have to dream such a dream."

Xu Jia couldn't help smiling at He Rui's phrasing of 'dreaming', and other comrades as well as He Rui all laughed out loud. After laughing for a while, Xu Jia pressed, "Chairman, what if our dream cannot be realized?"

He Rui stopped smiling. "If the Russian Bolshevik government insists on the imperialist model, we can only respond with the imperialist model. In this regard, we must make it clear and plain to the Russian Bolshevik government. What the final result between the two countries will be depends on their own choice."



★


The Worries of Soldiers (1)

Volume 2 — Chapter 71

❧ ❧ ❧


Xu Chengfeng and Zheng Silang, emboldened by the wine, climbed the newly built broadcasting tower to overlook Siping from a height of more than ten meters. Siping's night view was ablaze with lights, dense as a field of stars descending upon the earth.

From the mouths of some chimneys in the industrial area, sparks and flashes could still be seen spewing forth. Needless to say, those were the steel plant and the power plant.

Xu Chengfeng asked his old classmate, "Silang, do you really not want to return to the army?"

Zheng Silang didn't know how to answer, for the reality was completely different from what Xu Chengfeng imagined. After pondering for a while, Zheng Silang could only reply, "I want to stay a while longer; there is still a lot of knowledge I haven't mastered."

Xu Chengfeng felt that Zheng Silang must be working hard to achieve something greater, and he couldn't help being curious. "Can you tell me about it?"

Zheng Silang didn't talk about equipment, but about military doctrine. "I am researching the organization of motorized troops—using motorized units to replace cavalry for rapid maneuvers."

Xu Chengfeng immediately asked, "This so-called 'motorized' force... what does 'motor' mean?"

Seeing Xu Chengfeng's interest, Zheng Silang began to explain with excitement. "'Motorized' refers to vehicles that travel on wheels. Another type is armored troops, which rely on tracks. The tanks that appeared in various countries during the European War are armored troops."

Xu Chengfeng listened to this brand-new concept with a mix of surprise and anticipation, and he was quite pleased. Some in the army's upper echelons rumored that Zheng Silang had changed combat dispositions on his own initiative and, after being fiercely criticized by Chairman He Rui, was exiled to be a military representative. They said Zheng Silang, unable to bear the blow, had wilted.

Based on his understanding of Zheng Silang, Xu Chengfeng hadn't believed it. Hearing Zheng Silang now, Xu Chengfeng was completely relieved. Zheng Silang wasn't depressed at all; he was biding his time, accumulating strength for a breakthrough.

After listening for a while, Xu Chengfeng felt something wasn't quite right. When Zheng Silang finished, Xu Chengfeng asked, "Silang, vehicles are so heavy; surely they can't compare with the agility of horses?"

Zheng Silang laughed. "I asked the Chairman this same question. The Chairman gave me a problem to solve: which exerts greater pressure on the ground—a warhorse carrying a cavalryman, or a truck or tank? I'll tell you the result directly: the average ground pressure of a tank is the lowest, followed by a truck, and the horse's hoof is the highest."

Xu Chengfeng's basic physics knowledge was sound, he just hadn't considered it from that angle. He asked for the pressure formula, and emboldened by the alcohol, he scribbled calculations in the night air with his finger. Xu Chengfeng discovered the result was indeed so.

Zheng Silang had calculated it many times long ago, and had even verified it in the field. He exhaled a breath smelling of alcohol and sighed, "So tanks can easily pass through relatively poor ground, whereas horses might not necessarily make it. If we're comparing fragility, horses are much more delicate than cars."

Xu Chengfeng thought it over but still couldn't quite accept it. "I still feel something is wrong!"

Zheng Silang had figured out these problems long ago. Hearing that Xu Chengfeng felt the same as he did initially, he laughed. "A truck carries the full set of equipment for a squad. That's ten men, seven rifles, one light machine gun. It might also carry a 60mm mortar. Even if an infantry squad has no spare horses, that takes twelve to fifteen horses. When you weigh it up, you can't equate one horse with one truck."

Comparing one vehicle against fifteen horses, Xu Chengfeng's mind immediately cleared. He laughed, "That is brilliant! Hearing you put it that way, I immediately feel that... motorized infantry is indeed better than cavalry! It saves so much trouble!"

Seeing his work recognized, Zheng Silang was very happy. "Exactly. If our army can become motorized, although cavalry can still undertake limited roles, they will no longer be the main force for assault operations."

After saying this, Zheng Silang felt his research still had too many deficiencies, so he turned the topic back to their friends. "How is Ruofan recently? With his character, having not heard him jump out to speak for so long, I'm worried something might have happened to him."

Thinking of Cheng Ruofan's current state, Xu Chengfeng couldn't help laughing. "Ruofan! Hehe. He is now pouring all his energy into figuring out how to build field fortifications without the Japanese finding out. I really didn't expect Ruofan to be able to focus on one thing so attentively."

"Haha!" Zheng Silang was also amused. Thinking of Cheng Ruofan's concentrated look, Zheng Silang remembered Cheng Ruofan before school exams. Cheng Ruofan wasn't unintelligent, and his memory was certainly no problem; he could even have a photographic memory for subjects he liked. The problem was that his attention was too easily distracted.

Xu Chengfeng laughed for a while, and his train of thought returned to the war. "Silang, the Military Commission has formulated a war plan, though it hasn't been reported to the Chairman yet. Your idea of motorized infantry is very interesting. The Japanese control the South Manchuria Railway. Once the war starts, we may not necessarily be able to seize the South Manchuria Railway immediately and run it smoothly. Moving troops in large numbers by truck is a good method. Even if the railway cannot be used immediately, we have started building roads in rural areas and can use these roads for transportation."

Zheng Silang nodded repeatedly. "I have also considered this. This requires more detailed logistical work, including the design of various depots. Chengfeng, do you feel that the land reform and grassroots government construction the Chairman did from the beginning happen to meet such requirements? We can do these tasks now without any resistance. Often, as I ponder this, my thoughts turn to land reform—the Chairman had already planned this war before returning to China."

Xu Chengfeng nodded. "I have the same feeling. The Chairman said we must rely on war to create a strategic opportunity period for China. This is not just the Chairman's current idea; it is what he has always been striving to implement!"

Hearing that his insight was shared, Zheng Silang breathed a sigh of relief. "Then I'm relieved. Since we started preparing for this war a few years ago, we just need to implement the preparations step by step."

Although the "old classmates" gathered happily, their conversation inevitably returned to their duties. Moreover, the more they talked, the more excited they became. It wasn't until late at night, when the lights of the residents in Siping City went out one after another and the entire city fell into a quiet and peaceful sleep, that they finally came down from the broadcasting tower.

At this time, Cheng Ruofan was not asleep. He was leading an engineering team to carry out construction under the cover of night. Cheng Ruofan himself walked quietly in the darkness, listening to how loud the sound produced by the project was.

In the dark night, no one saw Cheng Ruofan frowning tightly. No matter how careful they were, the commotion was loud. Trying to deceive the Japanese with such quiet construction was basically impossible.

Cheng Ruofan napped for a while when he was exhausted. As soon as dawn broke, he rushed to the construction site to see the results. The efficiency of quiet construction in the dark was very low—less than half that of daytime work.

This was already the fourth time Cheng Ruofan had tested late-night construction. Looking at the earthwork volume that hadn't advanced much all night, Cheng Ruofan ruled out this feasibility. Permanent fortifications must be built on a grand scale; concealed construction was not feasible.

Since taking responsibility for the construction of permanent field fortifications, Cheng Ruofan and the staff officers participating in the project had drafted various scenarios and tested them one by one. Various possibilities had been tried and rejected. Now there was only one feasible option left: to disguise the permanent field fortification project as civilian infrastructure construction.

If such a method were adopted, the challenge would be maintaining secrecy under those conditions.

Having reached a conclusion, Cheng Ruofan immediately took all reports back to Shenyang, preparing to convene a staff meeting of the Engineering Command.
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On October 10, 1919, Sir John Jordan habitually picked up the *Northeast Daily* to take a look. Sure enough, as he expected, the *Northeast Daily* had absolutely no coverage of the National Day. Picking up a few other newspapers, there were only a scant few articles related to the National Day of the Republic of China.

Meanwhile, in Omsk, the capital of Western Siberia in distant Russia, Admiral Kolchak, the Supreme Ruler of the Russian Provisional Government, rode a fine horse, watching the last train loaded with evacuees leave Omsk.

This Admiral of the old Russian Empire, former Commander of the Black Sea Fleet, was tall and had a rugged appearance. The sharp lines of his face and his tightly pursed lips revealed the pain in his heart at this moment.

But Admiral Kolchak said nothing, burying all emotions deep in his heart. After taking one last look at Omsk, the seat of the Russian Provisional Government for over a year, Kolchak turned his horse around and left Omsk with his guards, following the railway line.

Even in a forced retreat, the guards still held the double-headed eagle flag of the Russian Provisional Government high. In the cold wind of Siberia in October, the double-headed eagle military flag still fluttered loudly in the wind.

If possible, General Kolchak would have preferred to transport the cavalry by train. But the limited trains had all been used to transport Russian citizens who swore not to fall into the hands of the Bolshevik regime. Since the failure of the grand offensive against Moscow in the spring of 1919, General Kolchak had keenly realized that the Provisional Government Cabinet and the Czechoslovak Legion, which obeyed remote control from France, were trying to ostracize him.

Throughout the summer, the Provisional Government's army suffered continuous defeats. After the campaign to open up the communication lines toward Ukraine failed completely, the Provisional Government Cabinet retreated to the Siberian region together with the Czechoslovak Legion in June.

Kolchak, however, couldn't just walk away. There were still 500,000 troops willing to follow Kolchak personally. 750,000 people who would rather die than surrender to the Bolsheviks were also willing to follow Kolchak. Kolchak could never abandon them.

The rear-guard cavalry galloped all the way and arrived at a village before dark. Kolchak called for Deng Jinsheng, the Northeast representative accompanying the army. Watching this young Chinese man appear before him looking somewhat exhausted, Kolchak's mood was quite complex.

This Chinese man had once been regarded by Kolchak as a 'vampire', and even now, he remained so. But Deng Jinsheng was like a cold but relatively trustworthy Jew; while taking Kolchak's gold, he also delivered everything Kolchak purchased.

Whether it was weapons and ammunition, railway transportation, or food for 1.25 million people. This representative of the Chinese Northeast Government named Deng Jinsheng would do his utmost to satisfy Kolchak's requests... as long as Kolchak paid in gold.

"Mr. Deng, Happy National Day," Kolchak said to this tall Chinese man.

Deng Jinsheng was stunned. It took him about ten seconds to realize what Kolchak was saying. Regardless of Kolchak's purpose in saying this, Deng Jinsheng replied, "Thank you."

Kolchak had fought in the Russo-Japanese War and fought bloody battles against the Japanese in Lushun (Port Arthur), China. Coupled with the recent need to pay attention to Northeast China, he naturally knew about China's internal division. Thinking that China could at least maintain a superficial peace, he felt inevitably sad in his heart.

But as a leader bearing the lives of over a million people, Kolchak could only suppress these feelings and ask, "Mr. Deng, thank you to the Northeast Government for helping us transport a large number of people in the past few months. Before winter, could your government allow us to reach Vladivostok?"

After speaking, Kolchak stared at Deng Jinsheng, who had maintained credibility so far. Deng Jinsheng thought briefly and replied, "Your Excellency, we agreed to transport your country's personnel to towns along the line south of Lake Baikal. If you want to transport them to Vladivostok, that will cost extra."

This was how Deng Jinsheng had been for the past year or so. Kolchak's subordinates had cursed Deng Jinsheng out of anger, and some had even threatened him. But none of this changed Deng Jinsheng. At least until now, every word Deng Jinsheng said had been honored.

Sure enough, Deng Jinsheng continued, "Your Excellency, transporting over a million people to Vladivostok requires a detailed plan. Have you made such a plan, Your Excellency?"

Kolchak didn't answer. Because at this very moment, Kolchak felt a pang of regret. If he led the troops to the Vladivostok region, the richest part of the Russian Far East, although it would be convenient for wintering, he would also have run to the end of Russia. If he couldn't quickly restore combat effectiveness and annihilate the pursuing Bolshevik troops, only complete destruction would remain.

At this time, Deng Jinsheng wasn't considering the future of the White Army at all. If Kolchak's team went to Vladivostok, they would inevitably pass through the Northeast. At that time, he could go home.

Going home, now more than a year away from home. Just thinking about being able to go home, Deng Jinsheng felt his heart had already flown out of his chest, flying toward his hometown. In the next moment, Deng Jinsheng felt as if he couldn't wait even a second longer.
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The Russian White Guard cavalry had been marching for three days. On the fourth day, even the Don horses, known for their endurance and ability to withstand cold environments, had lost some of their vitality.

The rearguard cavalry led by Kolchak, however, still maintained their fighting spirit. These Russian White Guards followed their trusted general, harboring the hope of a comeback, riding forward, away from the clutches of the Bolsheviks. To save the horses' strength, the White Guards reduced their speed and advanced toward the agreed-upon station.

In the afternoon, several cavalrymen wearing White Guard uniforms caught up from behind. Kolchak's subordinates immediately stopped, raised their rifles, and prepared for battle. The newcomers rode hard, clearly having no regard for their horses. In the early winter of October in Siberia, the horses snorted heavily, and upon closer inspection, Kolchak's troops could even see foam at the corners of the horses' mouths.

The leading White Guard cavalryman shouted loudly, "We are from the Second Cavalry Battalion, coming from Omsk!"

Such a shout only heightened the vigilance of the rearguard cavalry. Everyone who stayed in Omsk had chosen not to follow Kolchak anymore; the purpose of catching up at this time was obviously suspicious.

Kolchak was already among the troops. He parted the soldiers and rode out. The few White Guard cavalrymen who caught up immediately jumped off their heavily panting horses, stepped forward, and saluted Kolchak. "Your Excellency, the Red Army has entered Omsk. After entering the city, they started arresting people; those officers and soldiers who laid down their weapons were all taken away. We escaped desperately and survived."

Kolchak didn't answer immediately. The brutality of the civil war exceeded his imagination. The troops on both sides already had strong hostility and hatred. Not long after the war broke out, shooting prisoners of war became common practice. Kolchak came from a naval background and was very resistant to shooting prisoners of war, but he was powerless. As the cycle of vengeance escalated, everyone went crazy, completely unbound by any rules of war.

In these days, Kolchak also reflected on the failure of the war. He helplessly discovered that now, when surrender offered no safety, the troops on the battlefield would erupt with astonishing fighting will. When the White Army was defeated, the will to continue fighting could no longer be rallied. In contrast, the Red Army, which had the advantage, fought stronger and stronger, defeating the White Army like crushing dry weeds and smashing rotten wood.

Kolchak asked about the designation of the Red Army. These few White Guards said it seemed to be Tukhachevsky's troops, but they were only concerned with fleeing for their lives and didn't notice these details at all.

Those rearguard White Guard cavalrymen were instantly enraged. Someone pulled the bolt of his rifle and shouted, "How could you not know the designation of the Red Army? You are here to deceive us!"

Seeing that the expressions of those few White Guards were full of annoyance and fear, Kolchak said, "I believe you. Thank you for coming to notify me of this news. Where are you going next?"

The few former White Guards who escaped were speechless for a moment, and finally said with difficulty, "Your Excellency, please allow us to continue following you."

Kolchak turned back and shouted to the troops, "Change a few horses for them; their horses can't run anymore."

Although the cavalry following Kolchak still didn't believe these guys who escaped, since Kolchak gave the order, no one objected. The cavalry handed over the horses used for replacement to these few White Guards, led their exhausted horses, and continued to advance eastward.

Deng Jinsheng didn't know what happened. As long as the troops continued eastward, they were closer to the Northeast. Kolchak had failed, and Deng Jinsheng held no illusions about them. Returning to the Northeast quickly became Deng Jinsheng's only expectation.

Since they knew the Red Army had caught up, marching slowly was meaningless. The cavalry sped up, and after a few days of arduous marching, finally arrived at the agreed-upon station.

This was a common station on the vast Siberian plain. The tattered Russian double-headed eagle flag hung on the flagpole at the top of the station. The Bolsheviks would raise their flags on all captured landmark buildings. Even so, the troops crept in very carefully, and soon came back to report happily, "Your Excellency, it's still our brothers in the station; they have prepared a train."

The resolute expression on Kolchak's chiseled face remained unchanged. He just nodded and issued an order, "Board the train!"

The whistle sounded. Although it was transporting the rearguard troops fleeing the Red Army's attack, Deng Jinsheng felt the whistle was full of joy. Moreover, what made Deng Jinsheng happy was that this train was actually a vehicle of the Northeast Railway Corps. Since recovering the Chinese Eastern Railway, Chairman He Rui had ordered the establishment of the Railway Corps. This train was one of the many trains 'leased' by the Russian White Guards.

Deng Jinsheng ran to the locomotive and chatted with the Chinese driver. On such a long railway line, the driver didn't worry about switching tracks. The Trans-Siberian Railway was basically a single-track railway, and often running for a day and night might not reach the next station. So he chatted happily with Deng Jinsheng.

"Brother, you are not in the Northeast, so you don't know that life in our neck of the woods is much better. After the land was distributed, before, half the bowl was wild vegetables or something, now a bowl of rice is all rice. The government also taught how to grow sunflowers. Those who listened to the government earliest can have tens of *jin* of oil a year in one family. We hadn't eaten it before, brother. Those fish in the river, fried in oil and then cooked, are really damn fragrant. Just sprinkle salt and pepper on the fish and eat it straight; it's fragrant! Really fragrant!"

Deng Jinsheng's family was among the earliest batch to 'listen to the government', but at that time sunflowers had just begun to be promoted. Before they could grow a result, Deng Jinsheng had been ordered to be a liaison officer with the Russian White Guards. Hearing that life at home was better now, tears and saliva welled up uncontrollably.

Wiping away tears and swallowing saliva, Deng Jinsheng said happily, "When I get home, I must taste the fresh food."

The Railway Corps had fixed supplies and oil coupons every month. Being out for so long, frightened and worried, he ate even worse. The driver also wiped the corners of his mouth and echoed loudly, "Must taste it! Not having eaten these, I feel like I've lived in vain! Brother, my family is from Heilongjiang. Meeting abroad is fate. When we return to Harbin, I'll treat you!"

How could Deng Jinsheng think of being polite? He answered loudly, "Alright! You treat, I pay!" After speaking, he laughed loudly.

Unlike the laughter and joy inside the locomotive, Kolchak and the White Guard Deputy Chief of Staff who stayed at the agreed place to wait for him were having a conversation with a heavy atmosphere.

Deputy Chief of Staff Nikolaev looked anxious. "Your Excellency, we'd better not use the Chinese railway. They are eyeing our gold. We cannot let them succeed!"

Kolchak certainly knew that the purpose of the Northeast government was to make money, with no intention of aiding the White Guards. But this gold was no longer so important compared to the current situation. Since the Russian Provisional Government had fled east, the only power left to rely on was the Japanese government. Kolchak asked, "Nikolaev, what is the attitude of the Japanese government?"

Deputy Chief of Staff Nikolaev looked sorrowful and indignant. "The Japanese government proposed that we cede Sakhalin and the Kuril Islands in exchange for their support. Moreover, the Japanese government demands privileges in Vladivostok. Chief of Staff Zyuganov is arguing with the Japanese government representatives."

Kolchak was not surprised. It would be surprising if the Japanese government proposed no requirements. At this time, the Russian Provisional Government must rely on foreign forces to persist, only then was a successful counterattack possible. At least, it needed the support and protection of world powers to continue to exist. Kolchak must persist until that time.

To get Japan's protection, one must have enough capital. Kolchak asked the Deputy Chief of Staff about the personnel retreat. The Deputy Chief of Staff looked slightly calmer at this time. "The Chinese transported coal and grain. Although everyone is starving, at least they haven't starved to death yet. But the Chinese do not allow us to enter their border. They threatened us that if we approach their border, they will act according to the emergency clauses in the agreement."

Kolchak wasn't very clear about the emergency clauses in the agreement, and only after asking the Deputy Chief of Staff did he confirm, "The Northeast government will no longer provide any grain and materials, and will deduct the train deposit from the gold we placed in the Northeast Bank. If the train cannot return safely to their side, the Northeast government will confiscate these deposits."

"How much gold do we still have on the Chinese side?" Kolchak asked.

"There are still 31 tons," the Deputy Chief of Staff replied.

Kolchak possessed the gold of Tsarist Russia in the Kazan treasury, containing 500 tons of gold. Previously, purchasing Chinese weapons and materials had already spent nearly 200 tons, and another 100 tons were transferred to the British side through the Northeast Bank.

The British side provided a lot of financial support at the beginning of the Russian Civil War. After Kolchak and Denikin were defeated, Britain interrupted its support. As for the French, they had no power in the Far East, only stringing along the Czechoslovak Legion, letting the representative of the Czechoslovak Legion act as France's mouthpiece in the Russian Provisional Government.

By now, Kolchak had parted ways with the Czechoslovak Legion. Weighing his options, Kolchak had an idea. "When we reach Lake Baikal, demand the Chinese immediately provide a batch of grain. We won't wait; head south immediately, pick up the grain en route, and everyone marches to Vladivostok on foot."

The Deputy Chief of Staff hadn't expected Kolchak to actually want to march thousands of miles on foot to Vladivostok in this cold early winter. For a moment, he didn't know whether to be moved or astonished. But on second thought, he didn't object anymore. The Chinese transportation service charged fees. If over a million people were sent to Vladivostok, nothing would be left in the Provisional Government's treasury.

If they walked to Vladivostok, a large amount of materials and funds could be saved. This was also the last capital of the Russian Provisional Government.

The news was sent to Shenyang via the radio carried by Deng Jinsheng and was soon known by everyone in the Northeast Bank. The President of the Northeast Bank was named Wang Yongjiang, one of the bureaucrats in the old Northeast bureaucratic system of the Zhang Xiluan era. After He Rui took power, he gradually replaced the old bureaucrats. Among the old bureaucrats, Wang Yongjiang was the first one not only not replaced but standing out.

Wang Yongjiang was born in 1872, a native of Jinzhou, Fengtian. He read extensively in his youth and was exceptionally talented. He had a quick mind and was also skilled in medicine. While serving in the Liaoyang police administration, he performed his duties faithfully and was deeply appreciated by Yuan Jinkai, being promoted to the director of the Fengtian Provincial Capital Tax Bureau.

Because of Wang Yongjiang's literati style, there was no corruption or perversion of the law during his tenure. After staying in office, he passed the political review and worked quite hard during the land reform, truly standing out among a group of old officials who mourned the land reform like mourners at a funeral.

Later, when the Northeast Bank was formed, he was appointed as the Bank President.

After becoming the President of the Northeast Bank, Wang Yongjiang raised an objection for the first time, and directly opposed He Rui's opinion.

As the central bank of the Northeast government, the Northeast Bank was one of the cores of economic work. He Rui knew there were no senior financial talents in the current Civilization Party, so besides establishing a party branch of the Civilization Party, a committee was also established.

As an old official, Wang Yongjiang did not oppose the influence and control of the Civilization Party branch in the Northeast Bank. He only publicly opposed the few foreign employees in the Northeast Bank.

The reason for objection was very simple and clear: how could the central bank of the Northeast allow foreigners inside? They were unreliable.

Wang Yongjiang was not the only one with such a view; many Civilization Party members had similar thoughts. As a result, Wang Yongjiang temporarily became the leader of opinion expression within the Northeast Bank.

He Rui finally had to hold several meetings with Wang Yongjiang and the others before everyone accepted this arrangement.

More than a year later, Wang Yongjiang had accepted He Rui's idea. The risk of a bank did not lie in some incredible secret news being known by others; the risk of a bank lay in the safety of a large number of account records.

Foreign employees working in the bank were just earning money based on their skills. As long as those account records were safe, foreign banking experts were actually not a threat. What could they do? Tell others the amount of funds in the Northeast Bank? Or tell others the future monetary policy of the Northeast Bank?

These news didn't need this group of foreign banking experts to reveal at all; the government regularly published various reports in newspapers. It was really publicized with great fanfare.

If there was any news they didn't want these foreign employees to know, just don't let them attend the meeting. For example, learning that the million-strong White Guards didn't want to rely on the railway service provided by the Northeast to go to Vladivostok, Wang Yongjiang didn't notify these foreign employees when convening the meeting.

At the beginning of the meeting, Wang Yongjiang, who was older than this group of young people, had to bear the responsibility of an elder. "Comrades, I hold this meeting to speak candidly. Not letting foreigners participate is because I want to say a few words. Have we forgotten not to overreach when earning Russian money?"

These words were indeed a bit hurtful, and the first reaction of the young people was anger. However, Wang Yongjiang had prepared long ago. As he said, holding the meeting without notifying foreign employees was to save face for everyone. Disgrace shouldn't be shown in front of foreigners.

Before the young comrades could speak unhappily, Wang Yongjiang continued, "Everyone say it clearly first, do you think that gold belongs to the Russians?"

With such a question, the more agitated young comrades were speechless. There were also some comrades who didn't covet this gold originally, just watching this somewhat awkward meeting quietly.

Seeing that at least there were no such obsessed guys among the comrades, Wang Yongjiang continued, "Some people say Yuan Shikai betrayed the country and was forced to accept the Twenty-One Demands. So the Japanese government is a bunch of bastards. I think the Japanese government is a bunch of bastards because they pose a threat to us. But we must look at the root of the matter: it was Yuan Shikai who proposed borrowing money from the Japanese government, and only then did the Japanese government propose the Twenty-One Demands. Even facing the wrath of the entire nation, Yuan Shikai still wanted to borrow money! Yuan Shikai did betray the country because he accepted the Japanese conditions in exchange for loans. The Northeast Bank indeed needs more gold. I understand everyone wants to make the Northeast Bank better. This is not wrong. But that idea is wrong; our comrades in the Northeast Bank cannot think like that!"

A speech left the young comrades of the Northeast Bank speechless, and the conference room was silent for a moment.

Wang Yongjiang breathed a sigh of relief. If someone still jumped out to say some bastard words at this time, Wang Yongjiang could only immediately let the troublemaker leave the humble institution of the Northeast Bank.

Not giving these people a chance to act out, Wang Yongjiang ordered, "From today on, everyone stop discussing the Russians' affairs. The Chairman proposed the requirement of building rural cooperatives, opening banks in various villages and towns, depositing money, and issuing production loans. Our work is very heavy; comrades participating in this work will have to work hard. Meeting adjourned!"

This matter soon reached He Rui. He Rui made a phone call to Wang Yongjiang's office and invited him to have dinner together.

He Rui's dinner was very simple: four dishes (two meat, two vegetable), and a soup made of corn grits. There was no wine on the table. He Rui raised his water cup. "Thank you for your hard work, President Wang."

Seeing He Rui support him so much, Wang Yongjiang was also quite happy and raised his water cup. "It's my duty."

The two drank the plain boiled water dry, both happy.
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Wang Yongjiang was neither handsome nor particularly tall. Influenced by the Northeast Government's trend of short hair and clean-shaven faces, he did not deliberately grow a full beard. The 47-year-old man looked neat and tidy.

At the dinner table, Wang Yongjiang was very at ease. After all, He Rui had ordered small portions. If they were following the rules of Qing officialdom, Wang Yongjiang might have felt obliged to refrain from eating, but he had heard that He Rui strongly disliked the style of the old bureaucracy.

Sure enough, seeing that He Rui had no particular interest in the food and ate casually—mostly picking at the dishes with heavier seasoning—Wang Yongjiang relaxed.

Approaching fifty, Wang Yongjiang had long been tempered by life's experiences into a steady calm. Although he had various thoughts, he adopted the same attitude as He Rui and helped him sweep the plates clean. After finishing the egg drop soup, He Rui picked up his water cup, took a sip, and sighed, "Was the salt merchant beaten to death?"

Only then did Wang Yongjiang realize that He Rui felt the food was too salty. He couldn't help but admire He Rui's temperament. With He Rui's current status, simply getting up and leaving without a word after being served unpalatable food would be considered highly cultivated. Cursing a few times on the spot would be entirely normal.

But seeing He Rui so forbearing, Wang Yongjiang was also a bit worried. Picking up his water cup and taking a sip, he said, "Chairman, the young comrades are acting a bit too intensely, but what I said at the meeting was also a bit excessive."

He Rui held his cup and laughed. "Not excessive. President Wang is holding the young comrades to the standards of mature, outstanding adults. Everyone is young, so it is inevitable that they are eager for quick success. President Wang did the right thing in this matter."

Only then did Wang Yongjiang feel relieved. After all, he was from the old government, while the young comrades were He Rui's personal followers; the difference in closeness was self-evident.

Relaxed, Wang Yongjiang asked a question he was curious about. "Chairman, those Russians want to trek from Lake Baikal to Vladivostok in this freezing winter. I'm afraid many will die on the way. I'm worried there might be chaos on the border."

Wang Yongjiang watched He Rui's reaction. He saw that He Rui's expression was indifferent, showing no hatred toward the Russians. This magnanimous and composed demeanor was inconsistent with He Rui's youth of thirty; he was too steady.

He Rui appreciated Wang Yongjiang's attitude of limiting his emotional response within the bounds of propriety, so he replied, "President Wang, hundreds of thousands of people freezing and starving to death is a humanitarian disaster. This is not a natural disaster, but a man-made one. As members of the human race, we cannot sit back and ignore it. Although hundreds of thousands in Europe and America are falling ill every day due to their poor personal hygiene, and thousands die daily, we still need to appeal to the world about this matter. We cannot simply look away."

Wang Yongjiang didn't like Russians at all and had no interest in their suffering. He was even clearer that the White Russians, in order to keep their wealth, were forcing over a million people to risk death in this great migration. In his heart, he strongly disapproved of Kolchak, the former ruler of the Russian Provisional Government.

Hearing that He Rui refrained from talking about profiting from the Russians' disaster and actually wanted to appeal on their behalf, he couldn't help being surprised. "Chairman He, do you really want to help the Russians?"

He Rui nodded. "I have no interest in Russians. If I didn't know about this matter, I wouldn't pay attention either. But since I know, I can't pretend I didn't see it; this is the bottom line of common decency. I have arranged for the Foreign Affairs Office to tell this story in European and American newspapers, and I will organize grain supplies so that the millions of Russian people fleeing the civil war can survive as much as possible."

Wang Yongjiang felt a surge of admiration. Compared with the group of young people who only thought about enriching the Northeast Bank's precious metal reserves, He Rui truly had a compassionate heart.

"The Chairman is indeed a man who does great things!" Wang Yongjiang exclaimed.

He Rui wasn't just talking. While he spoke with Wang Yongjiang, the British *The Times*, the French *Le Figaro*, and newspapers of various countries that had dealings with the Allies during the European war published the news at He Rui's mobilization.

Just as He Rui had explained the current international situation to Wang Yongjiang, the 1918 coronavirus pandemic that erupted from the United States was torturing the world. In the worst year, 1918, according to population loss data available to US authorities, 200,000 people died in October alone. Not only was the United States miserable as the place of origin, but European countries also suffered massive fatalities.

However, the flu in the winter of 1919 was much milder compared to the previous two years. Many people just fell ill, and recovery was much faster. So in the winter of 1919, most American factories resumed normal operations, and Europe was much the same. Besides working, the workers' attention was captured by the possibility of this large-scale death in the East.

Not only Europe and America, but Comrade Lenin in Moscow also saw the newspaper. At this time, the Bolshevik Central Committee members in Moscow had also seen it. Seeing their enemies facing such a desperate situation, many Central Committee members were in a good mood. Most of those who felt regret only regretted losing the opportunity to personally finish off this group of stubborn White bandits.

Commissar Joffe, Chairman of the Foreign Affairs Committee, didn't see it this way. This diplomatic expert among the Bolsheviks looked worried. Learning that Lenin had also seen the report, Joffe's tone was slow but firm: "Comrade Lenin, He Rui's attitude toward the White bandits is worth pondering. The news he released in European and American newspapers is obviously meant to curry favor with the left-wing Social Democrats in Europe, hoping to leave a good impression. But I don't think doing so can bring He Rui tangible benefits."

Lenin didn't answer immediately; he agreed with Commissar Joffe's judgment. Left-wing Social Democrats sympathized with the working people but were very opposed to the casualties brought by violent revolution. He Rui's appeal to prevent an impending humanitarian disaster would be very much to their taste.

After all, in the eyes of Social Democrats, these million-plus people were also human beings.

If He Rui had only written such an article, Comrade Lenin would have merely thought He Rui was a relatively radical Social Democrat, a bourgeois reformist. But He Rui had brought up the Bolshevik branch shooting the Tsar's whole family in 1918, which forced Lenin to adjust his view.

He Rui's wording in the article could be seen as criticism: *"...Socialist revolution is a great cause, a humanitarian cause. In the process of promoting this cause, there will indeed be bloodshed and sacrifice, but this sacrifice must be meaningful. Could the Bolshevik government shoot the Tsar's whole family, including four maids? Of course they could. But this process should not be retaliatory killing; it should demonstrate the existence of law through court trials. Now, under intense emotions, the Russian people can accept such killing. But decades after peace arrives, the people will inevitably question how those who killed underage children could bring themselves to do it. Just as decades later, someone will surely question: why not kill the White Army on the battlefield? Why not sentence those counter-revolutionaries to death in court? Instead, choosing to let them die by deliberately ignoring their plight? Is this the humanitarianism of socialist revolution?"*

Comrade Lenin had lived in Western Europe for a long time and knew the rhetoric of left-wing Social Democrats. A true Social Democrat would use similar language but would not employ such logic.

If one considered that He Rui also stood on the position of socialist revolution, this news article could be regarded as a kind of advice. Advice to the Bolshevik government.

Seeing Comrade Lenin didn't answer, Commissar Joffe was about to speak again when he heard Lenin say, "Comrade Joffe, give me a little time. Let me think."

Lenin stood up and paced the office with his hands behind his back. Joffe initially followed the beloved Comrade Lenin's footsteps with his gaze, but soon withdrew his eyes and began to ponder.

In Joffe's view, He Rui's purpose was to create a good influence in Europe. Although this influence didn't help He Rui much substantively, gaining recognition in Europe obviously helped He Rui himself establish his status as a Chinese leader.

Of course, if viewed from a perspective of struggle, He Rui was showing his divergence from the Bolshevik government. If so, He Rui might very well join the ranks of the foreign intervention forces.

While Joffe analyzed He Rui's position, Comrade Lenin stopped pacing. "Comrade Joffe, send a telegram to the representative office in Shenyang. Request a meeting with He Rui."

"What should we talk about?" Joffe asked. If He Rui had confirmed his imperialist stance, any negotiation would only fuel his arrogance and would not help solve Russia's problems.

Comrade Lenin had made up his mind. "Just talk about views on the current world situation and the future world situation."

By this time, the Bolshevik government had already set up a very low-key office in Shenyang. After receiving the telegram from Moscow, they went to request a meeting with the Director of the Foreign Affairs Office. Walking into the Foreign Affairs Office, they saw people coming and going, a bustling scene. The Bolshevik personnel had been there several times and paid attention to the layout. Based on what they knew, they determined that the people coming and going were all emerging from the telegraph room, holding telegram forms or letters in their hands.

The receptionist was a Section Chief surnamed Zhou, who looked exhausted. After listening to the request, someone knocked on the door just as he began to ask questions. "Section Chief Zhou, there is a telegram from the United States."

Section Chief Zhou responded and sped up his questioning. Learning that the Bolshevik representative wanted to see the Director, he asked them to wait and hurried out.

At this time, Director of Foreign Affairs Zhou Xinghao was also extremely busy. Telegrams flew in from all over the world like snowflakes. London, Paris, New York, Amsterdam, Madrid, Barcelona, Lisbon...

These names, which originally existed only in diplomatic training manuals and as famous cities in his mind, now had vivid contact with the Foreign Affairs Office of the Northeast Government.

Most of the telegrams were attacks on the Bolshevik government and expressions of sympathy for the Russian people fleeing across the vast snowfields toward Vladivostok.

During this period, they also received many calls from other departments of the Northeast Government. The Ministry of Public Security informed the Foreign Affairs Office that Russian expatriates in Harbin had launched a parade expressing support for the White Russians.

The Beijing, Tianjin, and Shanghai bureaus of the *Northeast Daily* sent news. Some foreign expatriates in China went to the local offices of the *Northeast Daily* to express their attitudes, and some foreigners donated money, wanting to provide help to the millions of White Russians.

It was not only private individuals who proposed to help; the Foreign Affairs Office also received telegrams from foreign non-governmental organizations willing to provide entry assistance for women and children.

This 'entry' did not refer to helping White Russians enter China, but helping them depart from the Northeast to enter European and American countries.

As the Director of the Foreign Affairs Office, Zhou Xinghao could delegate these tasks to various departments. But he had to meet with the consuls personally. Every country that had established a consulate in Shenyang sent representatives to express concern face-to-face and inquire about the Northeast Government's preventive measures for the possible 'humanitarian disaster'.

When Section Chief Zhou knocked and entered, Director Zhou Xinghao was talking with the British Consul. "Mr. Henry, if our side sends troops into Russia, it will be considered an act of war. If Britain wants to send a humanitarian team into Russia, starting from China is obviously inappropriate..."

Seeing Section Chief Zhou's anxiety, Zhou Xinghao interrupted the meeting to ask what was wrong. Learning that the Bolshevik government office requested a meeting, Zhou Xinghao was furious. These people were the damn culprits!

"I definitely can't see them today; tell them to come back tomorrow!" Zhou Xinghao returned to his office to continue talking with the British Consul.

Everyone approached the Northeast Government under the banner of humanitarianism. Zhou Xinghao knew very well that the foreign officials' purposes weren't so simple. But since the Northeast Government had announced the matter to the world, they had to bear the responsibility.

The pressure wasn't just on the Foreign Affairs Office; He Rui also received quite a few telegrams. The ministers of the Great Powers in China all sent telegrams, as did the Ministry of Foreign Affairs of the Republic. It was clear the Republic's Foreign Ministry was very dissatisfied with He Rui stirring up such trouble. But facing He Rui, the leader of a major faction, their wording was very polite.

*...Hope General He stabilizes the border and properly resolves this crisis.*

He Rui put this telegram aside and ordered his secretary to draft a message to Jordan. He would have preferred to contact London directly, but diplomatic protocol prevented it.

"Your Excellency Jordan, regarding the changes facing the Far East, I appeal to the British government to provide support to help the people and reduce casualties. Especially now that the Russian people have already set off, a clear attitude from the British government is an important guarantee for stabilizing the world situation..."

After sending the telegram to the British Minister, the content was adapted and sent to France, the United States, Spain, and other countries.

After recording the order, the secretary asked in confusion, "Chairman, Japan is not among these countries."

"I don't intend to send it to the Japanese government," He Rui answered decisively. The recipient countries were too far away to truly influence the matter. But Japan could. If Japan received He Rui's telegram, given their habit of seizing every opening to advance their interests, they would definitely find a way to intervene and drag He Rui in.

Just as the secretary left with a stack of paperwork, a call came from the Foreign Affairs Office. "Chairman, the Japanese side requests a meeting."

He Rui decisively told Director Zhou Xinghao on the phone, "Tell the Japanese that we are doing our utmost to solve this matter. Japan guaranteeing not to affect the situation in Northeast Asia is the greatest help they can provide!"

Putting down the phone, He Rui adjusted his clothes. Since his black military uniform had been allocated to the Security Bureau, he changed into a civil official's uniform and appeared in the reception room.

Many reporters were already waiting, including many foreigners. When He Rui sat down, questions came rushing in. Most asked whether He Rui would send troops into Russia to solve this humanitarian crisis.

He Rui's answer was simple: sending troops into Russia was a military action. Since the Chinese side had not received an invitation, such action would be an invasion. Since the Northeast Government had not received orders from the central government, it naturally would not send a single soldier into Russia.

Reporters immediately asked if the Northeast side would implement humanitarian rescue. He Rui smiled. "Given the current situation in Russia, rescue organizations from various countries would require armed protection to enter. Otherwise, we might have to rescue the rescuers. I don't want to see more humanitarian tragedies created in the attempt to solve a humanitarian disaster."

Quite a few reporters laughed. Amidst the laughter, a reporter immediately stood up. "Your Excellency Chairman, I am a reporter from *Le Parisien*. Do you think the current situation in Northeast Asia will spiral out of control?"

He Rui immediately put away his smile and said seriously, "Just recently, the Japanese government proposed to the Northeast Government that they wanted to intervene in this humanitarian disaster. I refused! The reason is just as this gentleman said: if a huge change occurs in the Northeast Asian situation, it will only trigger more humanitarian disasters. China is a peace-loving country, and we absolutely do not accept such things happening!"

The reporter from *Le Parisien* was stunned and quickly pressed, "What if the Japanese government does not agree with Your Excellency's view?"

This remark was clearly meant to fan the flames. All reporters waited seriously for the answer. For a moment, the reception room was silent.

He Rui smiled. "Sir, you shouldn't ask me this question—you should ask the Japanese government. My current position is singular: I do not wish to see a humanitarian disaster. However, any statement I make now targeting another country will become a diplomatic excuse. This goes against my original intention of pursuing peace."

The reporter from *Le Parisien* was moved by He Rui's answer. His question was meant to stir the pot; in Europe, the answer would definitely have been tough. But He Rui's refusal to be drawn in, which might have been seen as weak in Europe, was delivered with such frankness that it demonstrated a genuine intent for peace.

He Rui continued, "Gentlemen, I put forward my expectation here. I hope everyone can help things develop in a good direction through your reporting. There are countless creatures on this earth, and we humans are one species. Soldiers fighting on the battlefield is unavoidable. But for the large-scale death of civilians, we should, and must, find a way to solve it. We in the Northeast are weak alone, yet willing to act. I hope peace-loving people all over the world can come together to solve this crisis."

After listening to He Rui's speech, the reporter from *Le Parisien* took the lead in applauding. Thunderous applause filled the reception room. He Rui just waved to everyone and turned to leave.
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In Europe, no country doubted that Soviet Russia would become the final victor of the civil war. Throughout 1919, the Bolshevik Red Army continuously defeated the White Army, securing victory through a series of great triumphs.

The two main forces of the White Army, Denikin and Kolchak, were never able to join forces and were defeated separately. Denikin had to retreat into Crimea, while Kolchak had to depart from Lake Baikal and begin a miserable march on foot to Vladivostok.

When He Rui issued the appeal to 'prevent a humanitarian crisis', European countries, which had been greatly impacted socially by the nascent Bolshevik regime, expressed their support without exception and began to fiercely criticize the Bolshevik government's inhumanity in newspapers.

The European left-wing groups supporting the Bolshevik government began to curse He Rui loudly in newspapers, as if He Rui were a relative of the Tsar.

European right-wingers had no interest in He Rui, but at this time, they started a war of words with the left wing in He Rui's name. For a time, praises for He Rui's views filled the pages, as if He Rui were a saint of humanitarianism.

Comrade Joffe, Chairman of the Russian Soviet Foreign Affairs Committee, was very unhappy with such public opinion, but he couldn't be bothered to read those meaningless wars of words. Joffe discussed this matter with Comrade Lenin several times and found that Comrade Lenin's view of He Rui was increasingly positive, which he found somewhat hard to accept in his heart.

Comrade Lenin had always been in the minority within the Bolshevik Central Committee, and it was still so now. Watching Comrade Stalin leave the office with a resolute expression, Commissar Joffe, who had 'accidentally' relayed Comrade Lenin's view of He Rui, felt much more relaxed.

The incredible success Comrade Lenin led the revolution to achieve brought prestige that made Commissar Joffe completely obedient. But there were still people in the Bolshevik Central Committee who dared to frankly express opinions to Comrade Lenin. For example, Comrade Stalin and Comrade Trotsky.

Compared to Comrade Lenin, Comrade Stalin and Comrade Trotsky both had 'outrageously' thick hair. It was just that Comrade Trotsky's hair was as flowing as a lion's mane, while Comrade Stalin's hair was always meticulous, maintaining a very good hairstyle.

But no one in the Bolshevik Party paid attention to these things. Just facing Comrade Stalin, one could feel his iron-like willpower. Some people's willpower far exceeded the strength their physical bodies possessed, and Comrade Stalin was undoubtedly a representative of such people.

There were not many people who were unaffected facing Comrade Stalin, and Comrade Lenin was undoubtedly one. When Comrade Lenin's focused and sharp gaze met Comrade Stalin's, even Comrade Stalin lowered his gaze. "Comrade Lenin, are you going to make concessions to the Chinese warlord?"

Lenin immediately understood who Stalin was referring to. "Comrade Stalin, my judgment is that He Rui is worried about a large number of White Guards fleeing into the Northeast, so he is dragging all countries into the water as much as possible. What is your judgment?"

Comrade Stalin raised his gaze, looking back at Comrade Lenin's sharp eyes. "Comrade Lenin, He Rui wants to use those White Guards; this is He Rui's conspiracy."

Lenin looked back at Comrade Stalin's resolute gaze and asked frankly, "Since you think this is He Rui's conspiracy, then what is He Rui's purpose?"

Stalin answered decisively, "He Rui hopes to obtain territory in the Far East."

Lenin calmly continued to press, "Then Comrade Stalin, who do you think is suitable to go to the Far East, and how many troops are needed?"

Stalin fell silent temporarily. The civil war was about to end, and Commissar Stalin had time to fully consider the direction future Russia should take. National defense security was undoubtedly the most important issue for Russia at present. If China remained weak, it would be most beneficial to Russia. However, all current intelligence indicated that fierce changes were taking place in Northeast China.

While the European war was proceeding tragically, the Northeast warlord He Rui was rapidly advancing industrialization. He implemented land reform and built his own military industry. According to exact figures obtained from White Army prisoners, Northeast China provided 600,000 rifles and tens of millions of rounds of ammunition to the White Army in the past year or so.

After the Red Army solved the remnants of the White Guards in the Far East, it would face a Chinese Northeast Army with a million rifles. Although Comrade Stalin believed this army lacked combat effectiveness, this quantity was enough to put huge pressure on the Bolshevik government. If He Rui's troops possessed the combat effectiveness of the Japanese army, the Bolshevik government might very well lose the entire Far East.

There was an even worse situation: if He Rui supported Kolchak's army, the nascent Soviet regime would face huge danger. According to the practice of European powers, He Rui would support a White Russian Republic in the Far East to confront the Soviet regime.

Before Comrade Stalin could speak, Comrade Lenin said, "My personal judgment is that He Rui will demand redemarcation of the border but will not support Kolchak. This is the conclusion I drew from He Rui's recent diplomatic activities."

Stalin heard Comrade Lenin's judgment of He Rui from Joffe and couldn't help asking, "Because He Rui criticized us for not doing well enough? Comrade Lenin, this Chinese warlord has never fought a war; I think his understanding of war is one-sided."

Lenin laughed. His inspiring, rhythmic laughter relieved Comrade Stalin's mood a lot. After all, in the most critical period of the revolution, Comrade Lenin carried such laughter... Of course, there were also his reprimands in a rhythmic voice, leading the Bolshevik Central Committee onto the path of victory.

Putting away his laughter, Comrade Lenin explained, "Comrade Stalin, He Rui regarded the Kolchak government as refugees in his article, not the Russian Provisional Government. Including his view on the Tsar's family, he only considered them a group of captured sinners. I think the attitude He Rui wants to express is very serious. You can take this as a probe. I think this is a well-intentioned probe."

Comrade Stalin was not so optimistic about the judgment of He Rui, but he did not continue the discussion. This conversation had confirmed that his difference with Comrade Lenin was only on He Rui's basic stance. This was enough. So Commissar Stalin returned to his view. "Comrade Lenin, we no longer have enough trains to run in winter. I have suggestions regarding personnel regulations for departments responsible for industrial production..."

The upper echelon of the country naturally had upper-echelon work, and personnel responsible for frontline work also had their own responsibilities. Commander Tukhachevsky was Kolchak's old opponent; it was he who defeated the elite troops under Kolchak approaching Moscow in the spring campaign of 1919.

At this time in Omsk, Tukhachevsky frowned tightly, discussing the possibility of pursuit with Red Army cadres.

Even though every senior Red Army officer was full of determination to completely annihilate the White Guards, it had already started snowing in Omsk, and no trains could be found east of Omsk. Only the empty Trans-Siberian Railway tracks led to the east where Kolchak fled.

It wouldn't be long before the tracks were temporarily covered by thick snow. At that time, even if trains came, they would be very difficult to pass. As for crossing such a winter on foot or by horse, any Russian knew it was impossible.

Tukhachevsky slammed his pencil on the spread-out map and said unwillingly, "Cannot pursue!"

None of the Red Army commanders attending the meeting expressed objections, or even spoke. Everyone either sat down in disappointment or fished out crumpled cigarette packs, took out cigarettes, and lit them. For a time, the mood in the command post was very low. Tukhachevsky couldn't bear such an atmosphere, pushed open the door, and walked out.

No one followed. Everyone knew that if they got too close to Tukhachevsky, perhaps this commander with a bad temper would start cursing.

Finally, a commander said hatefully, "I hope these White bandits all freeze to death in the ice and snow!"

Almost all Red Army commanders in the room had the same thought.

Since so many people wanted Kolchak dead, there would also be many people hoping Kolchak safe and sound. Based on He Rui's understanding of Europe and America, Kolchak was a dead dog. And abandoning a worthless dead dog was the consistent style of Europe and America. So when British Minister to China Jordan rushed from Beijing to Shenyang travel-stained and asked, "If Your Excellency Chairman transports supplies to Kolchak, what kind of help do you need?" He Rui felt very surprised. The urgency expressed by the British really didn't seem like something the British could do.

He Rui didn't believe in British sincerity, so he answered frankly, "Transporting supplies requires military protection."

Jordan relayed London's opinion. "Britain can very much understand Your Excellency's action of dispatching troops in the direction of Kolchak."

He Rui didn't answer immediately. Jordan's so-called 'understanding' meant that if He Rui occupied Russian territory, Britain would absolutely not have any substantive opposition now.

This is the diplomacy of imperialist countries; they will never give up the opportunity to demonstrate their justice and morality. If He Rui seized Russian land, Britain would express condemnation and express Britain's expectation and efforts for peace. However, Britain would not send troops, and would even incite He Rui to send troops as they were doing now.

He Rui didn't want to be incited by Britain at all, so after thinking for a while, He Rui said decisively, "Such aid might require several million or even ten million pounds."

Jordan was not scared by the price He Rui offered. Even if he couldn't see the problem from He Rui's standpoint, Jordan believed that saving a White Russian life for 5-8 pounds was not expensive. Especially after so many people rested and reorganized in Vladivostok for half a year, they might very well become an army capable of fighting.

Instead, He Rui's attitude made Jordan notice some subtext. "Your Excellency does not want to send troops into Russia?"

"Has Your Excellency Jordan seen the record of the press conference I held?" He Rui asked in return.

Jordan was quite surprised. The Beiyang high-level officials in Beijing dared not do anything to Tsarist Russia because these Beiyang leaders were very weak. He Rui was not such a person. If He Rui didn't march into Russia, the reason must be that He Rui decided not to do so after planning. It must be said, this was a very cautious choice, and also a good choice.

Moreover, He Rui explicitly expressed concern at the press conference that Japan might destroy peace. Such concern was a very serious political judgment.

Thinking of this, Jordan asked, "Your Excellency, when is the soonest support can be carried out?"

"Once funds are in place, action begins!" He Rui answered briskly. When discussing actions both sides are willing to execute with the British, it's best to speak without ambiguity. Money has its own logic for the British.

Jordan ended the meeting with He Rui. As soon as he returned to the legation, consulate personnel came to report, "Mr. Morrison is here."

Jordan quickly welcomed Morrison. When the two met, seeing Morrison's serious expression, Jordan felt something might have happened. Morrison said frankly, "The Northeast Government is preparing to purchase a batch of British equipment and technology. I have been appointed as the head of the negotiation delegation. I came specifically to inform Your Excellency Jordan."

Jordan was stunned, then somewhat happy. He Rui always did things so fitting to the taste of the civilized world. If millions or even tens of millions of pounds were sent to the Northeast Bank, it would trigger relatively clear opposition within Britain.

After the European war, Britain's domestic economy suffered greatly and indeed needed a large number of orders to stimulate the economy. However, He Rui going to Britain to purchase a batch of equipment and technology, and ultimately British enterprises and merchants asking for payment from British banks, solved too many troubles. It could even become a political achievement of the British Cabinet.

So Jordan quickly ordered the consulate to prepare food and invited Morrison to stay for dinner. Morrison didn't refuse. While waiting for the meal, Morrison chatted with Jordan but didn't say much. Learning that Morrison was going to lead a delegation to Britain, Jordan couldn't help feeling nostalgic. "Mr. Morrison, after you arrive in London, there will definitely be a large number of enterprises inviting you to eat at the best restaurants in London. There's a restaurant on Downing Street; I haven't been there for many years, don't know if it's still there."

Hearing this, Morrison couldn't hold back. "Your Excellency, Your Excellency He Rui appointed me as the head of the delegation not because I am British. It is because Your Excellency He Rui believes in my ability and trusts me personally. So I will repay this trust."

Jordan hadn't expected Morrison to see it this way and was somewhat astonished for a moment. But after a while, Jordan smiled and said, "Mr. Morrison, many Chinese believe that every one of us British is an imperialist, a slaughterer, an opium dealer. Indeed, we have done what they said, but Britain's strength is precisely supported by honest and trustworthy British people like you. I also have some friends in British political circles. I will write introduction letters for you later; please take these letters to find them. I believe it will be helpful to you."

Facing such kindness, Morrison quickly replied, "Thank you, Your Excellency. If you have any letters or other matters that need my help, please be sure to tell me."

Jordan thought for a moment. "I am also about to retire from this position. During my tenure, I accumulated some materials. I want to donate these materials to the University of Edinburgh to establish an archive. I remember Mr. Morrison graduated from the University of Edinburgh, right? Please help me with this matter, Your Excellency Morrison."

Mentioning his alma mater, the serious look on Morrison's face dissipated, and he replied happily, "Please allow me to serve Your Excellency in this matter."

Morrison was making preparations before the trip here. The Northeast Investment Promotion Bureau was also making preparations because Director Morrison was going to lead the team personally to Britain to introduce technical equipment. Young Wang Donglu was truly surprised and delighted to learn that he was also arranged in the delegation list.

"Comrade Wang Donglu, is your foreign language American English?" the Chief of the Personnel Section of the Investment Promotion Bureau asked during the conversation.

"I also know some British accents," Wang Donglu replied quickly, afraid of being rejected because of this small problem.

The Personnel Section Chief laughed. "Then let's hear it."

"May I help you, sir." Wang Donglu tried his best to show his ability in British-flavored English.

However, Wang Donglu knew there was indeed a gap between his American-flavored English and the so-called British accent. The Personnel Section Chief couldn't help smiling; the Investment Promotion Bureau had received so many British people, they could still distinguish between British and American accents.

But the Personnel Section Chief didn't nitpick because of this matter. After all, British accent and American accent were both English; what mattered was understanding English. Ending this question, the Personnel Section Chief asked, "Comrade Wang Donglu, which university did you apply for when you planned to study in the United States?"

Wang Donglu suppressed his joy and answered as steadily as possible, "Mechanical Engineering at the Massachusetts Institute of Technology."

"Which group do you want to join for this trip to Britain?"

"Preferably the machinery group; I want to build machinery for China."

The Personnel Section Chief hesitated for a moment. "The organization wants you to join the group inspecting British aircraft manufacturing enterprises. Do you have any problem with that?"

Ending the meeting, Wang Donglu only felt his heart beating faster, as if he were about to fly. Wang Donglu knew about airplanes and was extremely interested in this kind of machine that could fly in the sky. However, the United States didn't have a dedicated aircraft manufacturing major yet, so Wang Donglu thought he would participate in scientific fields related to this as much as possible after arriving in the United States. Of course, he had never told anyone about this except his mother. He didn't expect to be so lucky to be assigned to a group that might introduce airplanes.

Walking in the corridor of the Investment Promotion Bureau building, Wang Donglu felt his legs were a bit weak, knowing this was because he was overly excited. Wang Donglu stopped and patted his face, telling himself in his heart, 'Don't get excited, don't get excited!'

Barely recovering some composure, Wang Donglu thought for a while before remembering he was called out from the mailroom and still had unfinished work. He hurriedly quickened his steps back to the mailroom, picked up documents and a cart, carried the backpack with the sign-off board, and began delivering documents on various floors.

At this time, the Military Commission was also holding a meeting. Xu Chengfeng and other senior officers gathered together. After discussing with Xu Chengfeng and others, Cheng Ruofan had completely overturned the plan to secretly build permanent fortifications. At this time, he felt he finally had the opportunity to discuss this matter with He Rui face to face. When he saw He Rui enter the door, followed by Zheng Silang wearing a military uniform and a military representative armband, he felt very happy for a moment.

Cheng Ruofan and Zheng Silang hit it off, feeling that Zheng Silang was finally coming back.

Everyone sat down, and He Rui said, "There are two things in this meeting. One is sending troops to Russia to deliver humanitarian supplies to Kolchak. I want to emphasize to comrades that when I was your age, I was also full of nationalist sentiments. Recovering lost territory was just a secondary thought. At that time, my main thought was methods to conquer the world, including but not limited to killing all citizens of various great powers. Regarding this dispatch of troops to Russia, I want to emphasize that we should not consider problems with nationalist lines of thought and emotions. However, this does not mean I criticize everyone for having nationalist sentiments. Next, everyone can start discussing."

He Rui's opening remarks surprised the comrades into speechlessness. Xu Chengfeng was still relatively calm, but even so, he hadn't expected to march into Russia so soon. For a moment, terms like the Treaty of Aigun surged into his mind.

Barely suppressing his impulse, Xu Chengfeng tried his best to sort out He Rui's words just now and roughly understood two key points. The first was naturally marching into Russia, and the second was not to have thoughts of occupying Russian territory because of it.

Just as he understood this, he heard Cheng Ruofan ask, "Chairman, why can't we recover lost territories at this time?"

Cheng Ruofan's words represented the thought that first popped up in Xu Chengfeng's mind. Even knowing that being so agitated was not serious, Xu Chengfeng could only barely suppress this impulse. He heard He Rui reply, "Ruofan, politics is a very serious matter. If we want to recover lost territories, we must formulate a policy for recovering lost territories, go through serious deduction, and then execute it. This attitude of 'beating the rabbit while raking the grass' (doing something incidental while doing the main task) is extremely unserious in politics. This is my reason."

Hearing the characterization of 'unserious', everyone fell silent. This was a term with a very serious nature; violating it meant huge trouble. Zheng Silang had once been criticized as 'not serious about combat arrangements'.
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On November 1st, the Sino-Russian border was already covered in snow. Several pontoon bridges had been erected on the broad and calm river surface. Standing on the high ground by the river, Zheng Silang, who had changed back into his military uniform, rode a warhorse and watched the troops advancing north across the river through these pontoon bridges linked by thick iron chains.

The vast land on the Chinese border was covered in snow, and the Russian border opposite was equally clad in silver. Without this river, one couldn't tell any difference between the two sides. But crossing this river meant a brand-new era; the Chinese army set foot on foreign soil again.

In the military academy, Zheng Silang had also sung "Man Jiang Hong" loudly with his classmates and was moved to tears by it. When actually commanding thousands of troops to cross the border, the feeling was very different from the impassioned and hot-blooded imagination back then.

The work experience as a military representative allowed Zheng Silang to personally experience another life and another way of thinking. The party class had explained imperialism in detail; this system, which caused huge harm and painful memories to China, was not deliberately designed by someone, but an inevitable result of the development of industrialized nations.

If China had completed the industrial revolution first, then China would definitely be the most powerful imperialist country in the world now. The production capacity of industrialized nations is theoretically infinite. To solve the contradiction between relative overcapacity and relative lack of market, and to maintain high profits, exporting goods outward and importing cheap raw materials inward is the most normal choice. This is only about interests, not about good or evil.

In the struggle against colonialists and imperialists, the vast number of people in the invaded world, who originally did not have the concept of nationalism, gave birth to nationalism against foreign invaders.

Therefore, the Civilization Party recognized the inevitability of nationalism and its positive role in resisting foreign invasion. Before dispatching troops this time, He Rui emphasized that all current actions of the Northeast Government were not a nationalist revenge operation, nor would they engage in expansionism according to the logic of imperialism. This action was just an attempt to prevent a humanitarian disaster, just like when someone in a neighbor's house is starving to death, sharing a bite of food with them is the bottom line as a human being.

As for whether the neighbor works hard to change their life after eating this bowl of rice, or picks up the kitchen knife at home and becomes an enemy starting to rob, that is the neighbor's choice.

The wealth of the Northeast people was gathered through taxation to build the Northeast Army, precisely to deal with enemy attacks. At this time, a burst of singing came from the art troupe boosting the morale of the troops: "...Good mountains, good water, good place, every road is wide and smooth. When friends come, there is good wine; if that jackal comes, there is a shotgun to greet it..."

The soldiers already liked this song, and at this time they couldn't help singing along with the art troupe. The singing was loud and clear, resounding on both sides of the border. Zheng Silang also liked this song very much; hearing it at this time, he felt as if it was a response to his own thoughts.

Just then, hoofbeats sounded, and Hu Xiushan, the Chief of Staff of this operation, rode his horse to Zheng Silang's side. Reining in his horse, Hu Xiushan looked at the marching column and said, "Silang, let's set off."

Zheng Silang felt a pang of conflict in his heart. He had this feeling when he changed the combat plan without authorization, and it was just as strong. Amidst such conflict, Zheng Silang closed his eyes and slapped his cheeks with both hands.

The crisp sound made Hu Xiushan look at Zheng Silang, his eyes full of surprise. Zheng Silang felt the burning sting on his cheeks and finally broke free from the impulse brought by inner conflict. He turned his head and said, "Set off now!"

Hu Xiushan didn't say much and urged his horse down the slope. Zheng Silang's horsemanship was much better than Hu Xiushan's; the horse walked steadily and fast, easily surpassing Hu Xiushan. Crossing steadily on the pontoon bridge dedicated to cavalry, he entered Russian territory.

Less than 600 kilometers north of Zheng Silang and Hu Xiushan, teams of Russians were advancing south against the wind and snow. Without exception, they wore thick clothes, trudging forward in the sub-zero blizzard.

The tattered cotton coats of ordinary people, the mink coats of the rich, the vestments of Orthodox bishops, the robes of ascetics. If it were before, people of different backgrounds would never have walked together.

But on the road now, these poor and rich merged into a long dragon fleeing the Bolshevik Red regime, not caring about the background of the people around them. The long line walked silently on the seemingly endless ice field; apart from hunger, cold, and fear, they all walked within the range covered by the railway.

Kolchak was a famous Russian Arctic explorer; such a natural environment was just a small scene for Kolchak. If possible, Kolchak would even be willing to walk with these people. But he couldn't.

The train carried all the supplies that could be scrounged, and must provide fire and food for these people at rest points along the way. After rushing to Lake Baikal on October 20, Kolchak ordered everyone to go south. At that time, watching the mountains of materials being loaded onto the train, Kolchak still felt there were no problems.

But now, 10 days later, Kolchak realized he was wrong. The few remaining radio stations in the team sent news of food shortages. Even for the few trains Kolchak personally commanded, the consumption of food exceeded his imagination.

From the time of departure, Kolchak ordered that everyone on the train could only eat one meal a day, and the amount of food was reduced to the minimum. In the last two days, Kolchak ordered the execution of army personnel who stole food twice, but this could not stop the train carriages from becoming empty.

Kolchak couldn't help but waver in his initial decision: was rejecting the help provided by the Chinese side the correct choice?

Before departure, Kolchak had ordered to take away all food that could be taken. Because the soldiers scrounged so thoroughly from house to house, it triggered riots among the local Russian people unwilling to leave, drawing a bloody beginning for this expedition. If he went back now, the only thing to eat would be those people who had nothing left. For Kolchak, cannibalism was a bottom line that could not be crossed.

Just then, Chief of Staff Zyuganov ran over, his face full of joy, an expression never seen in the past half-year. "Your Excellency, the British Foreign Office sent a telegram saying the Chinese are coming to meet us with supplies. I communicated with the Chinese by telegram, and they also confirmed this news."

Kolchak was skeptical, but the guards around him couldn't help cheering. These people who didn't need to consider high-level decisions knew very clearly that if this continued, running out of food completely would happen within a day or two. At that time, people would freeze and starve to death.

At this time, a team of Russians happened to pass by here, led by an Orthodox bishop. Seeing Kolchak's military flag, this group bowed to Kolchak from afar. The bishop walked over, seemingly wanting to greet Kolchak personally.

Those joyous guards rushed up and shouted to the bishop, "Bishop, the aid sent by the British is arriving! Everyone is saved!"

The bishop was stunned, quickly brought three fingers together, and crossed himself. Then he turned back to the team and shouted loudly to the crowd, "Blessings from the Holy Mother and the Holy Son, our aid is coming. Everyone doesn't need to starve anymore!"

The crowd, originally like numb livestock, all stopped after the bishop's shout. A moment later, everyone knelt on the ground, crossing themselves while looking up at the sky, chanting praises, "Thank you, Virgin Mary!", "Thank you, merciful Lord."

Kolchak hadn't expected things to turn out like this; it was too late to stop it. For a moment, the eyes of this old Tsarist Russian Admiral, who had a rugged appearance and was considered to have a heart of stone, also became somewhat moist.

But the sympathy for these fellow White Guard civilians quickly dissipated, and Kolchak returned to his usual coldness.

The remaining gold was the capital for the Russian Provisional Government to make a comeback, and there could be no loss no matter what. Ignoring those kneeling and praising God, Kolchak called the Chief of Staff and returned to the carriage. Once inside, Kolchak immediately ordered, "Chief of Staff Zyuganov, organize the troops to go south immediately to prevent a surprise attack by the Chinese army. And Deputy Chief of Staff Nikolaev, you are responsible for strengthening the guard of the gold carriage; the Chinese must never be allowed to seize our gold!"

Although 500,000 White Guards chose to follow Kolchak, they were an army defeated in a series of battles and no longer had a clear organization. Moreover, after experiencing such a march in snowy weather, they no longer had any combat effectiveness. Only a few core troops could be relied upon.

The Chief of Staff and Deputy Chief of Staff accepted the order immediately, but obviously without the killing intent they had when accepting orders before.

Of course, over a million people couldn't form a single line; instead, they were divided into thousands of disjointed groups. Contrary to Kolchak's expectation, the transmission of news between groups was exceptionally fast.

The next day, some news had already come. Originally, the crowd going south would rest for a long time at rest points, but some groups, having just rested, quickly ate meager food and started south. The troops responsible for the rest points instead got the news that someone was meeting them in the south from these rapidly moving groups.

On the third day, the news spread at an astonishing speed. Horses kept galloping toward Kolchak's train center, which was moving according to plan, asking if the news of being met was true.

Of this team of over a million people, 500,000 were soldiers. When a horse, for the nth time unknown, collapsed directly to the ground after the cavalryman jumped off its back, Chief of Staff Zyuganov's face was already covered with unease. Deputy Chief of Staff Nikolaev voiced their shared worry: "Your Excellency, if this continues, I'm afraid it will trigger a mutiny in the troops!"

The Russian army had rich experience with mutinies and had also formulated cruel disciplines and punishments to nip the signs of mutiny in the bud. But now departments like the Military Law Division no longer existed; Kolchak's subordinates were just a mob gathered to flee.

Kolchak knew what the two Chiefs of Staff were worried about. Precisely because there was no hope, the White Guards were so obedient, but any hope could turn this obedience into chaos.

Under the anxious and fearful gazes of the two Chiefs of Staff, Kolchak stood up abruptly. "Tell all troops who come to inquire that the reception is ahead. I will personally lead the troops to meet the reception!"

"...Your Excellency is going personally?" the Chief of Staff exclaimed.

Kolchak shook his head. "Not going forward; I am going to the very front team to be the first to meet the Chinese army!"

The Chief of Staff was shocked speechless by Kolchak's courage, but the Deputy Chief of Staff raised his hand to cover his eyes, preventing people from seeing the tears rolling out. Deputy Chief of Staff Nikolaev chose to follow because of Kolchak's personal charm, but he hadn't expected that at such a time, Kolchak's courage was as fearless as rumored.

The Chinese army might come under the pretext of rescue, but once they saw Kolchak, they might very well arrest him. But the Deputy Chief of Staff knew very well that if Kolchak remained in the central army, the White Guards driven by hope and strong anxiety would immediately fall into internal chaos, and a mutiny would be only a matter of time. Only if Kolchak confirmed safety at the very front could these White Guards who chose to follow Kolchak feel at ease.

Kolchak didn't just talk; he immediately began to equip himself. This famous Russian Arctic expedition expert prepared equipment for rapid marching in the snow. More than ten years ago, he relied on his outstanding ability to move on ice and snow to find the distressed Russian Arctic expedition team and brought back their expedition records, becoming famous in Russia since then.

More than ten years later, these skills came in handy again. First riding horses, until the horses couldn't hold on. The sleepless Kolchak led the exhausted guards to start skiing forward.

Winter in the north gets dark early, and the snow had stopped at this time. Relying on a compass and the starry sky, Kolchak continued forward based on his intuition.

Fewer and fewer people in the guard around him could keep up, but Kolchak didn't stop. Because when he and the guards walked into rest points where fires were burning but there was no food, carrying a chill, a large number of people would recognize him.

The living people by the fires in those rest points mixed with those frozen and starved to death, making the dead look as if they were just asleep.

The only way to distinguish who was still alive was whether they saluted Kolchak, or upon hearing Kolchak's goal of going to meet the reception team, stepped forward to kneel and kiss the back of Kolchak's hand or even his boots.

These people had reached their limit. If they had proceeded at the originally arranged speed, they could still have survived. But knowing hope was ahead, their efforts to advance to get rid of the threat of death as soon as possible led to their deaths instead. So Kolchak just warmed himself by the fire, ate a little, and continued to set off.

If the hope ahead was an illusory bubble, at least half of the over a million people stirred by hope would die unnatural deaths.

By the fifth day, there were no rest points ahead. Only three guard members remained by Kolchak's side. These people moved slowly, their eyes dull. Compared with the living, these people looked more like walking corpses. Until Kolchak stopped and blocked them. The three guard members barely stopped. One of them was unstable and fell to the ground. The two companions just looked at this dully, using all their strength to steady themselves so they wouldn't fall too.

Kolchak picked up his binoculars and saw a unit at the end of the snowfield ahead, led by a red flag. The team holding the flag high was advancing. Behind this large red flag, there were some small flags. Unlike the impact and tension this red flag brought to Kolchak, when the Union Jack and the French Tricolor, especially an old Russian Empire flag, came into view in the binoculars, Kolchak put down the binoculars and raised the back of his hand to wipe his eyes.

For so long, except for the moment of parting with his lover, Kolchak hadn't had wet eyes for many years.

The large red flag was the flag of the Northeast Army. Those carrying the British and French flags were British and French journalists accompanying the army, and those carrying the old Russian Empire flag were the group of White Russian expatriates who had always been in Harbin. This group had been sent to concentration camps and then continued to live in Northeast China under semi-custody.

Now that the White Russians were in decline, this group was finally released from custody. Some joined the action to stop the humanitarian tragedy. These people had basically no dealings with the Bolshevik government and knew very little about the Russian Provisional Government. But these people insisted on coming to save their Russian compatriots and insisted on raising the old Russian Empire flag.

After discussing with Hu Xiushan, Zheng Silang could only let the troops pretend not to see it. After all, this action was a political one; if controlled too strictly, it would be unnecessary.

These people were put at the very front of the troops to ensure propaganda effect. If the White Russian army took the initiative to attack the Northeast Army, these guys could serve as eyewitnesses.

Although Zheng Silang still felt disappointed from time to time because of his nationalist sentiments that this action was not to recover old territories, it didn't delay Zheng Silang from making various proper arrangements for this action.

It wasn't until the advance troops sent a telegram saying they actually encountered the 'former ruler' of the Russian Provisional Government, Kolchak, that Zheng Silang couldn't help showing an admiring expression. "The report said Kolchak has guts. It seems the report is very reliable."

Hu Xiushan didn't like to talk much, just nodding at this time. "Kolchak made a very correct choice."

Zheng Silang looked at Hu Xiushan with some surprise. "Xiushan, it's rare for you to praise someone like this!"

Hu Xiushan looked at Zheng Silang somewhat puzzled. "This is content that should be written into the report."

Zheng Silang was stunned and couldn't help laughing out loud. This guy Hu Xiushan did things so seriously and meticulously; in this regard, Zheng Silang really couldn't catch up even with a horse.

But these were not the most important things at the moment. Zheng Silang ordered the staff officer, "According to the plan, start setting up rest points. As for the level... Xiushan, I think set it to intermediate level?"

Hu Xiushan didn't answer. He closed his eyes and thought for a while, then took out the map and looked at it for a while before answering, "Set it according to the worst-case scenario."

"Worst-case scenario? Doesn't that mean this group of people are all about to starve to death?" Zheng Silang felt things probably hadn't reached this extent.

Hu Xiushan pointed at the map and said, "Our plan already underestimated Kolchak, so we thought this position should be the meeting position where the White Russian situation is relatively good and action is relatively fast. But Kolchak appeared at this position with three subordinates who are about to die of exhaustion. It can only mean they have reached a desperate situation."

Zheng Silang understood Hu Xiushan's judgment as soon as he heard it and immediately ordered, "Set according to the worst-case scenario, let those people at the very front move quickly, and hurry up to provide material supplies!"

When the staff officers began to act, Zheng Silang looked at Hu Xiushan, full of admiration in his heart. Although the current Chief of Staff in the army was Cheng Ruofan, many people thought Hu Xiushan might be more suitable for this position.
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Beside the large table stood a large pot filled with thin porridge. Protected by combat personnel in police uniforms, the cook used a large ladle to scoop out the steaming porridge into the earthenware bowls lined up on the table. In the cold wind of the Northeast winter, the steaming porridge quickly reached a temperature suitable for consumption.

Several European and American reporters mixed among the countless White Russian famine victims. At every intersection of the 10x10 meter grid-patterned roads, there was a food station. The famine victims entered from the entrance and first crowded around the nearest food station, fighting for the hot porridge.

Soon, the White Russian famine victims who understood the situation surged toward the food stations farther away. White Russian expatriates serving as volunteers took on the responsibility of guidance, telling the famine victims to follow the planned paths as there were more empty food stations. A large number of famine victims kept pouring in. Under diligent guidance, like water pouring into a dry desert, they were quickly absorbed instead of crowding at the entrance.

With a few bowls of porridge in their stomachs, the empty stomachs of the famine victims were filled by this mild thin porridge. Many of them held the porridge bowls but didn't drink immediately, instead using the warmth of the bowl to warm their frozen hands. As if hard ice was melting, many White Russian refugees were already in tears.

Reporters from various countries hurried to take photos, recording these scenes with their cameras. Another group of reporters went to the temporary hospital established by the Northeast Branch of the Red Cross Society of China.

Personnel coming and going were sending a large number of sick and injured people into the hospital. Most people inside the hospital were Chinese, and some were foreigners. Because a plague had broken out in the Northeast at the end of the Qing Dynasty, medical organizations from various countries had sent personnel to participate in the fight against the epidemic, and later an international epidemic prevention organization was formed.

Now this organization was not allowed to come, and all participating volunteers were under the leadership of the Northeast Red Cross. But there were also people among the personnel that the reporters knew. Seeing a British doctor they knew examining the injured at the reception, several British reporters hurried forward and asked, "Doctor John, is the thin porridge provided for disaster relief too lacking in nutrition?"

Doctor John was stunned, then his face turned gloomy. In the professional training of doctors, they were already accustomed to a poker face, and when the face turned gloomy, it was even colder. Doctor John answered unhappily in a non-London accent, "Treating refugees who have just arrived at the camp like this conforms to medical rules." After speaking, he ignored this group of dumbfounded reporters and continued his work.

Reporters always wanted to find some faults. Unwilling to give up, they met the director of a branch of the temporary hospital. The director was French. Although not familiar with the reporters, he received them politely. The temporary branch director listened to the reporters' questions while walking. Just after listening, he couldn't help stopping and said unhappily with that arrogant French demeanor, "Will the reporter gentlemen publish my answer truthfully? In France, too many reporters quote out of context, making me almost dare not believe the content in the newspapers."

The reporters immediately replied, "Please believe us; we will definitely report truthfully!"

The branch director immediately said loudly, "This plan was formulated by me and my Chinese colleagues. Their medical level is completely trustworthy. We adopted the response most suitable for the current situation, including the thin porridge the reporter gentlemen are concerned about. Did you gentlemen understand what I said?"

The reporters were all astonished. The branch director dropped a 'goodbye', turned around, and left, leaving a group of embarrassed reporters on the spot.

Of course, there were also some reporters who relatively understood common medical knowledge. Using the wireless radio provided by the Northeast Government, they immediately sent the situation of the first day of the rescue operation back to Europe. Due to the time difference, it happened to catch up before typesetting. *The Times* and *Le Figaro* immediately adjusted their layouts and published this news.

The next day, the latest news once again triggered the attention of the whole of Europe and America. There were those who praised, and quite a few who cursed angrily.

But this could not affect the progress of the entire rescue operation. Reporters followed the road the White Russians came from, interviewing personnel and collecting intelligence. The tragic state of the Russians coming like a tide shocked the reporters, and the corpses along the way stimulated the reporters' mood even more.

On November 10, when the last batch of White Russians was taken in, on November 11, a summary report on this operation was first published in *The Times*.

About 1.3 million White Russians arrived at the shelter, while the number of deaths along the way was definitely no less than 100,000. Although in the European war that just ended, the death toll of any large-scale battle exceeded the figure of 100,000, battles where so many people died were written about extensively. That the death toll this time could be compared with those battles was already horrifying.

That afternoon, the French counterpart of *The Times*, *Le Figaro*, also published a report by its own reporter. Based on the tradition of scolding Britain for everything big or small, the headline of the French *Le Figaro* was extremely eye-catching: "A Century's Humanitarian Disaster Comparable to the 'Great Irish Famine' and 'Great Famine of India' Created by Britain!"

Just looking at the headline, readers could easily think this humanitarian disaster was created by the British Empire.

Director of the Foreign Affairs Office Zhou Xinghao was one of the retained old bureaucrats of the Northeast. He had no experience of studying abroad but had participated in some negotiations with foreign countries as an attaché. At this time, the Foreign Affairs Office received several times more telegrams than in previous days, but Zhou Xinghao was no longer as busy as before. In these days, he had discussed with the party branch of the Foreign Affairs Office a process to deal with so many things, finally freeing the not-so-numerous Foreign Affairs Office from the predicament of running around like headless flies.

Director Zhou Xinghao was waiting to report to He Rui at this time. He Rui hadn't asked about the Foreign Affairs Office for some time. Now that things had taken shape, let alone the current policies of the Northeast Government, even according to the official rules of the Qing Dynasty, he had to report quickly.

Recalling his work, Zhou Xinghao wanted to find the most suitable description. The plan discussed by Director Zhou Xinghao and the comrades of the Foreign Affairs Office was not complicated; it mainly categorized telegrams and reduced the level of attention. Zhou Xinghao remembered that comrade named Ma Youming asked at the meeting, "Why should we take the news sent by foreigners too seriously?" Everyone was shocked.

But in the end, everyone accepted this suggestion and lowered the level of attention, and the Foreign Affairs Office immediately became much more relaxed.

All telegrams sent by the public were archived by country classification. Telegrams sent by governments of various countries were also archived by country, and specialized groups judged their purposes. If it expressed goodwill, a polite telegram was sent back. If a foreign government made a request, such as expressing a desire to support with money, it was submitted to the analysis department for analysis. Only those that were actually felt to be ambiguous would be submitted to the Foreign Affairs Office.

As long as foreign telegrams weren't taken too seriously, things became workload rather than overwhelming.

While thinking, Zhou Xinghao saw He Rui's secretary walk into the waiting room. "Director Zhou, please follow me."

He Rui just listened seriously to Zhou Xinghao's report without any special reaction. Seeing this, Zhou Xinghao took out a few copies of foreign newspaper news drafts and put them on the table. "Chairman, the reports of these foreign reporters hardly mention our Northeast Army. Just reading the newspapers, one would think that those few reporters and a small number of foreign volunteers saved these million-plus White Russians. After discussion, our Foreign Affairs Office feels this is inappropriate."

"Then how do you plan to respond?" He Rui laughed.

Zhou Xinghao proposed the view of the Foreign Affairs Office. "Could we ask the Chairman to write an article on this matter, introducing the efforts of our Northeast side?"

He Rui shook his head. "Let's not do this, because it's meaningless. This humanitarian rescue was not paid for by the Northeast; have you seen European and American newspapers mention it?"

Zhou Xinghao was stunned, then asked, "But we contributed effort?"

"Britain and France paid to purchase our services; that's all. It's like building a house; if it gets into the newspaper, will they mention those workers who built the house?" After speaking, He Rui couldn't help laughing. "Hehe, Britain and France gave money very briskly this time, without even bargaining much."

Zhou Xinghao felt somewhat uncomfortable in his heart. He had great hostility toward these British and French governments that had invaded China, but He Rui's words also made Zhou Xinghao feel there was indeed no need to tangle over this matter. After all, Britain and France were not China's primary enemies now.

When the report ended, He Rui stepped forward and extended his hand to Zhou Xinghao. Zhou Xinghao held He Rui's hand, feeling that pair of hands warm and full of strength. He heard He Rui say gently, "Director Zhou, you have dark circles under your eyes. Pay attention to nutrition and rest. I will immediately approve a meal allowance for the comrades of the Foreign Affairs Office; the body is the capital of revolution!"

Zhou Xinghao was moved for a moment and couldn't help speaking his mind. "Chairman, forget the meal allowance. Can you approve more coal coupons? The newly issued coal stoves are easy to use, just that there isn't enough coal."

He Rui sighed, "Meal allowance must be given. As for coal coupons... I want to give them very much. But coal involves too much. I can't agree."

Zhou Xinghao also knew that coal transportation capacity was insufficient now, so he apologized quickly. "Chairman, I said something rude..."

"What's rude about this? Everyone works hard, isn't it all for a better life? Don't misunderstand; I think this request is very reasonable, but the supply of coal involves the entire Northeast, and I can't make decisions on my own."

"Sorry... thank you!" Zhou Xinghao replied emotionally.

Sending Zhou Xinghao away, He Rui basically understood the unimportant statements of foreign countries. Overall, Europe's reaction was relatively positive. Although they still didn't value China, there was a good improvement compared to before the European war. This was also what He Rui hoped to see. Once the Sino-Japanese War broke out, although the folk will of the European people wouldn't affect the war situation, the more people who identified with China, the better.

The next person to come in was Cheng Ruofan. Cheng Ruofan didn't sit at all; he immediately handed over a report, then began to set up the blackboard and hang up the map.

At this time, Korea had been annexed by Japan. Outside the Sino-Japanese border marked by the Yalu River, based on transportation and operational deductions, Chief of Staff Cheng Ruofan had completed the plan for building permanent fortifications.

"Chairman, we discussed with Director Lu Daoming of the Water Conservancy Department. We can build quickly in this area using the method of constructing water conservancy projects. However, Director Lu suggested that it would be best to start various water conservancy projects together in the Northeast; in this way, Japan's attention would be greatly reduced."

He Rui nodded. These specific tasks should be the responsibility of core backbones like Cheng Ruofan who had grown up. What He Rui had to manage now were major policies.

Cheng Ruofan asked, "Chairman, our General Staff wants to invite the Chairman to preside over a paper deduction of a campaign. Does the Chairman want to be the judge or the Japanese commander in the exercise?"

These words made He Rui even happier. "Ruofan, are you ready?"

Cheng Ruofan involuntarily stood straight and answered decisively, "The synthetic ammonia system obtained from France has started production, and the production line for producing nitric acid from synthetic ammonia has also been put into production. The General Staff has confirmed the production capacity of various gunpowders and explosives. In two years, we will be able to conduct a large-scale war of attrition with Japan."

Since Chief of Staff Cheng Ruofan was so confident, He Rui laughed. "I will play the Japanese army side in the paper exercise. You have to be careful. I will do my best to exert the highest combat effectiveness the Japanese army can achieve, and will even surpass the combat effectiveness Japan should have."

Cheng Ruofan revealed joy from the bottom of his heart. "Chairman, we have fully assessed the combat effectiveness of the Japanese army; their strength is very average. We can win! If it weren't for the Chairman personally commanding, we would be worried about insufficient pressure and inability to find our problems."

"Then it's settled. You set the time, and I'll adjust my schedule according to the time," He Rui laughed.

Cheng Ruofan then took down the map regarding permanent fortifications and hung up the Sino-Russian border map. "Chairman, the General Staff has determined the regulations for border management, and the troops have arrived at the border. Just as the Chairman said, some comrades proposed views on recovering lost territories. The Political Department comrades are also under great pressure. I wonder if the Chairman has any suggestions?"

Seeing the regret Cheng Ruofan couldn't hide on his face, He Rui asked, "Ruofan, the army stresses discipline. We are all very clear about the comrades' impulses. What is your own attitude?"

Cheng Ruofan puffed out his chest. "Our current primary task is to unify the whole country, followed by solving the military threats from Britain and Japan, and then rapidly building the country. The Russian direction is indeed not our main direction, but I personally still take it to heart!"

He Rui had always felt that Cheng Ruofan's character was closer to the Chinese people in the first 10 years of the 21st century. China already possessed world-top strength and had begun global layout. The humiliation brought by history, as well as the longing for power and a new order, converged into the mood of the youth of that era.

In the first 20 years of the 20th century, too many Chinese people became depressed and desperate due to a series of failures, turning into blind admiration of foreign countries. Cheng Ruofan didn't. This guy appeared not to face reality many times because of his stubbornness. But this stubbornness also allowed Cheng Ruofan to always have confidence and refuse to bow to the great powers.

Just like now, Cheng Ruofan dared to frankly express his desire to restore territory. This is a unique personality of an idealist, a shortcoming and also a merit.

He Rui decided to give Cheng Ruofan some special tutoring, so he let Cheng Ruofan sit opposite him. "Ruofan, do you think the future international situation is beneficial to Russia?"

Cheng Ruofan thought for a while. "Britain and France hope to strangle the communist regime!"

"Is our Civilization Party a communist party?"

Cheng Ruofan answered decisively, "I recognize it is!"

"Why didn't Britain and France consider eliminating us?"

"...Is it because the Chairman adopted effective diplomatic policies?"

"Take the *Treaty of Brest-Litovsk* as a case; the Soviet government adopted flexible diplomatic means. But because of geographical factors, Russia is inherently the greatest pressure on Western Europe. As long as Russia is there and maintains its unity, Britain and France cannot be at ease. Even if it were not a Bolshevik regime, wouldn't Britain and France regard Tsarist Russia as a threat? Now that France's greatest enemy, Germany, is defeated and cannot recover in the short term, Russia must become the object Britain and France need to strike most. Ruofan, putting aside concepts proposed by humans like politics, considering from the most basic real world, do you think what I said is reasonable?"

Cheng Ruofan couldn't help frowning, pondering for a while before answering hesitantly, "Chairman, you mean even if Tsarist Russia continued to exist now, Britain and France would still strike at Tsarist Russia?"

"Needless to say Russia, which is close at hand; the United States played a huge role in the European war, helping Britain and France win victory. At the Paris Peace Conference, didn't Britain and France strike at the power of the United States, trying to exclude the United States from the world order dominated by Britain and France? Why did the United States, Britain, and France all eventually accept the clause transferring Germany's rights and interests in Shandong to Japan? Did they support Japan initially? According to the materials we saw, the United States initially also supported China recovering rights and interests in Shandong. The United States turned to support Japan hoping to pull Japan to support the United States. But in the end, the United States was still excluded from the world order formulated by Britain and France."

Cheng Ruofan thought for a long time before sighing, "Truly cold and ruthless!"

"Starting from the most basic angle, one can naturally draw such a conclusion. Britain and France hope their rule can last for thousands of years, definitely not just for the moment of defeating Germany. Whoever can challenge the British and French rule of the world order, Britain and France will strike at whom. Just 80 years ago, Britain and France joined hands with the Ottoman Empire at the time and fought the Crimean War. Defeating Russia caused the Russian Tsar at the time to commit suicide. Since Britain and France want to maintain eternal hegemony, they must forever strike at opponents capable of challenging their hegemony. As for who the opponent is, it depends on the situation at the time."

"...That is to say, for its own country, Russia cannot make enemies on all sides?" The dark clouds on Cheng Ruofan's brow began to dissipate.

Seeing Cheng Ruofan might have understood, He Rui continued to explain, "Ruofan, Russia's main strategic direction now comes from Central Europe. If they can solve the strategic problems in Central Europe, they will turn to the secondary strategic direction of the Caucasus, and finally the Far East region. At this stage, what Britain and France are inciting first are also Russia's enemies in Central Europe, then the Caucasus, and only then might it be the turn of the Far East. After that, there might be a group attack. In short, Russia's pressure will only increase. At that time, we will have the opportunity to redemarcate the border."
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Cheng Ruofan had always liked party classes. He only realized this when Xu Chengfeng and others asked him about it once. Because the party classes would talk about the evolution of the earth over billions of years, the origin and evolution of life, and the development and evolution of mankind.

This knowledge itself was enough to make Cheng Ruofan feel joyful. Cheng Ruofan even made a wish: when China was restored to its rightful strongest position in history, he would take off his uniform, return to school, and study this knowledge. To become a scholar like He Rui who could see the essence through phenomena.

Now facing He Rui explaining why Russia was targeted by Britain and France, Cheng Ruofan felt the charm of knowledge even more. Superficial conflicts and the effects of political propaganda make originally simple and clear things look incredibly complex. If one can see through these, one can reach a simple, clear, cold, and honest answer: 'To maintain hegemony, Britain and France must strike at all powerful countries that do not accept Anglo-French hegemony.'

Considering along this line of thought, Cheng Ruofan suddenly had an idea about redemarcating the border. "Chairman, we are not going to force Russia into a desperate situation, right?"

He Rui responded, "Go on."

Cheng Ruofan tried hard to organize his messy thoughts, attempting to deduce following his flash of inspiration. "If we force Russia into a desperate situation, Russia has no reason to make huge concessions to us, the weakest. Even if they make concessions, they will make concessions to the strongest countries!"

He Rui really didn't have time to deduce with Cheng Ruofan, so he directly stated his view. "Forcing Russia into a desperate situation costs too much! Britain and France can't afford it either! If the leaders of the Bolshevik government really have the strategic thinking I expect, I will propose strategic cooperation to Russia. At that time, as a condition, I will ask the Bolshevik government to cancel some of the treaties they signed with the Qing Dynasty. I will tell the Bolshevik government very clearly that I want to appease domestic nationalist sentiments in China."

Cheng Ruofan could understand the first half very well. But the last part simply amused him. Politics is a very serious matter, yet He Rui's reason was unusually straightforward. So straightforward that Cheng Ruofan couldn't help but laugh.

He Rui didn't laugh, just stated seriously, "Ruofan, you don't think you are the only nationalist in the whole of China, do you? Or do you think the Chinese people are delighted with the history of their land being annexed by Russia?"

Originally, Cheng Ruofan had put himself in He Rui's shoes, so he felt this idea was truly hard to describe. But when Cheng Ruofan put himself back in his own shoes, he couldn't laugh anymore. Cheng Ruofan only felt anger rising. Under intense emotions, an angry accusation blurted out, "How do we know the Bolshevik government isn't the next Tsarist Russia? They even proposed the Yellow Russia plan, wanting to annex the entire Northeast!"

He Rui was amused. "This question is very good. If it were in diplomatic negotiations, raising such a question based on nationalist sentiments would be very good. It is necessary for the Russians to understand that China not only has nationalist sentiments, but they are also very intense! We need effective political statements to quell such anger. Otherwise, Russia can never break free from the cage of geopolitics."

Cheng Ruofan knew he shouldn't get angry at He Rui, but he really couldn't help it. Hearing He Rui still considering the problem from a purely diplomatic perspective at this time, Cheng Ruofan had mixed feelings and asked, "Does the Chairman never get angry?"

"How do you know I haven't been angry?" He Rui's tone was even gentler, but then, his tone became cold and ruthless. "I told the comrades that I once deduced very seriously based on nationalist sentiments. The final conclusion was that if we want to satisfy nationalist sentiments, based on considerations of interest, to cut off the hatred of hundreds and thousands of years brought by ethnic wars, we must kill all humans outside of China. Do you agree with such a result?"

Cheng Ruofan had never considered the idea of exterminating humans worldwide. He felt He Rui's words were simply irrational arguments and couldn't help retorting, "But we are recovering lost territories!"

He Rui answered tit for tat, "This is called the pot calling the kettle black! It's just powdering oneself up for lacking strength."

Cheng Ruofan was even more agitated, but he began to think.

He Rui was actually not agitated because when doing these thoughts, He Rui had been agitated too many times. Every time he was agitated, his heart boiled with the violent mood of destroying the world.

Seeing Cheng Ruofan's agitation actually trigger thinking, He Rui had quite a few more expectations for this young man. Thinking is painful, and the success rate is lower than those who rely on talent. After all, thinking is a painful experience, while the display of talent can bring extra joy.

However, in terms of the height that might be reached, Cheng Ruofan might reach a higher level. Because only thinking is the only way to complete the negation of negation.

However, Cheng Ruofan stood up at this time and saluted He Rui. "Chairman, I'll go back to work first."

He Rui nodded and stood up to shake hands with Cheng Ruofan. Deducing the inevitability of anti-humanity through thinking is a huge shock. For those who haven't dived so deep into the abyss, it is unacceptable, even unbearable. Even He Rui himself only understood what kind of world he had entered after many round trips.

As Cheng Ruofan left, He Rui began to prepare the Party School curriculum. In the next few years, one of He Rui's main jobs would be the President of the Party School. Even if most party comrades couldn't try to go deep into the abyss like Cheng Ruofan, He Rui had to tell the comrades the laws of the world under the sun, help comrades constantly improve themselves, and select excellent members from them to bear heavier work.

On November 1st, when Kolchak decided to accept He Rui's support, Morrison, Director of the Northeast Investment Promotion Bureau, had already led a delegation to board a ship at Yingkou Port and head for Europe. On December 5th, the delegation arrived in London, England.

The one who came to welcome them was a representative of the British Board of Trade. Morrison felt the guy opposite looked a bit familiar. And this person had already stepped forward to shake hands. "Morrison, remember me? I'm Saunders from the Law School."

Now Morrison remembered. Saunders was a year below Morrison, and both were members of the school football team. Both represented official identities, so it wasn't suitable to talk much. Soon everyone was busy with official business.

Saunders welcomed the Northeast delegation's arrival in Britain on behalf of the British side and led everyone to the hotel where they would stay. In the evening, Morrison went to the bar next door with Saunders. The two sat by the bar, a portion of fish and chips in front of each, beer mugs foaming clinking together. Morrison felt he was back in his university days. If there was any difference, it was probably that the drink in his hand was beer instead of cheap, low-quality whiskey.

In the 19th century, eating fried fish became common in London and southeast England (Charles Dickens mentioned a "fried fish warehouse" in *Oliver Twist*). Meanwhile, in northern England, the industry of deep-fried "chipped" potatoes was also developed. It is unclear when and where, but these two were combined to become the fish and chips shop industry we know. The first fish and chips shop might have been opened by Joseph Malin in London in 1860. The British love potatoes; they often treat potatoes as the staple food of a meal, even more than bread. There are at least no less than ten kinds of potatoes in Britain, big and small, with skin colors of black, yellow, and white, but the prices are all very cheap. In Britain, there are many ways to eat potatoes, and several are quite distinctive.

The two ate and drank, chatting about the past of their university days. Those fierce football matches, teammates on the football team. Classmates they both knew. Of course, there were also impressive teachers. Naturally, impressive girls in the school were not missing either.

The fish and chips in front of the two had been eaten, so they ordered another portion, and three more beers were served. Taking a big gulp and eating a piece of fried fish, Saunders sighed, "Everyone is talking about you recently, Morrison; you are already a celebrity in the Board of Trade."

Morrison didn't answer immediately. Life experiences cannot be predicted. Morrison hadn't expected to become an official of a local Chinese government, nor had he expected to return to Britain one day as the head of a Chinese local government delegation.

Just as he wanted to express some emotion, Saunders continued, "Recently, there was an article in *The Times* saying that China might push the border line northward, and also saying that the Northeast has formulated an offensive military plan. Have you heard of it?"

As a news practitioner, Morrison was completely unmoved. Because he was on the ship, Morrison didn't know there was such news. Even so, Morrison had already quickly made up such an article in his mind and believed that the level of the article he wrote would not be inferior to that press release he had never seen. Articles intended to stir up trouble are basically the same: find some possibilities, and then find corresponding rhetoric for these possibilities.

So Morrison continued to eat the long-lost fish and chips and drink the beer full of London flavor. Now, Saunders became interested and asked, "Is it true?"

Morrison had to answer, "If you go to check the British General Staff, you will definitely see operational plans to attack France. Do you think that is true?"

Saunders frowned slightly after hearing this, unable to judge Morrison's true thoughts for a moment. From the words, Morrison was denying such a view. However, some left-wing newspapers were using the word 'warlord' to describe He Rui.

The Chinese equivalent of Warlord is *Junfa*; if translated literally, it has a bloodier meaning, 'War Lord'.

Within the British Board of Trade, they studied the materials of the Northeast and Inner/Outer Mongolia controlled by He Rui. This was a place with an arsenal, and within two years, it provided 600,000 rifles and tens of millions of rounds of ammunition to the White Russians.

Now that the Russian Civil War was coming to an end, He Rui could completely use such production capacity to arm his own army. The emergence of such a force in the Far East also attracted considerable attention within the British government. The scolding war of the left wing could be ignored, but some senior British officials about to retire would recall Germany once importing advanced equipment from Britain on a large scale to enhance Germany's industrial strength. After all, the European war had just ended.

Saunders simply asked more bluntly, "Morrison, is the Chairman of the Northeast Government really a peace-loving person?"

Morrison smiled bitterly. "Saunders, what I see is a young Napoleon. Not that Captain Napoleon, at least Napoleon who has completed the expedition to Egypt. But I think Your Excellency He Rui is not obsessed with peace and order dominated by himself."

Saunders savored the meaning in these words and said no more. Morrison had clearly stated that he didn't think He Rui was preparing to challenge the current world order. That is, not preparing to challenge the world order dominated by Britain.

In the hotel where the Chinese delegation stayed, every window was lit. The delegation felt extremely surprised by the gas lamps generally adopted in Britain. There were no gas lamps in the Northeast; among night lighting tools, candles were replacing oil lamps, and electric lights were also replacing candles.

But after being curious for a while, the delegation members who had just disembarked continued the planning they had conducted on the ship for more than a month under the organization of the temporary party committee. Different rooms contained members of various categories. Wang Donglu's aircraft group participated in the discussion meeting of the machinery major.

Rather than a discussion meeting, it was more like a study session. Delegation members listened to lecturers talking about the known industrial development direction and level in the Northeast, combining with the factory equipment the Northeast already possessed, discussing what kind of technical equipment should be introduced under the existing situation in the Northeast.

Wang Donglu had heard too many arguments and quarrels within the delegation. Some members insisted on introducing the latest technical equipment, while other members insisted on introducing technical equipment immediately needed by the Northeast. Both sides had their own reasons, which made sense either way.

But Wang Donglu himself was not so troubled. Aircraft were a brand-new type of equipment. The real great development was during the European war after 1914. A technology less than 5 years old really had nothing much to argue about.

It wasn't until late at night that the delegation head Morrison returned somewhat drunk. Only then did everyone stop the discussion and rest. Lying in bed, Wang Donglu yawned widely and fell asleep in the longing of truly meeting an airplane.

Wang Donglu found himself spreading his arms, flying in the air like a bird. But after flying for a while, Wang Donglu felt he began to fall, and panic followed. Wang Donglu tried hard to flap his arms, wanting to fly like a bird. But Wang Donglu failed; he fell straight down. Then Wang Donglu woke up.

So it was a dream! Wang Donglu looked at the stable bed and walls around him, and only then felt reassured. Getting out of bed, Wang Donglu remembered he was already in Britain. Looking at the dawning sky, Wang Donglu got up.

The next day, various departments began to contact British enterprises. Wang Donglu's group couldn't see airplanes and could only continue walking with other groups. It was like this for several days in a row. When Wang Donglu and others asked delegation head Morrison when they could see airplanes, Morrison only told them that he was still contacting the British government. The British government was considering the Chinese delegation's visit to the Royal Air Force.

Could it be that he actually wouldn't see an airplane? Wang Donglu felt a wave of unease.

At this time in Shenyang, He Rui had just arrived in the Kwantung Leased Territory by train. Japan sent three cars to welcome He Rui. The convoy arrived at the Kwantung Army Headquarters. He Rui was led into the commander's office. An elderly man wearing the rank insignia of a Japanese Army Lieutenant General walked into the office accompanied by the Kwantung Army Commander. He Rui immediately stepped forward and saluted. "Your Excellency Kawai! The student has come to welcome you!"

This Army General was none other than Kawai Misao, the principal when He Rui studied at the Japanese Army War College. Two days ago, the Japanese side sent a telegram to He Rui saying Principal Kawai Misao wanted to visit Shenyang.

He Rui replied immediately. As a student, He Rui performed the etiquette of a disciple and personally went to the Kwantung Leased Territory to welcome Principal Kawai Misao. So He Rui came all the way here.

Lieutenant General Kawai Misao looked at the student He Rui wearing the rank of General in front of him and couldn't help sighing, "He-kun is indeed a talent cultivated by Japan."

Lieutenant General Tachibana Koichiro, Commander of the Kwantung Army beside him, also followed, "It's all due to Your Excellency Kawai Misao's good teaching."

He Rui didn't answer, just saluting Lieutenant General Tachibana Koichiro. As He Rui's teacher, Lieutenant General Kawai Misao could put on airs at this time. But Lieutenant General Tachibana Koichiro couldn't; as an official, he also returned the salute.

Afterward, Lieutenant General Kawai Misao smiled. "He-kun, this is a personal visit of mine. We don't need to talk here; it's inappropriate. I have ordered people to prepare food; you have also worked hard on the way."

He Rui followed the host's convenience. Since Lieutenant General Kawai Misao invited him to dinner, there must be preparations. The group left the Kwantung Army Headquarters, and the cars arrived at a place. It was a residence, not a restaurant.

When everyone walked in, a young woman wearing a kimono inside had already slid open the Japanese-style door and walked out with small steps. Seeing He Rui, she immediately bowed. "He Rui *Nissan* (meaning older brother in Japanese), long time no see."

Although He Rui didn't immediately recognize that this woman with makeup was Morita Mitsuko, he confirmed it by hearing her voice. He walked up to Mitsuko. Morita Mitsuko, just like in Tokyo a few years ago, looked at He Rui with intimacy in her eyes.

In the next moment, Morita Mitsuko had already taken He Rui's arm. "*Nissan*, I missed you so much."

He Rui also felt joy in his heart. He hugged Mitsuko and patted her back. "Mitsuko, you... you've grown up. You're a big girl now."

Then He Rui let go of his arms, pulled Mitsuko in front of him, looked her up and down for a while, and said, "Very good, very healthy, and very spirited. How is Auntie Morita recently?"

Mitsuko quickly said, "My mother is very well. Learning that I was coming to see you, she asked me to be sure to send her regards to *Nissan*."

Watching the joy of He Rui and Mitsuko's reunion, Lieutenant General Kawai Misao watched with a smile. Morita Mitsuko was no longer a little girl from a declined family in Tokyo in present-day Japan. Although everyone knew that someone in the army and government looked after Mitsuko, the current Morita Mitsuko, as a student of Tohoku Imperial University of the Japanese Empire, was no longer comparable to girls from ordinary families.

Not to mention her personal relationship with He Rui, which was also something the Japanese government inevitably paid attention to.

After the two finished chatting about family affairs, Lieutenant General Kawai Misao invited He Rui into the house. The table was already set inside. The three sat down, and the food began to be served.
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The Japanese custom of serving individual portions provided He Rui with excellent cover to feign ignorance. He took a bite of the pickles, then looked up and asked Mitsuko, "Mitsuko, this tastes just like what Auntie Morita used to make."

Seeing that He Rui had recognized the taste, Mitsuko answered with a beaming smile, "Nii-chan, these were made by my mother's own hands."

"I am truly grateful to Auntie Morita," He Rui laughed. After sweeping the pickles before him clean, He Rui sighed with nostalgia. "Auntie's pickling method has really improved. Even after traveling all this way for several days, they taste as fresh as if they were just made."

Lieutenant General Kawai Misao chuckled softly. "He-kun, these were transported here by aircraft from Japan, courtesy of the Empire's newly established Army Air Service. I thought I would have to bring them to Shenyang to give to you, but I didn't expect you to come in person. It has certainly preserved the flavor of the pickles."

He Rui bowed his head in acknowledgment. "The Principal's kindness is overwhelming."

After expressing his thanks, He Rui continued, "It is truly impressive that the Japanese Army Air Service has already established a squadron capable of flying directly from Japan to the Kwantung Leased Territory."

Kawai Misao had paid close attention to He Rui during his time at the Academy, and He Rui's actions after graduation were regarded as exemplary within Japanese military circles. Seeing that He Rui had indeed picked up on the implication behind transporting pickles by plane, Kawai asked, "He-kun, you are working hard to build arsenals in the Northeast. Are you perhaps planning to build your own aircraft factory?"

He Rui made no attempt to hide it. "Principal, the Northeast is indeed preparing to build an aircraft factory. Airship and glider units were formed months ago. The Japanese Navy has long been equipped with reconnaissance aircraft. Since the Northeast has no navy, I wonder if the Principal could lend a hand and allow the Northeast's nascent flying corps to engage in exchanges with the Army Air Service."

Kawai Misao had always considered He Rui to be intelligent, even to the point of never telling lies. In any other setting, it would have been inappropriate for He Rui to request an exchange with the Japanese Army Air Service. But in this moment of friendly reunion between teacher and student, He Rui had seized the opportunity, leaving Kawai with no chance to accuse him of impoliteness.

So, Kawai dropped the subject of the air force and asked, "He-kun, I assume you have already established a military academy?"

He Rui nodded. "Principal, I began setting up military study classes as soon as I arrived in the Northeast. Currently, the education level in the army is insufficient. We only have entry-level military schools and an officer academy; a military college has not yet been established. There are only study classes for senior officers."

Mitsuko lowered her head, listening to the two generals discuss military matters. Although she didn't understand the specific implications of their conversation, she knew it didn't matter. She was just an ordinary female university student who had been brought to China by Lieutenant General Kawai. The reason had nothing to do with her personally; it was entirely because the Japanese military—and the higher-ups behind them—wanted to express goodwill towards He Rui.

Mitsuko disliked this immensely. Although she tried her best to embody the expectations Japanese society held for a female university student—displaying elegance and noble grace—she desperately wanted to apologize to He Rui. Not for participating in this "Sino-Japanese Friendly Exchange," but for being used as a tool against him.

At this moment, she heard Lieutenant General Kawai say, "He-kun, you have served in the Imperial Japanese Army, so you are eligible to take the entrance exam for the Army War College. Have you considered a personnel exchange with the Kwantung Army? We could send personnel to each other. I also hope to see Japanese soldiers applying to Northeast military schools in the capacity of Northeast Army soldiers. And I hope to see talents like you, He-kun, appearing at the Army War College."

He Rui exclaimed with delight, "That is a wonderful idea! Principal, you are truly broad-minded."

Kawai nodded slightly, seeming to appreciate He Rui's attitude. However, Kawai did not believe He Rui's sincerity. He Rui didn't lie, but one couldn't trust his truths either. Lieutenant General Kawai did not believe that He Rui's goal in agreeing to personnel exchanges was to promote Sino-Japanese friendship. Even if it were true, the "friendship" in He Rui's eyes was likely vastly different from what the Japanese side expected.

After the meal, Lieutenant General Kawai and He Rui moved to the adjacent tea room. Mitsuko did not follow. Sitting across the tea table, Kawai took a sip of tea and asked, "He-kun, is there any scenery worth seeing in the Northeast?"

He Rui thought for a moment and smiled. "There isn't much natural scenery in the Northeast; perhaps only the snowy forests and plains are truly breathtaking. If we speak of entertainment that Japan lacks, I recommend dog sledding. We introduced a batch of sled dogs from Russia and Canada. It is quite different from horse-drawn sleighs."

Kawai understood that He Rui did not want to discuss politics. If he really went to the Northeast, He Rui would treat him simply as a traveler. However, Lieutenant General Kawai's purpose in meeting He Rui had nothing to do with tourism.

Since He Rui was playing dumb, Kawai, as his former principal, decided to speak plainly. "He-kun, Britain and France have both expressed admiration for your humanitarian rescue efforts. Does He-kun believe that Kolchak can withstand the Soviet bandit offensive after the spring thaw?"

After saying this, Kawai added, "He-kun, you were known for your bold speech at the Academy. Have you changed since graduating?"

He Rui didn't mind the provocation. He believed that his character, formed in the 21st century, hadn't changed; it was just that the atmosphere of the second decade of the 20th century remained conservative. Since Lieutenant General Kawai asked directly, He Rui answered directly. "If Kolchak could withstand the Red Army, he would currently be in Siberia continuing the fight. If even the risk of freezing to death couldn't stop Kolchak from fleeing to Vladivostok with a million people, it is naturally because they couldn't hold off the Red Army even if they died trying."

Kawai nodded with some satisfaction. "He-kun is correct. Relying on Kolchak alone, he is bound to lose to the Red Army. There are rumors in Japan that Britain and France have placed large orders with you, using the arsenals in Manchuria and Mongolia to arm Kolchak. Does He-kun think Britain and France can help Kolchak regroup?"

He Rui smiled. "Principal, the Northeast is not participating in the Russian Civil War. The arms trade is merely a commercial activity."

Kawai felt he should try a bit harder, so he continued to persuade, "He-kun, if the Northeast and the Kwantung Army join forces to help Kolchak, I believe we can hold off the Red Army."

Given the Japanese habit of speaking in riddles ("abdominal art"), Principal Kawai's frankness could almost be called brilliantly transparent. Even He Rui was slightly moved. Bowing slightly, He Rui replied, "Principal, since you are so frank, I am willing to be honest as well. If Britain and France ask for the Northeast Government's attitude, the Northeast Government will clearly state that we wish to safeguard peace and suggest a ceasefire between the Russian Red Army and the White Guards. We are even willing to provide a venue for negotiations."

This was politician-speak, which Lieutenant General Kawai found unfamiliar. But he understood what He Rui meant: he would absolutely not participate in the Russian Civil War. Still, Kawai tried to persuade him further. "Does He-kun not wish to seize this opportunity to abolish the treaties signed between the Qing Empire and Russia?"

He Rui laughed out loud. This was what a mature adult should look like. Lieutenant General Kawai was utilizing nationalist sentiment, unlike guys like Cheng Ruofan who actually believed in it. If Cheng Ruofan were facing Lieutenant General Kawai, he would surely have been agitated by these nationalist appeals.

Of course, if Lieutenant General Kawai were talking to Cheng Ruofan, he might not have used nationalism. Because there was a high probability that Cheng Ruofan would have directly responded with, "Abolish the Treaty of Shimonoseki."

But He Rui didn't care. Facing Kawai's provocation, He Rui spoke the plain truth. "If the Japanese Army wants to fight the Russian Red Army, the Northeast Government is willing to provide all assistance short of dispatching troops. From weapons and ammunition to logistical supplies, from military hospitals to medicine, we will certainly meet the needs of the Imperial Japanese Army."

Hearing this, Lieutenant General Kawai only sighed slightly. He picked up the kettle to refill the teapot, then raised his cup to He Rui. He Rui also raised his cup and drained it in one gulp. Then he changed the subject. "Principal, you mentioned earlier that the Northeast and the Kwantung Army could exchange personnel. I wonder if you have a plan for that?"

In the end, Lieutenant General Kawai did not go to Shenyang. Since the meeting with He Rui had yielded results—even if it was a rejection, at least He Rui had frankly expressed his attitude without concealment—taking the results of this conversation back was an achievement in itself.

Although Lieutenant General Kawai believed He Rui wouldn't lie, it wasn't impossible for He Rui to change his views for greater benefits. Of course, that depended on how high a price Britain and France could pay. At the very least, Japan could not afford the price to buy He Rui.

Before parting, Mitsuko finally had a chance to meet He Rui alone. Seeing no one else in the room, Mitsuko sat before He Rui and bowed her head deeply. "Nii-chan, I am sorry."

He Rui was amused. He reached out to pat her head as he used to, but seeing Mitsuko in her kimono, he felt he shouldn't treat her like a child anymore. So he patted her shoulder instead and comforted her gently, "Mitsuko, I am the one who should say sorry. I know you didn't want to participate in this at all. It was entirely because of me that you were dragged into this. Please, you must forgive me. Rest assured, I will find a way to ask friends for help so that you won't be harassed like this again."

Hearing this, Mitsuko's eyes grew wet. When He Rui was in Tokyo, she could sense that her Brother He had two different faces: one for ordinary people like her, and one for those with status.

Since the meeting with Lieutenant General Kawai began, the person in front of her had been "Excellency He Rui." Now, the Brother He who was considerate of ordinary people, friendly to everyone, and stood up for others in difficulty had finally returned. This made Mitsuko feel both relieved and sad.

Wiping away her tears, Mitsuko took out a letter, placed it on the tatami, and pushed it toward He Rui with both hands. "Nii-chan, this is a letter my mother wrote to you."

He Rui picked up the letter and began to read. In the letter, Auntie Morita greeted him and spoke of domestic matters. She asked about his current situation, specifically whether he was living the life he wanted, whether he had found what he expected in such a life, and if he was happy because of it. Reading this, He Rui felt a stinging in his nose. He put down the letter, exhaled a long breath, and tried to drive away the sourness in his nose and the tears in his eyes.

There were already many people in the world watching He Rui. In their eyes, He Rui represented a symbol. Either a powerful leader, a cunning warlord, or the head of a movement. Few people treated He Rui as a human being with his own joys and sorrows. Even among those who cared about his feelings, the vast majority only wanted to maximize their own benefits or avoid harm.

In a sense, He Rui viewed himself the same way.

Putting away the letter, He Rui sighed. "Sigh... Mitsuko, I thought that as long as I didn't write to you, it would reduce the trouble I caused you. I didn't expect to be wrong. Since it has come to this, tell me how you have been these past few years. Has anything interesting happened?"

Mitsuko smiled, but she immediately realized how much the past few years had changed her. Before, she could laugh genuinely in front of He Rui. Over the years, from girls' high school to life at Tohoku Imperial University, Mitsuko knew clearly how much of her smile was pure emotion and how much was polished social grace.

But since they had reached this point, Mitsuko decided to ask the question she had always been curious about. "Nii-chan, can you tell me how much effort you put in to get me into university? I am truly very grateful."

He Rui also sensed the change in Mitsuko. The ignorant child had grown up. She was no longer willing to be clueless; she wanted to understand who was pushing her life forward. Since that was the case, He Rui smiled. "At first, Professor Taira Toyomori told me he couldn't help much. Later, Mitsui Yasuki of the Mitsui Zaibatsu wanted to help, but the university council at Tohoku Imperial University didn't give much face to Professor Taira, and how could a Mitsui family member who hadn't made donations to the university influence the council? You must know how much pressure there is against admitting female students."

Mitsuko nodded slightly. In Japan, although the Mitsui Zaibatsu was "rich," they were not "noble." Although Mitsuko never asked about the backgrounds of her female classmates at Tohoku Imperial University, she paid attention during their daily silence. Relying on the little she heard, she carefully inquired. Those female university students all had backgrounds in the Japanese peerage (Kazoku), possessing both wealth and nobility.

He Rui continued, "Later, Professor Taira Toyomori asked me to write a letter begging Excellency Takahashi for help. Afterward, the Professor wrote to say that things were moving, and the rest depended on your exam results. Your academic performance has always been good, so I was relieved."

Mitsuko finally understood the sequence of events and untied the knot in her heart. Although the description was simple and He Rui's tone lacked emotion, Mitsuko knew that the power of the high-level elite was just that simple and direct. Doors that were tightly shut to ordinary people would open completely for them. No special effort was needed—a letter, a sentence, was enough.

After a moment of silence, Mitsuko looked up and asked, "Nii-chan, I have read all the books and manuscripts you wrote that I could collect. will Japan continue like this? Will the Kazoku always hold all the power?"

He Rui was somewhat moved. Mitsuko was not the first person to say this to him. The first was Ishiwara Kanji. At that time, Ishiwara and He Rui hadn't known each other long. The two were drunk in a small tavern when Ishiwara, his eyes flashing with a strange light, asked this very question.

At the time, He Rui was amused by the question from the man who, in another timeline, would mastermind the Mukden Incident. He replied, "Ishiwara-kun, if the Japanese people accept such a fate, it will continue. If they do not accept it, they must have the strength to overthrow the current situation, especially to seize the opportunity at the critical moment. Otherwise, even if Japan is completely conquered, such shackles will continue to be placed on the heads of the Japanese people. The son of a Diet member will continue to be a Diet member; the son of a banker will continue to be a banker. Nothing will change."

At that time, He Rui didn't understand Ishiwara Kanji, and since it was drunken talk, he forgot about it after speaking.

Unexpectedly, a few days later, Ishiwara Kanji came to see He Rui again, no longer displaying his previous unruly and defiant demeanor. Ishiwara spoke very sincerely with He Rui, talking through the entire night.

Now, Mitsuko was asking the same question. He Rui hesitated. Should he tell Mitsuko about the possibility of liberating Japan? If he expected Mitsuko to participate in the action to liberate Japan, he knew he should tell her everything. But in He Rui's eyes, Mitsuko was his sister. He only wanted her to live in a liberated Japan, not to struggle on the front lines of liberation.

He Rui quickly realized the difference in how he treated comrades versus loved ones. For loved ones, he only wanted to offer them a beautiful world, not let them endure the suffering of creating it.

Seeing the hesitation on He Rui's face, Mitsuko became even more certain that the He Rui before her was the brother who had always protected and helped her. This, in turn, fueled her determination. "Nii-chan, I can protect myself. What I look forward to now is seeing hope. Please, Nii-chan, point out where the bright path lies."

He Rui sighed softly. "Mitsuko, any human social activity can be viewed as economic activity. Given Japan's current national strength, the Japanese people should certainly be able to live better lives. Japan's economic development itself would not be negatively affected by the improvement of people's lives; it might even become more active due to increased demand. But this hasn't happened. The reason lies in the distribution system determined by Japan's current political system. Whether it is opportunity or distribution, the power to decide is monopolized in the hands of the high-level elite."

Mitsuko listened seriously. Because of her own experiences, she knew all this to be true. She didn't ask questions, just listened intently.

He Rui continued, "If these elites were capitalists like Mitsui Yasuki, it might be slightly better. But Japan's current decision-making power is monopolized by the old aristocracy. Gender equality? They don't accept it. Selection by merit? They don't accept it. What they want to maintain is that this country, Japan, must revolve around them. As those in power, everything in this country is a bargaining chip for their transactions. You have experienced the struggle of class mobility yourself; you should be clear about what it means when state public power is monopolized by a small group. Only if you are already in this circle of power can you get opportunities. If Japan wants to be liberated, the old system must be smashed, and a truly equal new system must be established. If you just tinker and force those in power to make concessions, no matter how much effort you pay, the harvest will be negligible. If those in power give you a little bit, they will first extract thousands of times more benefit from you."

Hearing this, Mitsuko asked in puzzlement, "Nii-chan, what exactly are those people afraid of?"

"They are afraid of losing the power to dominate others. Those people are human too. They are no different from ordinary Japanese people like you; they are not wiser or smarter than ordinary people. If they had to compete fairly with ordinary people like you, they would soon lose all their advantages and be completely replaced by the excellent among the ordinary. If there is anything where they are 'superior' to people like you, it is that they possess power, so they are clearer about the consequences of losing it. That is why they will never allow such a thing to happen."

Mitsuko felt a sudden enlightenment. The driving force behind the actions of those in power was actually fear. She had truly never thought of it that way before. Now she finally understood why those in power were so hostile to any rebellious behavior and struck it down so resolutely. She had originally thought those people acted out of a love for order.

"Thank you, Nii-chan." Mitsuko bowed her head, thanking He Rui with a formal student's bow.
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The moment of parting arrived. Lieutenant General Kawai Misao, in his crisp military uniform, sighed, "He-kun, the Ministry of War has ordered me to return to Tokyo immediately. It is a pity that I cannot visit the Northeast."

He Rui, also in a crisp military uniform, sighed, "It is indeed a pity that the Principal cannot visit the Northeast. I look forward to when the Principal has time."

Morita Mitsuko, standing beside Lieutenant General Kawai Misao, maintained an attitude of quiet reserve, gentleness, considerateness, and noble virtue throughout. But beneath the appearance of this perfect woman expected by Japanese society, Morita Mitsuko looked seriously at the adult world. This was the world she was about to enter. In the spring of 1920, Mitsuko would graduate. She was already preparing to work in a newspaper office, and Professor Taira Toyomori also supported Mitsuko's choice and expressed that he could recommend Mitsuko to *Asahi Shimbun*.

Neither of the two Chinese and Japanese generals in front of her told the truth, yet what they said was all true. This is the adult world of treating each other with courtesy. If one couldn't understand how the forces to which they belonged operated, it would be impossible to figure out what the two sides were actually saying.

Based on Mitsuko's current limited understanding, both sides had effectively exchanged the things they wanted to know and would go back to make responses. From a personal perspective, Mitsuko naturally leaned toward He Rui, who was like her own brother. But Mitsuko was somewhat uneasy; what Brother He Rui wanted to do was to completely smash the old order. From Mitsuko's feeling, He Rui not only wanted to destroy the old order of China, but the old order of Japan was also within He Rui's striking range. Mitsuko found it hard to imagine what kind of bloody storm such destruction would bring.

Neither General He Rui nor Lieutenant General Kawai Misao wasted words. This time He Rui didn't salute but extended his hand to Lieutenant General Kawai Misao. Lieutenant General Kawai Misao held He Rui's hand and sighed sincerely, "He-kun, please do your best for Sino-Japanese cooperation."

He Rui smiled. "Please rest assured, Principal; Japan is my second hometown. I will work hard for a beautiful future for Japan."

For a moment, Kawai Misao couldn't help but want to try again to persuade He Rui to cooperate with Japan in the Far East. But Kawai Misao held back; He Rui was definitely not the kind of person who would easily change his views. Moreover, from He Rui's perspective, using the chaos in the Far East to play both sides was undoubtedly the best choice. If Lieutenant General Kawai Misao were in He Rui's position, he would also make the same choice as He Rui.

Letting go of He Rui's hand, Lieutenant General Kawai Misao smiled. "Let's say goodbye here, He-kun. I wish He-kun smooth sailing in the future."

He Rui nodded slightly. "I wish the Principal long-lasting military fortune."

At this time, the car taking He Rui to the station had stopped outside the door. Mitsuko bowed her head to say goodbye to He Rui. If possible, Mitsuko wanted very much to personally see He Rui into the car. But in the upper-class world, rationality outside of etiquette did not exist. Apart from following complete etiquette, Mitsuko had no right to act according to her own ideas.

Watching He Rui get into the car, Mitsuko waved goodbye to the car. At this moment, Mitsuko only wanted to grow up as soon as possible so she could possibly act as an adult, and even bring her mother to visit He Rui.

Lieutenant General Kawai Misao was quite satisfied with Mitsuko's performance. In the Lieutenant General's view, this female university student displayed the performance a Japanese woman should have, giving the meeting a warm and affectionate side. Although He Rui's political judgment was not affected by this, it was not Mitsuko's fault.

Lieutenant General Kawai Misao took a train straight to Busan Port, then departed by ship, returning to Tokyo to bring He Rui's attitude back to the Japanese General Staff.

The General Staff had long been prepared for this. Since He Rui was not prepared to intervene in the war, the Japanese military had only two choices left: persuade Britain, or do it alone.

If they wanted to persuade Britain, Japan had a very important bargaining chip, which was the 'Anglo-Japanese Alliance'. The purpose of the Anglo-Japanese Alliance was to ensure pressure against Russia in the Far East region, but the Anglo-Japanese Alliance did not cover the United States.

Lieutenant General Kawai Misao and a group of officers from the General Staff gathered around the map of the Far East. Everyone had the impulse to fully utilize the changes in the Far East, but no one spoke.

The content that could be discussed had long been discussed. The Russian Red Army had to pass through long supply lines to reach the Far East, and after the Russian Civil War, the domestic economy was destitute, so the incoming Russian Red Army did not have sufficient strength. Even if Kolchak was weak and could not defeat the Russian Red Army, if the Japanese army devoted all its efforts to the war, victory was possible.

But who would pay the money? Japan had requested Britain to pay several times, but the British side ignored it completely. Japan itself had already sent troops to Vladivostok. So far, apart from constantly paying money, there had been no actual income. To develop Vladivostok, one must first swallow Vladivostok.

And Britain expressed absolutely no agreement on this matter, and also explicitly expressed opposition to the roundabout probing of Japanese representatives. It could be seen that Britain was not happy to see Japan become a continental country.

Some more radical officers proposed that Japan fight alone, completely defeat the Russian Red Army, and seize the Vladivostok region. The General Staff itself didn't support such a plan much. If this were done, millions of Japanese troops would need to enter the Far East region for long-term combat. This military expenditure already exceeded the budget of the entire country of Japan. Even if victorious, it would take decades to recover.

If they failed... the Great Japanese Empire would be finished.

Since all discussable possibilities had been discussed, plus receiving He Rui's clear statement, the officers were silent. No one was willing to break such silence. In the silence, Chief of the General Staff General Uehara Yusaku said, "Since that's the case, gentlemen, meeting adjourned."

Lieutenant General Kawai Misao breathed a sigh of relief and was about to leave when he was stopped by the Chief of the General Staff. Arriving at the Chief of the General Staff's office, General Uehara Yusaku said, "Lieutenant General Kawai, the General Staff recommends you as the next Commander of the Kwantung Army, replacing Your Excellency Tachibana."

There were already rumors about this news in the Ministry of War. Lieutenant General Kawai Misao also knew very well that his appointment as the Commander of the Kwantung Army was partly to leverage his familiarity with He Rui. Lieutenant General Kawai Misao simply replied, "Thank you!"

Chief of the General Staff General Uehara Yusaku invited Lieutenant General Kawai Misao to sit down. "Lieutenant General Kawai, what do you think is He Rui's attitude toward the Empire? According to intelligence, He Rui already has considerable military strength. Will he rely on his own strength to act freely?"

Kawai Misao recalled the meeting with He Rui and replied, "He-kun is already a man capable of standing on his own."

"Oh..." General Uehara Yusaku had a feeling about this implicit statement. If said in Japan, it meant He Rui was definitely not a person controlled by others. Although General Uehara Yusaku could accept such an evaluation, he was not happy to see it.

But since He Rui could become the top graduate of the Japanese Army War College, becoming such a person was not surprising. General Uehara Yusaku changed the question. "What is He Rui's attitude toward Russia?"

Lieutenant General Kawai Misao replied, "He Rui seems to only want to seek profits from Russia's civil war and the pressure of various countries on Russia. I also asked He Rui about his political views. He Rui stated that he sympathized very much with the suffering people of Russia. I think he was just perfunctory."

General Uehara Yusaku was somewhat skeptical. The Japanese General Staff had specially established the 'He Agency' and had a large number of privileges in Northeast China, so they were very clear about what happened in Northeast China. Many Japanese officers believed that He Rui was a communist.

The previous head of the 'He Agency', Itagaki Seishirō, was a famous China expert in the Japanese army. Itagaki Seishirō did not agree with such a view. Such policies had been implemented many times in Chinese history; the most similar to He Rui's policy was the 'Zu Yong Diao' system of the Tang Dynasty. Similarly, land was state-owned, people had land use rights, and the state collected taxes from land possessors.

As for eliminating political enemies and developing industry, Japan had done it in the Meiji Restoration decades ago. Striking at illegal local tyrants and evil gentry was even more normal in Chinese history. The prosperous Tang Dynasty a thousand years ago implemented the imperial examination and struck at powerful families, which was the same method.

If these were all considered communist behaviors, then the prosperous Tang Dynasty most revered by Japan was undoubtedly a thorough communist country.

Anti-communism could be used as a political excuse, but in the eyes of people in high positions like General Uehara Yusaku, what He Rui did had countless precedents in reality and had nothing to do with communism. There was only one thing worth paying attention to: He Rui was striving to promote China's progress, which undoubtedly posed a threat to Japan. General Uehara Yusaku asked, "Is there a faction opposing He Rui within the Northeast Government?"

Since Lieutenant General Kawai Misao already knew he was a candidate for the Commander of the Kwantung Army, he had done his homework long ago. According to intelligence collected by the 'He Agency', the Northeast Government practiced party politics, so he replied, "Your Excellency, most of He Rui's subordinates are personnel gathered by He Rui through short-term training. They come from the Northeast and immigrants from inside the pass, and no faction leaders have appeared. There are very few old Northeast government officials retained, and the more prestigious ones are relatively radical patriots. So far, no obvious policy differences have appeared. I personally do not believe there are political figures in the Northeast capable of confronting He Rui."

General Uehara Yusaku was somewhat disappointed, but also felt it made sense. After all, He Rui was an excellent talent cultivated by the Great Japanese Empire. If He Rui couldn't do these things, it would instead disappoint the upper echelons of the Japanese military.

Just as he wanted to continue asking about the political inclination of the Northeast Army, he heard Lieutenant General Kawai Misao continue, "Your Excellency, He Rui proposed the idea of personnel exchange between the Northeast Army and the Kwantung Army in this meeting. I understood his meaning as being able to send military personnel to serve in each other's troops. This surprised me somewhat; I don't know if He Rui has any preparations."

General Uehara Yusaku asked about the content of the conversation and also felt he couldn't figure out He Rui's thoughts. If He Rui's purpose was to let his excellent subordinates pass the exam for the Japanese Army War College for advanced studies, the same purpose could be achieved without such means.

If He Rui's purpose was to establish good relations between the Chinese and Japanese armies, General Uehara Yusaku felt it was impossible. All intelligence indicated that He Rui was a patriotic soldier who would absolutely not accept Japanese leadership over China.

However, General Uehara Yusaku was not troubled by this, only preparing to hand this question over to the officers of the General Staff to study.

Finally, General Uehara Yusaku asked, "Lieutenant General Kawai, do you have confidence in defeating the Russian Red Army?"

Lieutenant General Kawai Misao had seriously considered this question. Russia was indeed in a weak state, but Russia's own power remained strong. This was not a good time for a decisive battle with Russia. Precisely because of this, Lieutenant General Kawai Misao answered briskly, "Your Excellency, I have full confidence in defeating the Russian Red Army with equal troop strength!"

It was March 1920 when the news of Lieutenant General Kawai Misao becoming the Commander of the Kwantung Army became known. He Rui did not congratulate him in person this time but sent a telegram to Lieutenant General Kawai Misao and also sent a congratulatory gift.

At this time, the delegation sent by China to Europe had returned. Accompanying them back were more than a dozen British and French engineers and scientists, as well as more than a dozen Germans.

He Rui welcomed them personally. The person responsible for the introduction was Wang Donglu from the aircraft group in the delegation. Wang Donglu's joy was hard to contain; he hadn't expected to actually invite the research team responsible for researching fighter jets in Germany during World War I. Although these people were unemployed now, and Germany was prohibited from having an air force in the Treaty of Versailles, it was truly incredible that these experts could come to China.

Wang Donglu's excitement did not affect He Rui. When Wang Donglu introduced one of them, He Rui took the initiative to step forward and shake hands with that person. "Your Excellency Haushofer, I have always admired your attainments in geopolitics."

Wang Donglu was stunned. He knew He Rui had quite some connections and influence in Japan. But he hadn't expected He Rui to have his own understanding of distant Europe. This Karl Ernst Haushofer and his academic assistant Rudolf Hess were scholars. Although Karl Ernst Haushofer was once a Major General in the German Army, the Treaty of Versailles stipulated that the German Army could not exceed 100,000, and generals in the German Army of millions were now all unemployed.

Former Major General Karl Ernst Haushofer was not particularly surprised. While shaking hands with He Rui, this former Major General said in broken Chinese, "Hello."

Then he said in fluent Japanese, "I have also read Your Excellency's works and have long wanted to meet with Your Excellency."

A German actually conversing with a Chinese in Japanese—watching such a reality happen before his eyes, Wang Donglu unexpectedly developed a suspicion: did he mistake something?

Or perhaps he was the foreigner.

After the reception, He Rui invited Karl Ernst Haushofer and Rudolf Hess for a private meeting. Major General Karl looked at the Chinese General in front of him and simply asked frankly, "Your Excellency, do you want to change the current world pattern?"

He Rui was not astonished, only somewhat surprised by Major General Karl's frankness. But this Major General was indeed a formidable figure in the history of the development of geostrategic thought, and He Rui didn't worry that Major General Karl would become a British spy.

So He Rui answered frankly, "I am not happy with the world order established by the Treaty of Versailles."

Major General Karl was very satisfied with He Rui's frankness. He looked at Rudolf Hess, who had a look of pleasant surprise, and turned back to He Rui. Since they were engaged in geopolitical research, there was no need to engage in clichés like diplomats. Major General Karl asked, "According to my understanding of geopolitics, China is a country, but even more so a civilization. So no matter how many times China is defeated, European civilization has not spread widely in China. Not only China, but Japan is the same. The popularity of Western suits is only influenced by the strength of European countries and has not changed Japan itself. The clash of civilizations cannot be solved by mutual infiltration."

He Rui liked Major General Karl's keenness very much and smiled. "If China can break the system of the Treaty of Versailles, Germany will have the opportunity to break free from the shackles and become strong again."

Major General Karl nodded. "Your Excellency, you are a patriot, and so am I. Any research is to serve the motherland. Although the current German General Staff is completely different from before, there are still some people willing to cooperate with Your Excellency who opposes the Anglo-French Versailles order."

He Rui asked with interest, "What makes Your Excellency think I have a reason to break the Versailles system?"

Major General Karl smiled and pointed to the map hanging on the wall. "May I use it?"

He Rui asked his secretary to bring in a world map and spread it on the wide table. Karl walked to the map and immediately felt as if he had returned to the time of commanding troops in World War I.

In 1869, Haushofer was born into a literary family in Munich. His father, Max Haushofer, was a famous economics professor and politician, engaging in academic and literary work together with his mother, Adele Haushofer.

In 1887, after graduating from a sports high school in Munich, Haushofer joined the Bavarian 1st Field Artillery Regiment "Prince Luitpold" and achieved good results in the Bavarian General Staff.

In November 1908, he served as a military attaché at the German Embassy in Japan. During his tenure, he studied the Japanese army, met high-level officials, and was even received by Emperor Meiji. He loved traveling and wandered through India, Southeast Asia, Korea, and the Northeast, laying the foundation for his future research on Eastern issues and becoming a premier expert on Japanese strategic issues. Later, due to contracting lung disease, he left Japan and returned to his country for treatment, published the thesis "Reflections on the Military Power, World Status, and Future of the Great Japanese Empire", and obtained a doctorate from the University of Munich. He integrated his experience into Japan's rise process, began to reflect on maritime civilization, and finally formed a grand strategic thinking transcending traditional land and sea power.

During World War I, Karl was responsible for commanding a brigade on the Western Front. In the confused year of 1919, he also worried about Germany's defeat and its future. Probably at this time, he met Rudolf Hess, who was not only his experimental assistant but also a close friend. Karl entered academia with the aim of reviving Germany. He believed that the geopolitical dilemma of the old empire led to its failure and intended to teach the public personally.

Learning that the delegation from Northeast China for introducing industry had ended their trip to Britain and France and arrived in Germany, Karl found the leaders of the former General Staff and tried hard to lobby them, hoping to contact the Chinese industrial delegation. And he facilitated the German Air Force fighter R&D personnel coming to the Northeast.

Lieutenant General Karl bet on his own judgment that He Rui, the warlord ruling Northeast China, would become a key force to leverage the Versailles system and let Germany break free from the shackles as soon as possible.

His fingertips slid along China's border on the map, and Major General Karl stopped first at southeast China. "Chinese civilization can absolutely not accept Britain dominating the economy of the south, just as the German Empire absolutely does not accept France dominating southern Germany; war is inevitable."
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The moment of parting arrived. Lieutenant General Kawai Misao, in his crisp military uniform, sighed, "He-kun, the Ministry of War has ordered me to return to Tokyo immediately. It is a pity that I cannot visit the Northeast."

He Rui, also in a crisp military uniform, sighed, "It is indeed a pity that the Principal cannot visit the Northeast. I look forward to when the Principal has time."

Morita Mitsuko, standing beside Lieutenant General Kawai Misao, maintained an attitude of quiet reserve, gentleness, considerateness, and noble virtue throughout. But beneath the appearance of this perfect woman expected by Japanese society, Morita Mitsuko looked seriously at the adult world. This was the world she was about to enter. In the spring of 1920, Mitsuko would graduate. She was already preparing to work in a newspaper office, and Professor Taira Toyomori also supported Mitsuko's choice and expressed that he could recommend Mitsuko to *Asahi Shimbun*.

Neither of the two Chinese and Japanese generals in front of her told the truth, yet what they said was all true. This is the adult world of treating each other with courtesy. If one couldn't understand how the forces to which they belonged operated, it would be impossible to figure out what the two sides were actually saying.

Based on Mitsuko's current limited understanding, both sides had effectively exchanged the things they wanted to know and would go back to make responses. From a personal perspective, Mitsuko naturally leaned toward He Rui, who was like her own brother. But Mitsuko was somewhat uneasy; what Brother He Rui wanted to do was to completely smash the old order. From Mitsuko's feeling, He Rui not only wanted to destroy the old order of China, but the old order of Japan was also within He Rui's striking range. Mitsuko found it hard to imagine what kind of bloody storm such destruction would bring.

Neither General He Rui nor Lieutenant General Kawai Misao wasted words. This time He Rui didn't salute but extended his hand to Lieutenant General Kawai Misao. Lieutenant General Kawai Misao held He Rui's hand and sighed sincerely, "He-kun, please do your best for Sino-Japanese cooperation."

He Rui smiled. "Please rest assured, Principal; Japan is my second hometown. I will work hard for a beautiful future for Japan."

For a moment, Kawai Misao couldn't help but want to try again to persuade He Rui to cooperate with Japan in the Far East. But Kawai Misao held back; He Rui was definitely not the kind of person who would easily change his views. Moreover, from He Rui's perspective, using the chaos in the Far East to play both sides was undoubtedly the best choice. If Lieutenant General Kawai Misao were in He Rui's position, he would also make the same choice as He Rui.

Letting go of He Rui's hand, Lieutenant General Kawai Misao smiled. "Let's say goodbye here, He-kun. I wish He-kun smooth sailing in the future."

He Rui nodded slightly. "I wish the Principal long-lasting military fortune."

At this time, the car taking He Rui to the station had stopped outside the door. Mitsuko bowed her head to say goodbye to He Rui. If possible, Mitsuko wanted very much to personally see He Rui into the car. But in the upper-class world, rationality outside of etiquette did not exist. Apart from following complete etiquette, Mitsuko had no right to act according to her own ideas.

Watching He Rui get into the car, Mitsuko waved goodbye to the car. At this moment, Mitsuko only wanted to grow up as soon as possible so she could possibly act as an adult, and even bring her mother to visit He Rui.

Lieutenant General Kawai Misao was quite satisfied with Mitsuko's performance. In the Lieutenant General's view, this female university student displayed the performance a Japanese woman should have, giving the meeting a warm and affectionate side. Although He Rui's political judgment was not affected by this, it was not Mitsuko's fault.

Lieutenant General Kawai Misao took a train straight to Busan Port, then departed by ship, returning to Tokyo to bring He Rui's attitude back to the Japanese General Staff.

The General Staff had long been prepared for this. Since He Rui was not prepared to intervene in the war, the Japanese military had only two choices left: persuade Britain, or do it alone.

If they wanted to persuade Britain, Japan had a very important bargaining chip, which was the 'Anglo-Japanese Alliance'. The purpose of the Anglo-Japanese Alliance was to ensure pressure against Russia in the Far East region, but the Anglo-Japanese Alliance did not cover the United States.

Lieutenant General Kawai Misao and a group of officers from the General Staff gathered around the map of the Far East. Everyone had the impulse to fully utilize the changes in the Far East, but no one spoke.

The content that could be discussed had long been discussed. The Russian Red Army had to pass through long supply lines to reach the Far East, and after the Russian Civil War, the domestic economy was destitute, so the incoming Russian Red Army did not have sufficient strength. Even if Kolchak was weak and could not defeat the Russian Red Army, if the Japanese army devoted all its efforts to the war, victory was possible.

But who would pay the money? Japan had requested Britain to pay several times, but the British side ignored it completely. Japan itself had already sent troops to Vladivostok. So far, apart from constantly paying money, there had been no actual income. To develop Vladivostok, one must first swallow Vladivostok.

And Britain expressed absolutely no agreement on this matter, and also explicitly expressed opposition to the roundabout probing of Japanese representatives. It could be seen that Britain was not happy to see Japan become a continental country.

Some more radical officers proposed that Japan fight alone, completely defeat the Russian Red Army, and seize the Vladivostok region. The General Staff itself didn't support such a plan much. If this were done, millions of Japanese troops would need to enter the Far East region for long-term combat. This military expenditure already exceeded the budget of the entire country of Japan. Even if victorious, it would take decades to recover.

If they failed... the Great Japanese Empire would be finished.

Since all discussable possibilities had been discussed, plus receiving He Rui's clear statement, the officers were silent. No one was willing to break such silence. In the silence, Chief of the General Staff General Uehara Yusaku said, "Since that's the case, gentlemen, meeting adjourned."

Lieutenant General Kawai Misao breathed a sigh of relief and was about to leave when he was stopped by the Chief of the General Staff. Arriving at the Chief of the General Staff's office, General Uehara Yusaku said, "Lieutenant General Kawai, the General Staff recommends you as the next Commander of the Kwantung Army, replacing Your Excellency Tachibana."

There were already rumors about this news in the Ministry of War. Lieutenant General Kawai Misao also knew very well that his appointment as the Commander of the Kwantung Army was partly to leverage his familiarity with He Rui. Lieutenant General Kawai Misao simply replied, "Thank you!"

Chief of the General Staff General Uehara Yusaku invited Lieutenant General Kawai Misao to sit down. "Lieutenant General Kawai, what do you think is He Rui's attitude toward the Empire? According to intelligence, He Rui already has considerable military strength. Will he rely on his own strength to act freely?"

Kawai Misao recalled the meeting with He Rui and replied, "He-kun is already a man capable of standing on his own."

"Oh..." General Uehara Yusaku had a feeling about this implicit statement. If said in Japan, it meant He Rui was definitely not a person controlled by others. Although General Uehara Yusaku could accept such an evaluation, he was not happy to see it.

But since He Rui could become the top graduate of the Japanese Army War College, becoming such a person was not surprising. General Uehara Yusaku changed the question. "What is He Rui's attitude toward Russia?"

Lieutenant General Kawai Misao replied, "He Rui seems to only want to seek profits from Russia's civil war and the pressure of various countries on Russia. I also asked He Rui about his political views. He Rui stated that he sympathized very much with the suffering people of Russia. I think he was just perfunctory."

General Uehara Yusaku was somewhat skeptical. The Japanese General Staff had specially established the 'He Agency' and had a large number of privileges in Northeast China, so they were very clear about what happened in Northeast China. Many Japanese officers believed that He Rui was a communist.

The previous head of the 'He Agency', Itagaki Seishirō, was a famous China expert in the Japanese army. Itagaki Seishirō did not agree with such a view. Such policies had been implemented many times in Chinese history; the most similar to He Rui's policy was the 'Zu Yong Diao' system of the Tang Dynasty. Similarly, land was state-owned, people had land use rights, and the state collected taxes from land possessors.

As for eliminating political enemies and developing industry, Japan had done it in the Meiji Restoration decades ago. Striking at illegal local tyrants and evil gentry was even more normal in Chinese history. The prosperous Tang Dynasty a thousand years ago implemented the imperial examination and struck at powerful families, which was the same method.

If these were all considered communist behaviors, then the prosperous Tang Dynasty most revered by Japan was undoubtedly a thorough communist country.

Anti-communism could be used as a political excuse, but in the eyes of people in high positions like General Uehara Yusaku, what He Rui did had countless precedents in reality and had nothing to do with communism. There was only one thing worth paying attention to: He Rui was striving to promote China's progress, which undoubtedly posed a threat to Japan. General Uehara Yusaku asked, "Is there a faction opposing He Rui within the Northeast Government?"

Since Lieutenant General Kawai Misao already knew he was a candidate for the Commander of the Kwantung Army, he had done his homework long ago. According to intelligence collected by the 'He Agency', the Northeast Government practiced party politics, so he replied, "Your Excellency, most of He Rui's subordinates are personnel gathered by He Rui through short-term training. They come from the Northeast and immigrants from inside the pass, and no faction leaders have appeared. There are very few old Northeast government officials retained, and the more prestigious ones are relatively radical patriots. So far, no obvious policy differences have appeared. I personally do not believe there are political figures in the Northeast capable of confronting He Rui."

General Uehara Yusaku was somewhat disappointed, but also felt it made sense. After all, He Rui was an excellent talent cultivated by the Great Japanese Empire. If He Rui couldn't do these things, it would instead disappoint the upper echelons of the Japanese military.

Just as he wanted to continue asking about the political inclination of the Northeast Army, he heard Lieutenant General Kawai Misao continue, "Your Excellency, He Rui proposed the idea of personnel exchange between the Northeast Army and the Kwantung Army in this meeting. I understood his meaning as being able to send military personnel to serve in each other's troops. This surprised me somewhat; I don't know if He Rui has any preparations."

General Uehara Yusaku asked about the content of the conversation and also felt he couldn't figure out He Rui's thoughts. If He Rui's purpose was to let his excellent subordinates pass the exam for the Japanese Army War College for advanced studies, the same purpose could be achieved without such means.

If He Rui's purpose was to establish good relations between the Chinese and Japanese armies, General Uehara Yusaku felt it was impossible. All intelligence indicated that He Rui was a patriotic soldier who would absolutely not accept Japanese leadership over China.

However, General Uehara Yusaku was not troubled by this, only preparing to hand this question over to the officers of the General Staff to study.

Finally, General Uehara Yusaku asked, "Lieutenant General Kawai, do you have confidence in defeating the Russian Red Army?"

Lieutenant General Kawai Misao had seriously considered this question. Russia was indeed in a weak state, but Russia's own power remained strong. This was not a good time for a decisive battle with Russia. Precisely because of this, Lieutenant General Kawai Misao answered briskly, "Your Excellency, I have full confidence in defeating the Russian Red Army with equal troop strength!"

It was March 1920 when the news of Lieutenant General Kawai Misao becoming the Commander of the Kwantung Army became known. He Rui did not congratulate him in person this time but sent a telegram to Lieutenant General Kawai Misao and also sent a congratulatory gift.

At this time, the delegation sent by China to Europe had returned. Accompanying them back were more than a dozen British and French engineers and scientists, as well as more than a dozen Germans.

He Rui welcomed them personally. The person responsible for the introduction was Wang Donglu from the aircraft group in the delegation. Wang Donglu's joy was hard to contain; he hadn't expected to actually invite the research team responsible for researching fighter jets in Germany during World War I. Although these people were unemployed now, and Germany was prohibited from having an air force in the Treaty of Versailles, it was truly incredible that these experts could come to China.

Wang Donglu's excitement did not affect He Rui. When Wang Donglu introduced one of them, He Rui took the initiative to step forward and shake hands with that person. "Your Excellency Haushofer, I have always admired your attainments in geopolitics."

Wang Donglu was stunned. He knew He Rui had quite some connections and influence in Japan. But he hadn't expected He Rui to have his own understanding of distant Europe. This Karl Ernst Haushofer and his academic assistant Rudolf Hess were scholars. Although Karl Ernst Haushofer was once a Major General in the German Army, the Treaty of Versailles stipulated that the German Army could not exceed 100,000, and generals in the German Army of millions were now all unemployed.

Former Major General Karl Ernst Haushofer was not particularly surprised. While shaking hands with He Rui, this former Major General said in broken Chinese, "Hello."

Then he said in fluent Japanese, "I have also read Your Excellency's works and have long wanted to meet with Your Excellency."

A German actually conversing with a Chinese in Japanese—watching such a reality happen before his eyes, Wang Donglu unexpectedly developed a suspicion: did he mistake something?

Or perhaps he was the foreigner.

After the reception, He Rui invited Karl Ernst Haushofer and Rudolf Hess for a private meeting. Major General Karl looked at the Chinese General in front of him and simply asked frankly, "Your Excellency, do you want to change the current world pattern?"

He Rui was not astonished, only somewhat surprised by Major General Karl's frankness. But this Major General was indeed a formidable figure in the history of the development of geostrategic thought, and He Rui didn't worry that Major General Karl would become a British spy.

So He Rui answered frankly, "I am not happy with the world order established by the Treaty of Versailles."

Major General Karl was very satisfied with He Rui's frankness. He looked at Rudolf Hess, who had a look of pleasant surprise, and turned back to He Rui. Since they were engaged in geopolitical research, there was no need to engage in clichés like diplomats. Major General Karl asked, "According to my understanding of geopolitics, China is a country, but even more so a civilization. So no matter how many times China is defeated, European civilization has not spread widely in China. Not only China, but Japan is the same. The popularity of Western suits is only influenced by the strength of European countries and has not changed Japan itself. The clash of civilizations cannot be solved by mutual infiltration."

He Rui liked Major General Karl's keenness very much and smiled. "If China can break the system of the Treaty of Versailles, Germany will have the opportunity to break free from the shackles and become strong again."

Major General Karl nodded. "Your Excellency, you are a patriot, and so am I. Any research is to serve the motherland. Although the current German General Staff is completely different from before, there are still some people willing to cooperate with Your Excellency who opposes the Anglo-French Versailles order."

He Rui asked with interest, "What makes Your Excellency think I have a reason to break the Versailles system?"

Major General Karl smiled and pointed to the map hanging on the wall. "May I use it?"

He Rui asked his secretary to bring in a world map and spread it on the wide table. Karl walked to the map and immediately felt as if he had returned to the time of commanding troops in World War I.

In 1869, Haushofer was born into a literary family in Munich. His father, Max Haushofer, was a famous economics professor and politician, engaging in academic and literary work together with his mother, Adele Haushofer.

In 1887, after graduating from a sports high school in Munich, Haushofer joined the Bavarian 1st Field Artillery Regiment "Prince Luitpold" and achieved good results in the Bavarian General Staff.

In November 1908, he served as a military attaché at the German Embassy in Japan. During his tenure, he studied the Japanese army, met high-level officials, and was even received by Emperor Meiji. He loved traveling and wandered through India, Southeast Asia, Korea, and the Northeast, laying the foundation for his future research on Eastern issues and becoming a premier expert on Japanese strategic issues. Later, due to contracting lung disease, he left Japan and returned to his country for treatment, published the thesis "Reflections on the Military Power, World Status, and Future of the Great Japanese Empire", and obtained a doctorate from the University of Munich. He integrated his experience into Japan's rise process, began to reflect on maritime civilization, and finally formed a grand strategic thinking transcending traditional land and sea power.

During World War I, Karl was responsible for commanding a brigade on the Western Front. In the confused year of 1919, he also worried about Germany's defeat and its future. Probably at this time, he met Rudolf Hess, who was not only his experimental assistant but also a close friend. Karl entered academia with the aim of reviving Germany. He believed that the geopolitical dilemma of the old empire led to its failure and intended to teach the public personally.

Learning that the delegation from Northeast China for introducing industry had ended their trip to Britain and France and arrived in Germany, Karl found the leaders of the former General Staff and tried hard to lobby them, hoping to contact the Chinese industrial delegation. And he facilitated the German Air Force fighter R&D personnel coming to the Northeast.

Lieutenant General Karl bet on his own judgment that He Rui, the warlord ruling Northeast China, would become a key force to leverage the Versailles system and let Germany break free from the shackles as soon as possible.

His fingertips slid along China's border on the map, and Major General Karl stopped first at southeast China. "Chinese civilization can absolutely not accept Britain dominating the economy of the south, just as the German Empire absolutely does not accept France dominating southern Germany; war is inevitable."
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The current leader of the Northeast Government was General He Rui, serving as Chairman, while the chief executive was the Director of the Northeast Administrative Office. After discussions within the party, Wu Youping was elected unanimously over Xu Jia for the position.

It was said that the Civilization Party School had a new German guest professor teaching a course on Geopolitics, and both Wu Youping and Xu Jia had enrolled. They happened to run into each other at the school gate. Wu Youping went up to greet Xu Jia, and seeing Wu Youping in high spirits, Xu Jia shook his hand and laughed, "I didn't know Germany had scholars researching Geopolitics."

Wu Youping also laughed, "You'd have to ask the department in the Education Bureau responsible for collecting scientific information. Their intelligence gathering has problems."

Xu Jia nodded, "Those things aren't under the jurisdiction of the Statistics Bureau." With that, both men laughed.

Some students were surprised to see that the two former competitors harbored no ill will toward each other. However, the senior members who had attended the discussion meeting didn't feel this way, and the two candidates themselves cared even less.

Anyone with a high enough rank and sufficient seniority, who had participated in the work of building the Northeast Government from the grassroots level, knew very well that the position of Director of the Northeast Administrative Office was like sitting on a fire. Whether one was selected or not made little difference.

At this moment, both Wu Youping and Xu Jia were very curious. Principal He Rui himself was a master of Geopolitics, so what kind of figure could serve as the guest professor of Geopolitics at the Party School?

As they walked toward the classroom together, Xu Jia asked, "That Professor Karl is quite interesting. Sending us the syllabus first, what does that mean?"

Wu Youping came from the Railway College, which had foreign professors. He shook his head, "Old Xu, did you prepare any questions?"

Xu Jia replied, "Of course I did."

After answering, Xu Jia was puzzled, "What do you mean by that?"

Wu Youping intended to answer but remembered something, "Let me ask, there aren't any foreign lecturers at the Baoding Military Academy, are there?"

Xu Jia shook his head.

Seeing Xu Jia give a clear answer, Wu Youping explained, "Our Northeast is currently relying on exam-oriented education with forced indoctrination, preaching education for all without discrimination. When foreign professors teach, especially German professors, they often start the first class by asking questions to judge the students' level."

Xu Jia was greatly surprised, "They start with a display of authority? A warning shot?"

Wu Youping shook his head and replied, "I don't think so."

While they were talking, everyone had already entered the classroom. Although the class was scheduled for ten o'clock, the students had all arrived by nine-fifty. At nine-fifty-five, a foreigner walked into the classroom. Wu Youping and Xu Jia, sitting at the same desk, stared at the newcomer, feeling that he was somewhat hard to describe.

This professor was neither good-looking nor ugly, neither handsome nor hideous. He was of average height and build. He had all the necessary human features, and his facial features were reasonably placed. However, it was truly impossible to form any impression of this person.

At least in the eyes of Xu Jia and Wu Youping, two young men with rich work experience, the German professor before them lacked presence to this extent.

Professor Karl stood at the podium, composed and relaxed. He looked over the room full of students with his amber eyes, then said in Chinese with a slight Northeast accent, "Prepare for class."

Class Monitor Wu Youping immediately stood up and shouted, "Stand up!"

The students stood up and said loudly, "Good morning, teacher!"

Professor Karl replied in Chinese, still with that slight Northeast accent, "Good morning, students."

"Sit down!" Class Monitor Wu Youping shouted.

After the students were seated, Professor Karl began to ask in German, "Students, do you have any questions?"

Acting as the interpreter was a rather handsome European employee, formerly of the Austro-Hungarian Empire, though it was unclear whether he should now be considered Czech or Austrian. Perhaps because he had started learning Hanyu Pinyin together with the Northeast Government crowd, this European employee who worked with the "minor language" of German had a very standard Mandarin accent.

Seeing no one answer, Professor Karl waited for a moment before continuing, "If everyone has no questions, this class is dismissed."

Xu Jia looked at Wu Youping in surprise, and Wu Youping showed a bitter smile. He had encountered a similar situation at the Tangshan Railway College. For foreign professors, especially German ones, compulsory education was education for all without discrimination. But university education depended on personal interest; whether students had a strong desire to learn was the basic condition for professors to select students.

So Wu Youping raised his hand, and Professor Karl asked, "Please speak, student."

Wu Youping stood up and asked, "Professor, the concept of the free market is proposed in *The Wealth of Nations*. From the perspective of Geopolitics, what is the free market like?"

Dr. Karl, formerly a Major General, was delighted. He recognized He Rui's level of Geopolitics highly, which was why he had staked everything to lobby the former leaders of the German General Staff who still held influence to transfer air force R&D capabilities to the Chinese warlord in the Northeast. He hoped to create more strategic rivals for Britain.

However, agreeing with He Rui did not mean Professor Karl thought He Rui had high-level subordinates. He Rui was not equivalent to China; this was Professor Karl's view. Now, hearing a high-ranking official under He Rui ask a political question at the level of *The Wealth of Nations*, Professor Karl was truly surprised.

"If a free market exists, there must be a prerequisite question: Whose free market is it?" Professor Karl asked in return.

This was the teaching method Professor Karl hoped for: to improve the students' understanding of Geopolitics through the process of raising questions, analyzing problems, and drawing conclusions.

Wu Youping had prepared. The economic development set by He Rui for the Northeast was to first destroy the old social system and replace it with high-intensity state management. After resolving the feudal order pressing down on the people, the people would first enter a small-commodity society to accumulate transaction volume, thereby promoting the level of economic development and liquidity.

In books describing this stage from abroad, Wu Youping found the content about industrial division of labor and comparative advantage in *The Wealth of Nations* very interesting. Hearing Professor Karl's rhetorical question, Wu Youping replied, "Countries naturally have their internal markets, and international trade itself can be seen as a free market. All economies trade in the market, and each economy possesses its own pricing power based on average social production efficiency and logistics levels. different levels of industrial development cause the transfer of pricing power; this is the free market."

Professor Karl hadn't expected Wu Youping to understand to this stage and was delighted. People with such cognition were most suitable for lectures on Geopolitics because they had finally entered the water and could survive in this vast ocean by their own strength. Such talents had the opportunity to dive into deeper waters, even advancing towards the underwater abyss.

He turned around and wrote two terms on the blackboard: 'Wokou War' and 'Opium War'. The interpreter beside him hurriedly wrote the corresponding Chinese characters. Wu Youping couldn't help but frown; these two terms greatly stimulated him.

Not only Wu Youping, but other students also had similar reactions.

"When Adam Smith wrote *The Wealth of Nations*, Britain had already seized world maritime hegemony. They controlled the logistics of the global market and had the ability to use maritime power to forcibly open the doors of markets in various countries and regions around the world. In the Wokou War era of China's Ming Dynasty, the Wokou maritime power was also the strongest in East Asia, capable of projecting its armed forces to China's coastal areas. The wars of these two eras have similarities at the logistics level! Do you agree?"

Listening to this question, Wu Youping recalled the courses in the Party School, hesitated for a moment, and had to nod in admission.

Professor Karl then continued, "The causes of the wars were also very similar. Sino-Japanese trade in the Ming Dynasty and world trade in the Qing Dynasty both led to one result: precious metals from Japan and the whole world were flowing into China on a large scale. Countries trading with China were becoming impoverished. The greater the trade volume, the faster the rate of impoverishment."

There was silence in the classroom. Wu Youping swallowed, and a thought almost blurted out. Beside him, Xu Jia voiced the reason, "Because of this, they wanted to invade China?"

As a German, Professor Karl didn't care much about China's standpoint. Geopolitics was not a demagogic doctrine, but a discipline starting from the natural environment. The proportion of human nature in it was very limited.

However, Professor Karl was well aware of emotions, so he replied as tactfully as possible, "If China doesn't care about the life and death of other countries, why should other countries care about China's life and death? If everyone is interested, we can discuss the Celestial Empire's tributary system later; it is the most excellent balancing method I have seen in Chinese history. Regarding the issue under discussion now, we must first clarify the preconditions for the outbreak of war. In that era, China controlled decisive commodities. Only China could produce them, and China could sell them at prices that other countries absolutely could not compete with. This was the decisive factor determining world trade. The free trade proposed by this student, at that time, was only the freedom for Japan and countries around the world to choose different Chinese sellers. There was no freedom of whether to trade with China or not. Such trade caused thousands of tons of precious metals to flow into China, leading to the impoverishment of those countries' domestic economies. Gold and silver are special commodities because they have monetary functions. China earned away the currency of Japan and the whole world. To reverse such a trade trend, there was only one method: to snatch the currency back, or to find a new dominant commodity to balance trade with China."

The students had learned part of this content, but He Rui had been the one lecturing, so it hadn't been this intense. Now, listening to the German Professor Dr. Karl's explanation, although they felt it made sense and opened a completely new perspective, anger surged straight to their heads.

Professor Karl turned around and continued writing on the blackboard. During this time, everyone looked at each other and even spoke in low voices. The words exchanged were not directed at the content Professor Karl was teaching, but were largely unfriendly.

Just as Wu Youping was feeling very unpleasant, he felt someone nudge him. Turning to look at Xu Jia who had nudged him, he heard Xu Jia whisper, "What this professor says seems to be correct?"

Wu Youping was stunned, then heard Xu Jia continue, "Building an army capable of defending the country is indeed the foundation of a nation."

"I think this professor is completely..." Wu Youping stifled the words 'not Chinese'. Although Professor Karl was plain-looking and lacked presence, the professor was truly not Chinese, so he naturally wouldn't look at problems from a Chinese standpoint.

Xu Jia pointed to the front. Wu Youping turned his head and saw the professor had written 'Logistics', 'Dominant Commodity', 'Trade Dominance', and 'Trade Balance' on the blackboard, drawn lines connecting them, and written several possibilities of relationships on the connecting lines.

After writing these, Professor Karl felt that this group of high-level personnel of the Northeast Government should have calmed down a bit, so he continued his lecture. "The rise of the German Empire did not exist because of the emergence of German states, nor was it the mantle of the Holy Roman Empire. The German Empire emerged from the Zollverein (Customs Union) initiated by Prussia. This customs union combined the fragmented German regions, allowing the various economies of the German region to gradually develop the geopolitical advantages of their own economies. Only at such times do geopolitical advantages have value. But China is different. China and Japan had long formed their own subject states and built internal markets. In the markets of two different countries, and in the trade between the Qing Dynasty and countries around the world, China was the dominant force demanding other countries implement free trade. This is a point students must understand and agree with."

Having said this, Professor Karl looked at the classroom, which had erupted in sighs and discussions, and continued, "If everyone cannot accept and agree with this concept, then everyone need not come to class anymore. Because this is the foundation of what I am here to teach."

Xu Jia didn't even have time to react to the content of the course; he was completely shocked by Professor Karl's European university professor style. For a moment, Xu Jia remembered the 'compulsory education with exam-oriented education as the core' that the Northeast was implementing, mentioned in his conversation with Wu Youping before class. Since it was called compulsory education, there was no question of whether one wanted to learn or not; one had to learn even if one didn't want to.

In Professor Karl's classroom, if you didn't agree, you got out. The basic rule of education for all without discrimination didn't exist at all. Amidst the students' low discussions, Xu Jia whispered to Wu Youping, "So this is how European professors teach?"

Wu Youping shook his head, "Only professors at European universities do this."

"Do all professors do this?" Xu Jia was greatly interested.

Wu Youping shook his head again, "Only those professors of specialized courses do this. Do you know? Professor is a very noble and decent profession in Europe. In a department, no, in a major, there is generally only one professor. This professor is the leader of this major. Unless this professor is removed, others cannot be promoted to professor."

Xu Jia worked in organization, and was truly interested upon hearing this. He immediately asked, "Then what about the other professors?"

"The others are only associate professors, not professors," Wu Youping answered in a low voice.

"Interesting, interesting." Xu Jia felt that this method perhaps should be tried in the organization as well.

The content couldn't be finished by the end of the class. Soon, some people gathered in He Rui's office, and high-ranking cadres also called He Rui's office to ask about Professor Karl's background.

He Rui only told everyone to listen to the class well and didn't say more.

For He Rui, Dr. Karl Ernst Haushofer represented a professor of a fairly high level in Europe. A ruthless character.

In his long-term theoretical research, Haushofer gradually realized that separate land power, sea power, military tactics, and geopolitical strategies were all too narrow. One had to stand on a higher standpoint and comprehensively research geography, military affairs, and politics to obtain a universally applicable answer in a higher dimension and truly solve Germany's predicament. His theory roughly followed the line of Organic State — Lebensraum — Autarky — Axis Powers — Pan-regions.

He believed that in the process of survival and development, a state is a dynamic organic body. Its borders are not determined by geographical rivers and mountains, but by culture. "Our duty is not only to protect the existing land but also the German culture outside the vast borders." Culture itself cannot bring expansion, but culture is a more useful means of control than military and commerce. The borders of a state should adjust dynamically with culture. Thus, the existence of a state depends on its living space (Lebensraum), and the pursuit of living space is the basis of national survival. Germany's population density was too high, while the colonial empires' population density was very low. This gave Germany a mission to expand border territories and turn weak countries into buffer states to realize Germany's survival and development. Germany's neighbors were small fellows; their existence and instability were important reasons for regional conflicts and international contradictions, and they should be incorporated into a more orderly and efficient order. At the same time, although small countries like the Netherlands and Belgium possessed vast colonies, their own weakness made it impossible to effectively utilize existing resources. Under German governance, the utilization of these regions would become more efficient. Afterwards, a closed, self-sufficient economic belt would be formed, allowing the economy of this region to be reasonably allocated and no longer suffer great shocks from fluctuations in the external environment. When a country is completely self-sufficient materially and possesses influence radiating to vast surrounding areas culturally, an "Axis Power," a regional pillar state, is born. The radiation area of the Axis Power is called a "Pan-region." Ultimately, the world will be stably ruled by several Axis Powers over Pan-regions, forming a new world order. In his ideal world, there were four major Pan-regions dominated by four Axis Powers:

Pan-America: North and South America dominated by the United States. Pan-Europe (Euro-Africa): Europe and Africa dominated by Germany. Pan-Asia: East and South Asia dominated by Japan. Pan-Russia: From the Arctic Ocean to India dominated by the Soviet Union.

To achieve this goal, one must unite with the Soviet Union and Japan to comprehensively attack the old colonial empires. The Soviet Union was the most important force, Japan was a rising emerging force, while Italy was just a dispensable pawn. The British Empire was in continuous decline. The three must first comprehensively dismember the British and French empires while avoiding war with the United States. Finally, the three would advance south together, thoroughly driving the United States out of the Eurasian continent, leaving it to develop on its own in the Americas, forming a new world order.

In He Rui's view, as an introductory course in Geopolitics, Professor Karl was a very excellent person. Professor Karl had already jumped out of the limitations of Anglo-Saxon civilization.

And this was also the foundation for He Rui establishing the Civilization Party. In He Rui's view, such cognition was far from enough; it had to be replaced by a more advanced civilization.
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Xu Chengfeng frowned when he heard that the person sent by his father was asking to see him outside. Xu Chengfeng had been corresponding with his family for the past two years, but he found his parents' attitude increasingly unacceptable.

It wasn't that their attitude was hard to understand; rather, it was because he understood it too well that Xu Chengfeng truly didn't know how to communicate with parents who lacked any concept of the nation. Xu Chengfeng would rather go to the grassroots level and hold democratic life meetings with the soldiers than discuss these matters with his parents. At those meetings, while there were naturally many frustrating issues, he could at least witness the troops' progress in ideological construction.

The officers and soldiers had discussed changes in their families, and everyone was beginning to accept the need for equality, democracy, and harmony. The old system of man oppressing man had to be eliminated.

The content of his parents' letters was either direct or beat around the bush. In short, the core message never changed: they expected Xu Chengfeng to gain status and master privileges to serve himself and the clan.

However, after thinking it over, Xu Chengfeng finally called in the person sent by his family. It was a clan cousin of Xu Chengfeng's, who looked grief-stricken upon seeing him and said, "Brother, your father is in poor health. He sent me to ask you to go back."

For a moment, Xu Chengfeng even suspected these words were false. But looking at his cousin's expression, he felt this guy wouldn't dare lie. He asked what was wrong with his father's health. The cousin rambled on about many things, and Xu Chengfeng felt that his father was indeed ill, but it was a chronic condition. He had intended to let his cousin take some money back, but on second thought, he said, "There are many good hospitals in the Northeast. You go back and tell my father to come to the Northeast to see a doctor."

The cousin hadn't expected such a solution, but he frowned and asked, "Brother, are those doctors really any good?"

Xu Chengfeng's square face darkened. "Even Chairman He sees those doctors when he's sick. You tell me if they're good."

"Chairman He? Brother, are you saying Marshal He!" the cousin exclaimed in surprise, then asked joyfully, "Are they imperial physicians then?"

Xu Chengfeng really couldn't be bothered to explain, simply replying, "Better than imperial physicians!"

With the main business concluded, Xu Chengfeng chatted with his cousin about the current situation in Henan. It was similar to what the Northeast Government's intelligence system had collected: the economies of Shandong, Shanxi, Henan, and Hebei were all in bad shape. The few water conservancy projects built in the Qing Dynasty had long fallen into disrepair, and the Beiyang government, lacking financial resources, only cared about excessive taxation. As a result, even minor floods or droughts could cause many commoners to go bankrupt. The population of the Northeast had exploded, and most of those immigrants came from these four provinces.

Xu Chengfeng's family was from Zhoukou, anciently known as Chenzhou, a fertile land with abundant water sources. Precisely because of this, the struggle between the warlords and the Xu family was intense. Xu Chengfeng's refusal to return home, or even to contact his family, was largely due to this reason.

His cousin tried every way to persuade Xu Chengfeng to return to their hometown. Xu Chengfeng finally got angry and shouted, "Old Six, let me tell you. Take a message back to my father. If my father really thinks I'm capable, better than him, then listen to me. Hurry up and sell all the land at home. Take the money out and let the family members go to school and study. We have carried out land reform in the Northeast, and when we get to our Zhoukou, there will be land reform just the same. When the land is distributed, you will have nothing. Sell it quickly now, and at least you can earn something. Alright? That's all. You go back."

After speaking, Xu Chengfeng stood up and ordered his guard, "Buy him a ticket and make him go back immediately."

The cousin watched Xu Chengfeng leave in a huff and dared not say anything more.

While Xu Chengfeng's anger had not yet fully dissipated and he was gloomily preparing for the exercise content, Cheng Ruofan came in excitedly, "Commander, good news. It is said that a group of retired personnel from various bureaus of the German General Staff are coming to our Northeast. They will help us put forward comprehensive suggestions based on the model of the German General Staff. I think we're just going to copy it."

Only then did Xu Chengfeng finally cheer up a little. The German General Staff was illustrious. Although they were defeated in this war, the reason for the failure was not a failure of military command, but because they were exhausted by the Allied Powers, whose national strength was several times that of Germany. Purely in terms of war command, the German General Staff should still be the strongest in the world.

Amidst the joy, he heard Cheng Ruofan continue, "Also, that Professor Karl is going to open a training class for our high-ranking military officers to lecture on Geopolitics."

Xu Chengfeng couldn't help frowning. "I heard that the training Professor Karl conducted at the Party School almost angered the attendees to death."

Cheng Ruofan replied enthusiastically, "I wrote to Xu Jia and Chief Administrator Wu, and they both rated it very highly. They said that after listening to this class, they actually began to shed their victim mentality and felt a sense of broadening horizons."

"Victim mentality?" Xu Chengfeng savored the term. He Rui had said similar things, but the Party School's education in the last three or four years had focused on ideology, social systems, political economy, organizational models, and democratization education. A large part of it was also struggling against the old ideas of the old era. It was truly a multitude of tasks. Matters like victim mentality were mostly dealt with as psychological processes of how to communicate with people in work.

Professor Karl taught Geopolitics, addressing macro issues between nations. Even facing a military exercise, Xu Chengfeng's interest was piqued.

A few days later, Professor Karl finally arrived. A group of senior officers were preparing for a paper exercise, so they didn't have to make a special trip. Seeing the unremarkable Professor Karl, Xu Chengfeng felt that the scholarly air about this man outweighed his military aura.

Facing the soldiers, Professor Karl did not adopt the teaching method he had used with the civil officials previously. He asked a question right at the start, "What do you gentlemen think Europe's view of Chinese civilization is?"

A single question captured the attention of the senior officers. The senior officers of the Northeast Army were well aware that their mission was to fight the Japanese army and create what He Rui called a 'strategic window of opportunity'. More bluntly, it meant defeating the Japanese army head-on so that they could resolve the separatist forces across China without looking back over their shoulders during the war to liberate the whole of China, and reunify the country.

To completely defeat the Japanese army with only a few years of construction in the Northeast... although the senior officers poured great enthusiasm into it, they were still unconfident deep down. Under such circumstances, apart from mavericks like Xu Chengfeng, no one would consider how foreigners viewed China. Let alone how foreigners viewed 'Chinese civilization'.

Professor Karl had simply adjusted his entry point based on the different audience. He naturally knew that these soldiers actually didn't know how Europe viewed Chinese civilization. He didn't keep them in suspense but spoke frankly, "Europe is the strongest region in the world, so it naturally considers European civilization to be the most superior. However, in the eyes of European countries, China is a civilized country. A civilized country with backward technology. But China possesses a power that Europe finds incredible. Even declined to such a state, even having undergone such tremendous changes, the civilization of China itself has surprisingly not collapsed. It has not been torn apart, and the provinces have not become independent countries. The powerful figures in power, without exception, all aim to restore unity. Such resilience is truly an unimaginable power."

Listening to the translator convert Professor Karl's content into Chinese, Xu Chengfeng's first feeling was, *Isn't this just nonsense!* Dynasties change in China, and warlords rise together in troubled times. This is already the era Chinese people hate the most. If one didn't try their best to restore unity, would they still be Chinese!

But displeasure aside, a question arose in Xu Chengfeng's mind. Just as he was about to ask, Cheng Ruofan asked it first, "Professor Karl, is the unity you speak of a unity of national territory, or a restoration to the unity of centralized power?"

As soon as this question was asked, not only did Professor Karl's gaze immediately sharpen, but the expressions of the senior officers also changed slightly. Xu Chengfeng looked at Chief of Staff Cheng Ruofan, feeling that this guy had changed tremendously. Cheng Ruofan's problem used to be missing the main point, striking here and there. He seemed mentally agile, but often skirted around trivial details.

This time, Cheng Ruofan raised the distinction between 'unity' and 'centralization'. Just this one question made Xu Chengfeng feel enlightened, raising the level of discussion.

Professor Karl first asked for Cheng Ruofan's name before saying, "Major General Cheng, many European countries also seek unity when the country is divided, but unity only means the borders of the country have not changed. When the borders are restored to the original boundaries, unity ends. In a unified country, centralization can never be established. Culturally, there is only one outlier in Europe, and that is France. But France's centralization cannot be compared with China's in terms of intensity, nor can the degree of identification with centralization within France be compared with China. This is also the reason why European civilization holds China in awe. Not only do the warlords dividing the country attempt to rebuild a centralized state polity, but even ordinary Chinese citizens expect to be under the management of a central government."

The senior officers of the Northeast Army all harbored patriotic passion and held hostility towards European countries, though the intensity of the hostility varied. But listening to Professor Karl describe China from a European perspective, even though translated, they couldn't help but feel their horizons expand, even feeling suddenly enlightened.

Professor Karl continued to share his views with passion, "Ten years ago, I visited Japan and was already amazed by the national centripetal force of the Japanese people. But Japan's dynasty has not changed for a thousand years; this could still be called a national habit. My visit to Northeast China this time is not my first; I am revisiting an old haunt. I have traveled to Northeast China before and met many people. Chinese dynasties have changed many times, but regarding centralization as the form of state organization in Chinese civilization... even an illiterate person in China builds their cognition of the state based on centralization. They believe such a polity can bring fairness and justice. To establish a centralized polity requires paying a huge price, enduring immense pain and sacrifice. But Chinese civilization does not fear such sacrifice and dedication. At least I, personally, am full of respect for Chinese civilization."

Xu Chengfeng looked at Cheng Ruofan and saw that although Cheng Ruofan was listening seriously, he didn't seem moved. This surprised Xu Chengfeng even more. Five years ago, Cheng Ruofan at the military academy was a guy who supported Germany. If he had heard a German scholar and retired Major General speak of such respect for Chinese civilization back then, Cheng Ruofan would probably have been moved to tears.

But five years later, Cheng Ruofan listened to a speech that even truly moved Xu Chengfeng as if nothing had happened. Xu Chengfeng couldn't figure out what kind of situations Cheng Ruofan had experienced.

After Professor Karl explained Europe's view of Chinese civilization, or rather his own view, he paused for a moment to observe the senior officers of the Northeast Army.

The Treaty of Versailles stipulated that the number of German troops could not exceed 100,000. Now the number of troops in the Northeast Army already exceeded that of present-day Germany. Compared with the remaining elite German officers, the Northeast Army officers before him were unusually young. And compared with the remaining German officers centered on Junkers, the reactions of these young Chinese officers were also unusually full of vitality.

Young Major General Cheng Ruofan, who could distinguish the difference between unity and centralization, had handsome features. With a European face, he would look only twenty years old. Even if Cheng Ruofan was thirty, he possessed political understanding superior to a German Major General. Perhaps this was the inner strength of Chinese civilization.

As for the leader of these young officers, He Rui, Professor Karl was more willing to view He Rui as a statesman rather than a soldier. He Rui's understanding of geopolitics and his views on the international situation made Professor Karl marvel.

The two had held two private conversations, using a mix of Japanese, English, and French. He Rui indeed had the desire to overthrow the world order established by Britain and France, and He Rui also had ideas for resolving the surrounding geopolitics. This was also the reason why Professor Karl was willing to provide Geopolitics lessons for He Rui.

If He Rui unified China and completed China's industrialization in the short term, Germany would be saved. An industrial country of 500 million people, even if the per capita industrial output value was only one-third of Britain's, due to China's population being twelve times that of Britain, its national power would be four times that of Britain, enough to crush the British Empire.

Moreover, He Rui's judgment of Britain was very precise. Britain's foundation was not the British mainland, but India. Once Britain lost India, the British Empire would instantly become just a country on the edge of the European continent. A Britain consisting only of the British Isles would have no power to carry out the Continental Balance of Power policy.

Germany's shackles would be completely shattered. As for France, Germany was not afraid of France at all. Since the Franco-Prussian War, the balance of power between Germany and France had irreversibly changed. The pattern of a strong Germany and a weak France could no longer be altered.

Adjusting his mindset, Professor Karl began to continue his lecture. He did not intend to deliberately induce these young people, nor did he think of misleading them. Doing so would be neither meaningful nor efficient.

As long as he could broaden the horizons of these young people and let them see the world from a global perspective, these young people would never accept the current world order. If these youths could follow He Rui to complete China's industrialization, they would proceed without hesitation towards the direction of dominating the world.

At that time, Germany could fully borrow the drastic changes in the world pattern to seek Germany's interests. And this would be in a situation where there was absolutely no worry about suffering backlash from China.

Professor Karl spoke for a while, and Xu Chengfeng asked a question, "Professor Karl, you said China needs to shed its victim mentality. Why is that?"

"Victims think the whole world is targeting them. This mentality is neither realistic nor objective. Victim mentality is a delusion. If one falls into such a mentality, for ordinary people, it is the beginning of tragedy. For an army, for soldiers, it is a disaster. Can a soldier who cannot view the battlefield with a realistic perspective win victory?"

Xu Chengfeng nodded after listening, feeling that the uneasiness in his heart had been resolved.

Professor Karl then wrote down the names of several Chinese wars and analyzed, "From a military perspective, in these wars, the Qing Dynasty used all kinds of petty tricks. But they were just petty tricks, not true strategic arrangements. Due to the lack of specific data, I cannot figure out the reasons why those people did so. But what is understandable is that the Qing Dynasty treated other countries as fools. Of course, this was certainly not the true thought of the Qing rulers at the time. But judging from the results, they expected others to be fools who would pay a price far exceeding the benefits for benefits that did not match. This is very unserious."

When the translator spoke the word 'unserious', a burst of laughter erupted in the classroom. The young soldiers had all been criticized, and many had done very unserious things and viewed problems from a very unserious perspective. Hearing a foreigner say such a phrase, everyone was truly amused. And they determined not to repeat the same mistakes.

Of course, some people were quickly recording Professor Karl's course. One copy would be handed over to a special review department. This was the system, and He Rui had also particularly emphasized paying attention to Professor Karl's course.

Because He Rui had heard that Karl Ernst Haushofer, the German Army Major General and master of geopolitics, had passed his geostrategic thoughts to Hitler, who was serving time in Landsberg Prison, through his student Rudolf Hess. This was vividly reflected in the chapter on Eastern Policy at the end of *Mein Kampf*.

He Rui believed that fascism, whether German fascism, Italian fascism, or the United States with its deep fascist tradition of hundreds of years of genocide, were all enemies as long as they were fascist regimes.

However, when a country faces a crisis, extreme nationalism is an effective means to cohere the nation. The comrades in the Northeast Army had passed political review, filtering out those who joined the organization for personal crazy desires. It was precisely because of this that special attention needed to be paid to such tendencies.

The Northeast Army must never be an army of extreme nationalist fascism. That would only drag China into greater disaster and abyss.

Although Professor Karl did not know He Rui's thoughts, he had no such intentions either. At this moment, Professor Karl described the reasons for the several wars around 1840, "Britain and France did not target China, but chose China as a strike target for profit. This was precisely because China, as the world's largest consumer market, played an irreplaceable role."
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In March 1920, Professor Karl bade farewell to He Rui, accompanied by his assistant, Rudolf Hess. The current He Rui might not even have granted an audience to the British Minister to China, John Jordan, yet he cancelled two meetings to carve out time for this.

"Your Excellency, I have come to say goodbye."

"Thank you for the courses you provided us. I truly wish Professor Karl could remain in the Northeast as a professor."

Facing He Rui's sincere invitation, Professor Karl shook his head. "I must return to Europe. I intend to use Geopolitics to enlighten the people, to let the people of Germany and Austria, who have lost hope in the future, see hope once again."

This was not a mere excuse. Professor Karl had founded the *Journal of Geopolitics* and persisted in lecturing on the political situation via radio broadcast every month.

The 'World Politics Report' column made Professor Karl a household name in Germany at the time. He was also one of the founders of the German Academy, having published a considerable number of articles, commentaries, and journals, providing the German people with a perspective to understand the world.

"I thank Your Excellency for agreeing with my views on the new world order. However, Your Excellency's views are perhaps too radical and too optimistic. I do not believe in the possibility of a World Government. Your Excellency must understand that any government faces opposition or even the threat of rebellion. A World Government would especially face such threats," Professor Karl replied.

In his theoretical research, Professor Karl had gradually realized that separate concepts of land power, sea power, military tactics, and geostrategy were all too narrow. One had to stand on a higher vantage point, comprehensively researching geography, military affairs, and politics, to obtain a universally applicable answer from a higher dimension and truly solve Germany's predicament. His theory roughly followed the line of Organic State—Living Space—Autarky—Axis Powers—Pan-regions.

However, in He Rui's cognition, the entire world, or rather the vast majority of nations, would eventually fall under a World Government system. This conflicted with Professor Karl's cognition.

Knowing he could not keep Professor Karl, He Rui asked for his evaluation of the Party, government, and military cadres in the Northeast.

Although his appearance had no attractive features, and his gaze was neither sharp nor distinctive, Professor Karl's amber eyes lit up. "Your Excellency, based on my limited research of the Northeast Government, I believe it has adopted the German education system, organizational system, and mobilization system. Your Excellency has a profound understanding of Germany. The officials and cadres of the Northeast Government are excellent, but they have not received German higher education and are very unfamiliar with the use of logic. If the government Your Excellency has established can continue to operate, I believe that in at most twenty years, Your Excellency will possess a government and talent pool no less capable than those in Europe. Even now, the level of personnel Your Excellency possesses far exceeds your industrial strength."

Facing such praise, He Rui politely expressed his gratitude, then asked, "If Your Excellency sees any outstanding talents in organizational construction, could you recommend them to work in the Northeast?"

Professor Karl nodded. "I would naturally be happy to provide such assistance. Furthermore, I have a request for Your Excellency."

"Please speak."

"When Your Excellency becomes the leader of China, I hope Germany and China can cooperate in all aspects. Your Excellency said that China was once the world's largest consumer market. I also hope China can, as Your Excellency expects, build the world's largest unified single market and become the axis of the world economy. Germany's population and geographical environment determine that it cannot assume such a role."

If these words were spoken by a scholar in the 21st century, He Rui would find them normal. But hearing them from a scholar in the first two decades of the 20th century, He Rui sighed from the bottom of his heart, "I truly hope Chinese officials can reach Professor Karl's level within twenty years."

The farewell did not last long. Professor Karl left the Northeast Government building with Rudolf Hess. A car was already waiting for them. Watching the power lines for the trolleybuses under construction on the streets of the Northeast, Rudolf Hess asked in German, "Professor, given the speed of development in Northeast China, will Japan launch a surprise attack on them?"

"What do you think, Rudolf?" Professor Karl did not answer directly.

"I think a surprise attack will not happen."

"Correct. Japan has already lost the opportunity for a surprise attack. To defeat Northeast China now, they can only dispatch a massive army to launch a protracted and fierce war. As an island nation, Japan cannot sustain a long-term, high-intensity war."

Hearing Professor Karl say this, Rudolf Hess was somewhat puzzled. "When Your Excellency lectured those soldiers, you did not point out this fact to them."

Professor Karl did not answer Rudolf Hess's question. Facing the officers of the Northeast Army, Professor Karl did not wish to make such a definite prediction. After all, with his understanding of Japan, he dared not be certain whether anyone in Japan would resort to extreme measures. Another reason was that Professor Karl believed a war would inevitably erupt between China and Japan over dominance in the Far East. Until one side was completely defeated, the possibility of war would always exist.

From Professor Karl's observations, Chinese soldiers were very enthusiastic about attacking Japan. Since that was the case, Professor Karl was happy to see war break out. Or rather, Professor Karl would be happy to see any war that could shatter the current international order. If the British were to have another Boer War or Afghan War, Professor Karl would thank God for the manifestation and would not hesitate to help it along.

But Rudolf Hess clearly did not yet understand Professor Karl's thinking. However, Rudolf did not pursue the matter. He abandoned this question and raised the next one. "Professor, do you think He Rui will persist in overthrowing the Versailles System? If he becomes the leader of China, Britain will be forced to accept this reality."

Professor Karl asked in return, "Rudolf, what foundation do you think the British order in the Far East is built upon?"

Rudolf Hess frowned slightly. Seeing that his assistant still could not comprehend, Professor Karl simply tossed the question to him as an assignment. "Rudolf, you can research this question when you have time. Once you understand it, you will understand He Rui's attitude toward the Versailles System. In my view, He Rui is very clear that he actually has no power to choose. Or rather, if China wants to restore its historical status, it has no other choice."

This answer gave birth to a thought in Rudolf Hess's mind: great powers possessing vast territories must inevitably become world hegemons. But soon, Hess remembered Professor Karl's evaluation of He Rui—'He Rui does not wish to dominate the world.' This confused Rudolf. What exactly did He Rui want?

***

He Rui's thoughts were very simple: to see exactly how much Professor Karl's course had helped upgrade the Party, government, and military cadres of the Northeast. Everyone had written study reports, and He Rui was very patient when reading them. Sounds of joyous laughter rang out in the office from time to time; this was one of He Rui's few moments of relaxation.

Geopolitics is actually a combination of geography and politics. It views geographical factors (such as geographical location, territory size, population, ethnicity, resources, economic strength, and strategic armaments) as fundamental factors influencing or even determining a country's foreign policy decisions. Based on these geographical factors and the regional formation of political patterns, it analyzes and predicts the strategic situation on a world or regional scale and the political behavior of relevant countries.

A landlocked country cannot dispatch a fleet capable of decisive battle on the ocean. Therefore, countries with ports exclude this possibility when engaging in maritime warfare.

However, it is possible for a landlocked country to cooperate with a country possessing a coastline, helping the latter complete fleet construction, thus participating in maritime warfare from another angle. This is something all nations must take into consideration.

Thus, in the beginning, after Britain seized world maritime hegemony, the "Blue Water School" theories emerged. Later, Mahan in the United States, needing to secure military funding for the US Navy and addressing the reality of the US as a super-large island nation, proposed *The Influence of Sea Power upon History*, gaining fame for a time. Only then did some scholars jump out of this limitation and propose theories of "Land Power" to counter Sea Power theories.

These were all things He Rui had taught, and contents Professor Karl had also covered.

One could see the influence of this learning in the study reports of the Northeast Party, government, and military cadres. A considerable portion of them had no world vision at all; the reports they wrote were undoubtedly copied from books. They modified the outlines in the textbooks, changed the wording, and cobbled together something to hand in.

By university standards, this could be called plagiarism.

A minority of cadres had clearly begun to construct their own cognitive systems, so this group of comrades became the source of joy for He Rui. He Rui had also gone through this process and knew that comrades found it very painful and strenuous. But those childish ideas truly stimulated He Rui's nerves. Just like watching a toddler stumbling while learning to walk and babbling while learning to speak, He Rui really couldn't hold back his amusement.

For example, the former teahouse owner, now Director of the Price Bureau, Han Haitao, proposed the idea of allying with Britain to resist Japan. Based on Japan's current efforts to expand in the Far East, Civil Party member Comrade Han Haitao believed that Japan's utility to Britain was declining. If Britain could be made to understand this, it would abandon Japan.

If Comrade Han Haitao had merely proposed an intuitive alliance with Britain against Japan, He Rui would have felt the idea had some merit. But Comrade Han Haitao had performed an analysis, which revealed the blank spaces in his geopolitical understanding. For instance, Comrade Han Haitao believed Britain was unaware of Japan's expansionist ambitions. This argument made He Rui laugh out loud several times.

These industrial nations had been scourging the world for hundreds of years. Everyone was a thousand-year-old fox; why play innocent tales from *Strange Stories from a Chinese Studio*?

He Rui wanted to write a critique but paused. Comrade Han Haitao had, after all, studied seriously. So He Rui simply underlined that passage and wrote a question: 'Has Britain been hoodwinked by Japan? If so, how did Japan manage it?'

Apart from these, there were also very outstanding comrades. Xu Chengfeng's report included an attached paper, "The Inevitability of War Between the Northeast and Japan." The paper used Geopolitics to analyze the possibility of war between Japan and the Northeast.

Xu Chengfeng believed the most likely timing for Japan to fight the Northeast was during the stage of the Northeast liberating China. Because at this stage, countries all over the world would tend to maintain China's continued division. Any country with a proper strategic view could understand that China's unification would inevitably change the entire world status quo. Therefore, countries of different standpoints would all dislike seeing such a situation.

Based on this world status quo, Japan could gain immense benefits from military action in China.

The more battle-hardened a an army is, the stronger its ability to withstand setbacks. At this time, because the Northeast Army lacked extensive combat experience, any defeat would deal a massive blow to the army's confidence. The endurance of the two armies was also different.

At the end of the paper, Xu Chengfeng argued that launching a preemptive military strike against Japan before the unification war would secure a strategic window, allowing the Northeast Army to smoothly liberate all of China.

This paper by Xu Chengfeng was originally He Rui's proposal. Initially, the comrades' comprehension ability was insufficient. Although everyone studied seriously and worked with all their hearts, they couldn't yet turn it into their own knowledge.

In other words, everyone viewed this strategy as a task, rather than deducing such a strategic arrangement through mastering more complete cognitive abilities.

If one looked purely at the writing, Xu Chengfeng's paper was no different from what He Rui had proposed before. But one could tell from the text that this fellow Xu Chengfeng had truly deduced this strategic decision based on his own understanding of the world.

Several other papers He Rui approved of were similar; once comrades approached issues from a world perspective, things became much clearer. Among these papers that could be called the 'Way of Kings,' Cheng Ruofan's paper had a particularly unique angle.

This fellow's paper title was *The Foundation of the British Order in the Far East*. Compared to the length of other papers, Cheng Ruofan's was much shorter, merely three or four hundred words.

In just these three or four hundred words, Cheng Ruofan clarified one thing. The British order in the Far East was built upon a 'lie.'

Britain had constructed a lie of 'Great Power unanimity' in China, and these Great Powers included Japan. But when facing Japan, Britain constructed a lie that 'China will inevitably accept the British order.'

Since China would accept the British order, if Japan wanted to strike at Britain, it would have to strike China first, forcing China to choose to support Japan.

On the foundation of these lies, the balance of the Far East order was constructed. Britain, that seasoned stick-stirring the pot, was once again using the contradictions between China and Japan to seek benefits for itself.

Britain, originally an extraterritorial country, had instead become the balancer and peacekeeper of the Far East region.

At the end of the paper, Cheng Ruofan directly proposed, 'If we want to puncture this lie, after China is unified, we must soundly thrash Britain to prove the existence of this lie to the whole world.'

Xu Chengfeng's paper was a view on China's grand strategy at the current stage; Cheng Ruofan's paper was a view on the grand strategy of the future.

He Rui leaned back in his chair and lit a cigarette. Professor Karl's course was undoubtedly excellent. Moreover, Professor Karl was different from He Rui; He Rui could not speak freely on many matters. If he could completely ignore the limitations reality's economic conditions placed on people's thinking, He Rui would have long since taught everything he knew to his comrades.

But China was China after all. Even now, with limited industrial strength and insufficient understanding of the world, comrades like Xu Chengfeng and Cheng Ruofan could still expand their horizons through learning. This made He Rui very happy.

For a moment, He Rui suddenly had the urge to go drinking with geishas.

He Rui knew that to outsiders, his 30-year-old self did not lust after women, nor men. He only worked and studied every day. One could say he touched none of the vices: eating, drinking, whoring, gambling, or smoking opium. In traditional Chinese culture, such a life could be called a model.

In real life, anyone who knew He Rui lived like this felt he was very strange. Possessing such status yet living such an austere life was completely illogical. One had to know, He Rui even washed his own underwear and socks.

But such reasons had nothing to do with He Rui's asceticism. Recalling his youth spent indulging in sensual pleasures and extracting joy, He Rui felt it was very childish, yet indeed passionate.

In a sense, that era of reckless behavior had helped He Rui solve quite a few cognitive problems.

For instance, the 'Eight-Nation Alliance' project at the Macau hotel allowed He Rui to satisfy his low-level tastes, and then he became desensitized.

*The five colors blind the eye. The five tones deafen the ear. The five flavors dull the palate. Racing and hunting madden the mind. Precious goods hinder one's conduct. Therefore the sage cares for the belly and not the eye, rejecting the one and taking the other.*

After indulging in joy and extracting all joy, He Rui no longer had a need for it. Moreover, too much is as bad as too little; He Rui had lost interest in these things.

This could be considered a form of retribution. When eating can no longer bring joy, only two functions remain: eliminating hunger and replenishing nutrition.

Soon, withdrawing his thoughts from memories of the past, He Rui began preparing for the upcoming paper exercise. Since Northeast Army Commander Xu Chengfeng already understood the necessity of a preemptive strike against Japan, the value of this exercise would presumably be greatly enhanced.

Just as He Rui expected, Xu Chengfeng had already completed the discussion meeting for the Northeast Army Headquarters exercise high command.

Although called a discussion meeting, it was more like a study session. Professor Karl's Geopolitics course had opened Xu Chengfeng's horizons, allowing him to understand He Rui's strategic thinking. The high-ranking military officers had already treated the war against Japan as a job and had been working hard on it for several years. Now that they finally understood that this battle had to be fought, they were quite emotionally agitated.

Cheng Ruofan, as the Chief of Staff of the Northeast Army, was one of the unagitated ones. So Xu Chengfeng sought Cheng Ruofan out privately. The two sat under a tree behind the headquarters. "Ruofan, can't you show some spirit?"

Cheng Ruofan shook his head. "I can't fake it, and I feel I have plenty of spirit."

Xu Chengfeng sighed. "I know you have plenty of spirit, but can't you let the comrades see it?"

"Why?"

Xu Chengfeng put away his emotion and replied with a serious face, "Because the comrades need to know we have confidence in the war."

Cheng Ruofan looked at Xu Chengfeng's square face and sighed inwardly. When it came to the demeanor of a commander, Cheng Ruofan truly fell short of Xu Chengfeng.
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Xu Chengfeng never expected to encounter two troublesome matters in a single day. In the morning, his father actually showed up outside the Military Commission. At noon, Xu Chengfeng received a notification from the Military Commission: the Soviet Russian Red Army had begun marching toward the Far East.

During the meeting, Xu Chengfeng still felt a bit dizzy, purely from anger. But he had to force himself to focus and listen to the report.

Like everyone else, He Rui was listening to the secretary of this meeting, Chief of Staff Cheng Ruofan, present the situation. Cheng Ruofan clearly didn't have any worries; he looked refreshed as he read the announcement. "The Russian Bolshevik government has informed our side that the Red Army is about to launch an attack on Vladivostok and is inquiring about our attitude."

After finishing the notification, Chief of Staff Cheng Ruofan continued, "It is now early April, and the snow in the Northeast has melted. According to intelligence, the snow in the Russian Far East has also largely melted, so the region should be a muddy quagmire. The extent of the damage to the Trans-Siberian Railway is unclear, but overall, the Russian Red Army needs to advance along the railway lines. There are some roads that are passable, but those would require cavalry units. The General Staff suggests deploying troops along the Outer Mongolian border to guard against the Russian Red Army passing through Outer Mongolia."

Hearing about deploying troops to Outer Mongolia, the comrades of the Military Commission exchanged glances, with many looking toward Zheng Silang. As the cavalry expert in the Northeast Army, Zheng Silang was obviously the suitable candidate.

It was only at this point that Xu Chengfeng's attention fully shifted to the work at hand. He heard He Rui ask, "How does the General Staff determine the quantity and location of the deployed troops?"

Cheng Ruofan answered, "Deploy two divisions to the border and station them along the boundary line."

Xu Chengfeng was already calculating the Outer Mongolian border in his mind. Thinking about having only two divisions along a border of over a thousand kilometers felt truly ludicrous. Due to the Russian Civil War, the Northeast had not felt pressure from Russia for some time. The thousand-kilometer border was practically undefended, and now that the Russian Red Army was coming, the emptiness of the border was immediately felt. With the Northeast Army's current scale of 120,000 men, their strength was too weak.

Just then, Cheng Ruofan spoke again, "The General Staff has another suggestion: do not deploy troops to the border. Simply inform the Russians that we will not participate in the Russian Civil War."

Xu Chengfeng asked, "Then where should the troops be placed?"

"The two divisions would be stationed in the Outer Mongolian capital, Ulaanbaatar, to suppress the Outer Mongolian princes," Cheng Ruofan replied.

Given the current strength of the Northeast Army, the Military Commission couldn't find a better solution and leaned toward the second plan. He Rui held the same view, so the matter was decided accordingly.

Afterward, the Military Commission discussed the upcoming military exercise. Although it was troublesome, the exercise had to be conducted. It was finally determined that He Rui would serve as the commander playing the Japanese army, while Xu Chengfeng would act as the commander-in-chief of the Northeast Army. As various arrangements were finalized, some detailed aspects came to the fore.

Cheng Ruofan asked, "How are the victory conditions determined?"

Xu Chengfeng looked at He Rui, and heard He Rui say, "Commander, you speak first."

"Our army's defeat is defined as the loss of Shenyang. Our army's victory is defined as invading Korea." After speaking, Xu Chengfeng looked at He Rui.

He Rui shook his head. "If the war is fought like that, it would be better not to fight at all. Our army's victory condition is to hold the defensive line for one year. The Japanese army's defeat condition is the inability to break through our defensive line."

This condition left Xu Chengfeng completely unable to understand He Rui's thinking. Although this was called an exercise, it was actually a preview of a future Sino-Japanese war; the current conditions defined the future strategy. The line of thought He Rui proposed was truly puzzling.

Before Xu Chengfeng could ask, He Rui asked, "How were the Manchu Qing and Tsarist Russia defeated? We only need to prevent Japan from winning, and Japan will have to negotiate with us. Our goal is not to annihilate the Japanese army, but to make Japan realize that even with their entire national strength, they cannot shake our battle line, forcing them to retreat in the face of difficulties."

At the mention of the defeats of the Manchu Qing and Tsarist Russia, the members of the Military Commission fell into thought. He Rui simply asked Chief of Staff Cheng Ruofan to explain to everyone. Cheng Ruofan didn't hesitate; he hung up a map and began to explain. The defeat of the Manchu Qing was simple: they were driven across the Yalu River by Japan. Russia's defeat was the same: their strongholds in the Northeast were uprooted by Japan.

With this comparison, the situation became immediately clear. However, Xu Chengfeng was still hesitant. Japan's national power was not what it used to be; would simply stopping the Japanese army from breaking through the border be enough?

***

While the meeting was in progress, He Rui ordered the telegraph room to send the Northeast Army's reply to the Red Army. At noon Shenyang time, which was early morning Moscow time, the Bolshevik government received the telegram.

Among the Bolshevik Central Committee members, Lenin, Trotsky, and Stalin all believed that He Rui would not intervene in the war between the Red Army and the White Army. However, several other committee members were not very confident.

Just then, someone delivered a report. After reading it, Lenin's gaze became sharper. Trotsky frowned, while Commissar Stalin's expression remained calm as he simply packed more tobacco into his pipe. The faces of the other Bolshevik committee members changed.

American troops had landed at Murmansk and Arkhangelsk in Russia. These two locations were on the Arctic Ocean and were the largest local ports; the implication of a US landing at this time was obvious without asking.

Commander Budyonny couldn't help but ask, "Did the United States send us a telegram?"

No one answered, which meant that this US military action was unilateral. The US government had absolutely no intention of recognizing the Russian government.

Compared to this intelligence, He Rui's telegram not only recognized the existence of the Bolshevik government but was even somewhat 'amiable.'

After several committee members excitedly expressed their dissatisfaction with the United States, Commissar Stalin put down his finished pipe. "Comrade Lenin, I believe the United States is trying to buy time for Kolchak. We need to strengthen our offensive as soon as possible and resolve Kolchak. If Kolchak is given another year, he might be able to build a combat-effective army."

Trotsky stroked his hair, which resembled a lion's mane, and asked with a frown, "Are we to ignore the threat from the United States at our rear and advance along the railway line?"

Commissar Stalin nodded. "If the purpose of the US military is to engage us, we should give them the opportunity to do so."

Hearing Stalin express such a view, several committee members revealed looks of disapproval. Trotsky, on the contrary, frowned slightly in thought, then quickly relaxed his brow and turned to Lenin. "Comrade Lenin, I agree with Comrade Stalin's suggestion."

Comrade Lenin also agreed with Stalin's view. One only had to know the distance between the Arctic Ocean and the Far East to understand that the US military was powerless to cross the vast distance between the two. From the moment he heard the US landing locations, Lenin was basically certain that the United States had no intention of engaging Russia in a frontal war.

Since the views of Lenin, Trotsky, and Stalin were basically aligned, the Bolshevik Central Committee decided to annihilate Kolchak, the last major force of the White Guards, as soon as possible. However, there was some disagreement within the Bolshevik Central Committee over who should be in charge of this battle.

Trotsky hoped Tukhachevsky would lead the Red Army, while Stalin hoped Commander Voroshilov would take charge of the Far Eastern war. Other committee members with military backgrounds recommended Commander Blyukher.

Comrade Lenin did not make an immediate decision. After the meeting adjourned, Comrade Lenin invited the two committeemen, Trotsky and Joffe, to his office and asked straightforwardly, "I believe the purpose of the sudden US troop deployment is not simple."

Commissar Trotsky did not have a very good relationship with Commissar Stalin, yet he replied, "Comrade Lenin, I believe Comrade Stalin's judgment to quickly end the Far Eastern situation is correct."

As the Chairman of the Diplomatic Committee, military struggle was not Joffe's strong suit. Hearing Commissar Trotsky speak this way, he formed some judgments in his mind. Up to now, although He Rui had reaped enormous benefits from the Russian Civil War, he had not expressed malice toward the Bolshevik government.

While he was thinking, Committeeman Joffe heard Comrade Lenin ask, "Comrade Joffe, where do you think He Rui stands in this chain of imperialist encirclement against us?"

Committeeman Joffe replied, "Comrade Lenin, I believe He Rui is the weakest link in the entire chain."

Comrade Lenin held a similar view. Seeing that Lenin was prepared to make a concession, Trotsky asked, "Although He Rui will not choose Britain and France, he will demand a lot."

Lenin shook his head. "He Rui's current primary objective is the liberation of all of China. I do not believe he will place his main strength in the north."

Trotsky agreed with Lenin's view, but He Rui's cunning had left a deep impression on him. One had to realize that the Bolshevik government's treasury was currently empty, while He Rui had essentially cleaned out all the gold from the Tsarist Russian Kazan treasury controlled by Kolchak. Throughout the entire process, He Rui had not spent a single bullet or shell.

Comrade Lenin said in his cadenced voice, "This is also an opportunity for us to judge He Rui himself. Even if He Rui joins the Anglo-French camp, we can still win."

***

On April 18, 1920, Lyushinsky, the representative of the Bolshevik government's office in Shenyang, met with He Rui. Without pleasantries, Lyushinsky conveyed the Bolshevik government's inquiry to He Rui, hoping to establish friendly relations with the Northeast Government.

He expected He Rui to immediately make exorbitant demands, but unexpectedly, He Rui immediately stated, "This is also my expectation."

Lyushinsky hadn't expected He Rui to be so frank, so he went straight to the point. "Our Soviet government is willing to maintain good relations with all countries and is happy to see the progressive struggles of all nations."

He Rui smiled. "The Northeast Government holds the same view. The old world must be destroyed before a new, beautiful tomorrow can be built."

Lyushinsky thought He Rui's attitude seemed to express approval for the Red Army resolving the White Army, but facing He Rui, Lyushinsky dared not be easily convinced. After all, this Chinese warlord before him was the man who had taken away the Chinese Eastern Railway, causing Russia's operations in Northeast China and Outer Mongolia to come to naught.

"Will the Northeast Government send troops to Vladivostok?" Lyushinsky asked.

He Rui shook his head and answered decisively, "Please tell Your Excellency Lenin that our army will not invade Russian territory. Of course, whether it is the Red Army or the White Army, the Northeast Army has a mission to defend the country and will absolutely not allow such things to happen. Your Excellency Lenin will certainly understand."

Lyushinsky never expected that the diplomatic negotiations, which he thought would be incredibly difficult, would be completed so simply. Although he still harbored various suspicions, he could only stand up and take his leave. Soon, on April 20, Comrade Lenin received Lyushinsky's telegram.

Now, Comrade Lenin also felt that things were progressing too smoothly. But at this moment, Comrade Lenin's intuition was warning him with a sense of unease that things would definitely not be this simple.

But Comrade Lenin truly couldn't figure out where the problem lay.

April 21. Lyushinsky sent another telegram. In the telegram, Lyushinsky told Comrade Lenin that He Rui had entrusted him to ask Comrade Lenin: if Poland launched an attack on the Bolshevik government, which Red Army commander would the Bolshevik side order to meet the enemy?

In an instant, Comrade Lenin understood. He Rui had learned from some intelligence channel about Poland's plan to launch a large-scale attack on the Red Army, so he was issuing a warning to Comrade Lenin through Lyushinsky.

After issuing the order for a meeting of the Central Committee, Comrade Lenin sighed inwardly. He Rui had waited so long just to expect the Bolshevik government to make the first concession.

When the Central Committee members arrived at the committee's location and heard that the news actually came from He Rui, several members expressed doubts about the reliability of the intelligence. Especially the members with military backgrounds, who believed that He Rui was trying to stop the Red Army from attacking Kolchak.

Almost simultaneously, Trotsky and Stalin both spoke up. "I object." "I believe He Rui's intelligence is relatively reliable."

Facing opposition from these two at the same time, the other committee members were quite astonished. Trotsky didn't wait for Stalin to continue speaking and said first, "If we consider the timing of the US military landing on our soil as a joint operation, it becomes very reasonable. Since the US military is powerless to stop our army from resolving Kolchak, yet insists on landing on our territory, Poland's plan to attack is very reasonable."

Stalin did not want to compete with Trotsky at this moment. After Trotsky finished, Stalin said, "Poland is expanding its army. We originally thought Poland's attack would be delayed a bit, at least until May. Now it seems Poland is very likely to act sooner. However, I suggest we continue to strike at Kolchak. Otherwise, Kolchak will likely start a counterattack in the summer."

Many Bolshevik Central Committee members were made heavy-hearted by Stalin's words. How did Kolchak suddenly go from waiting for death to having a chance to turn the tables?

Trotsky continued, "Comrade Lenin, please notify the frontline troops immediately to prepare to defend against Poland's surprise attack."

On April 23, approximately 600,000 Polish troops suddenly launched an attack on the Red Army. Even though there were preparations, the Polish army, equipped with a large amount of old British and French equipment, still broke through the Red Army's defensive lines.

The fighting will of the Red Army, having experienced the baptism of civil war, was not weak. However, the opposing Polish army, which had not been restored for long, possessed a fighting will no less than that of the Red Army. These Polish troops, thirsty for revenge and looking forward to restoring the national borders to the era before the first partition by Russia, Prussia, and Austria, relied on superior firepower to break through the Red Army's defense lines in several columns and launched a fierce attack toward the Dnieper River.

The Northeast Government had long since laid out an intelligence network. Although this network could not collect any valuable detailed intelligence, such a major event could not be hidden. The Civilized Party Military Commission immediately convened a meeting regarding this matter.

Regarding whether Russia would launch an attack on Kolchak this year, most committee members thought it unlikely. Even Cheng Ruofan, who thought it was still possible, had hesitation on his handsome face.

Xu Chengfeng was not in a good mood, so he asked directly, "Chief of Staff, why do you think the Red Army has the strength to complete an expedition of thousands of kilometers? If I were Kolchak, I would just destroy the railway. The Red Army would be unable to complete the attack. Kolchak has rested for nearly half a year, has reorganized the army, and replenished weapons and ammunition."

Cheng Ruofan did not oppose Xu Chengfeng's view. "Commander Xu, Kolchak will indeed do that, and I also believe the Red Army will have a very hard fight. But judging from a strategic perspective, now is the best time to resolve Kolchak. If Kolchak rearms, the Polish side will make very large territorial demands. This isn't the Treaty of Brest-Litovsk, which can be torn up quickly. Poland doesn't have to fight on two fronts, nor does it have to worry about rear support. Once the Soviet Russian government loses its credit, other countries will choose to attack Soviet Russia. At that time, Poland will occupy huge new territories and can still mass troops on the border, threatening Russia. Russia will still be unable to spare a hand to deal with Kolchak. The Poles' hatred for Russia is rooted in their bones."

Xu Chengfeng felt that Cheng Ruofan's thinking was too wishful, so he replied, "That requires Poland to win. I don't believe Poland has the strength to defeat Russia."

Cheng Ruofan was unhurried. "The White Russians fought to the vicinity of Moscow with just the 70,000 rifles we equipped them with. The Poles will only get more equipment. The Red Army has strong combat effectiveness, but their equipment losses are huge, and their troop strength is stretched thin by the rapid expansion of the controlled area. When we were in the Russian Civil War, we felt the Mongolian border was very safe, but as soon as the Red Army proposed attacking Kolchak, didn't we also feel that the long border was difficult to defend? The Red Army will only have it harder than us. If I were commanding the Polish army in this war, even if I suffered setbacks in the early stages, as long as the troops still had the will to fight, I would gradually retreat, prepare a pocket for the Red Army, and wait for the Red Army, which must fight a quick battle, to jump into the pocket."

Recently, the Military Commission had been preparing for war, and Cheng Ruofan unconsciously applied his considerations for war to the Russo-Polish War.

For a moment, even Xu Chengfeng didn't know how to answer, because Cheng Ruofan's judgment made a lot of sense. Beside him, Zheng Silang spoke up, "Does the Polish army have such command capability? Such a stable retreat requires an army that has undergone long-term training to complete. It requires a large number of junior and mid-level officers. How long has Poland been restored? Where is their source of officers?"

This sounded simple, but something felt off. The Northeast Army had completed a large amount of military construction over the past four years, especially training in basic tactics, producing a backbone officer corps.

To say the Poles couldn't do it was obviously inappropriate. But to say the Poles could do it—Poland obviously did not possess the centralized, stable government that the hard work of the entire army relied on.

Caught in a dilemma, the members of the Military Commission found that although they agreed with their own views, they couldn't refute the other dissenting opinions.

At this moment, everyone's eyes fell on He Rui.

He Rui also couldn't be sure who the ultimate victory would belong to. After all, Piłsudski's victory in history was truly glorious; seeing that it wasn't going to work, he counterattacked from a desperate situation and completely defeated the Red Army commanded by Tukhachevsky. Since history was different, there was no way to be sure it would happen again.

At such a time, He Rui smiled. "The General Staff should conduct a wargame on the various possibilities. Deduce all the possibilities. Oh... right. Since we invited retired personnel from the German General Staff to come and provide technical support, why not ask them to demonstrate for us how the German General Staff would handle such a situation?"

If it were before, or before Professor Karl came to lecture, the Military Commission members would have been more cautious about He Rui's suggestion. But now, through several study discussions, the Military Commission had reached a conclusion that He Rui had stated long ago.

As long as it is an industrialized organization of a certain scale and with its own system, other industrial countries can understand the operating principles of such an industrial organization.

Since there is absolutely no need to hide principles, learning how a miniature German General Staff operates is truly a case of 'stones from other hills may serve to polish the jade of this one.'

Chief of Staff Cheng Ruofan recited loudly, "'When three people walk together, there must be one who can be my teacher! Choose their good qualities and follow them, and change the bad ones.'"

After speaking, he rose and left to carry out the order.
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The Military Commission meeting of the Civilized Party concluded. As usual, He Rui reviewed the minutes temporarily compiled by the secretary. Even Hu Xiushan, usually a man of few words, stood with the others in the open space outside the courtyard after leaving the conference room.

Hu Xiushan asked, "Xu Jia, Ruofan has changed quite a bit lately. Is that General François really that high-level?"

Xu Jia, still in charge of organizational work and holding a vast amount of intelligence, saw that everyone was concerned about Cheng Ruofan's changes. He shared some public information: "In the Battle of Tannenberg, this General François was still a corps commander when he disobeyed orders until the end of the battle. Ludendorff almost hated him to death."

The members of the Military Commission had all seen the list of personnel from the German General Staff recommended by Major General Karl of the old German Army, but they hadn't paid much attention to General François at the time. Before accepting the assistance of this miniature German General Staff, He Rui had thoroughly analyzed the attitude towards this help in a meeting, citing the idiom, "Stones from other hills may serve to polish the jade of this one."

The organizational structure of the Northeast Army was built on democracy, equality, and the unity of officers and soldiers, rather than the top-down elite management of a militaristic state like Germany. Therefore, the Military Commission members were learning the operational organization of Germany, not copying it entirely.

With this definition set, the members didn't care much about who composed the miniature German General Staff, but rather how they operated. Hearing now that General François was actually someone who disobeyed orders, they were truly surprised.

Zhong Yifu felt the matter shouldn't be so conspiratorial and asked, "Do you think Hindenburg and Ludendorff held a grudge against this General?"

Xu Jia felt that when it came to reliability in doing things, Zhong Yifu was actually quite reliable. However, this guy had a peculiar trait: everyone thought he would be more impulsive. So Xu Jia laughed, "Let's hope our own comrades don't end up like him. Being brave enough to take responsibility to the point of disregarding everything... disobeying orders will get you sent to a military tribunal."

Being spoken to like this, Zhong Yifu didn't get angry. He, like the other comrades, felt that Cheng Ruofan was the one most likely to disobey orders. Of course, no one mentioned Zheng Silang. Even now, according to the latest psychological terms they had learned, Zheng Silang's 'psychological stability' exceeded that of Cheng Ruofan.

Zheng Silang had long since let go of his concern about his past. Hearing that someone had disobeyed orders, he actually became interested. "What exactly did he do?"

Seeing everyone so interested, Xu Jia could only reply, "Let's go to the archives and have a look together. I don't remember it too clearly either."

While Chief of Staff Cheng Ruofan and the invited miniature German General Staff were discussing the war between Russia and Poland happening ten thousand miles away, the members of the Military Commission sat in the small reading room of the archives, learning about General François's experiences.

The Battle of Tannenberg was a great victory for Germany. General François had an extremely impulsive personality. In the first battle on the Eastern Front at Stallupönen, François, without informing his superior—Eighth Army Commander Prittwitz—launched an unorthodox attack aimed at driving Rennenkampf's Russian First Army back to the Russian border.

François's action at Stallupönen was successful, causing his superior, Eighth Army Commander Prittwitz, to launch an offensive against Rennenkampf's army at Gumbinnen. This attack failed, causing Prittwitz to panic and order the German army to retreat to the Vistula River.

Reading this, a burst of low laughter came from the small reading room. Although the young soldiers hadn't fought a major war... no, precisely *because* the young soldiers hadn't fought a major war, they had a great interest in the careers of other soldiers. Every high-ranking officer in the small reading room knew very well that they had to gain knowledge through study to make up for their deficiencies.

Soon, the Eighth Army Commander was dismissed. The command of East Prussia was subsequently transferred to Hindenburg, who was recalled from retirement, while Ludendorff served as the Chief of Staff of the Eighth Army.

At Tannenberg, François again refused to accept defensive orders and disobeyed Ludendorff's direct orders twice in succession. Especially on the 28th, Ludendorff, afraid that the defense line would be breached, panicked for a moment and ordered François's entire corps to advance north to Lahna to support the fighting in the center.

François realized the extreme importance of cutting off the enemy's retreat. Due to his character of being indifferent to any order he did not agree with, he continued to march along the original route. By the next day, his corps had cut off the Russian army's escape route to the south.

This act of insubordination actually helped Hindenburg and Ludendorff achieve a decisive victory over Samsonov's Second Army—Russian Commander-in-Chief Samsonov's suicide in a dense forest before being captured by the German army constituted the climax of this victory. And François also led his troops to capture 90,000 prisoners in this victory, securing the main fruits of the victory.

Since then, General François continued to achieve many merits and attained the rank of General, but his promotion stopped at the corps level. In comparison, Hindenburg became a Field Marshal, and General Ludendorff became the core commanding the German army in the later stages. Among other commanders of the same rank as François, there were Field Marshals and Generals. This highlighted François's ill fate.

Even though Zheng Silang had let go of his own hang-ups, he couldn't laugh at this moment. The other commissioners also sighed; human destiny is so indescribable. Perhaps François was very strong, or perhaps it was just accidental intuition that allowed him to win a huge victory. But regardless of which it was, in an organization like the army where obedience is the highest duty, violating discipline must be punished.

Since they had started rereading the materials, everyone looked through the profiles of the other personnel again. Among the group recommended by Professor Karl, General François had the highest rank; the others were mostly Colonels and Major Generals. their basic resumes were dominated by service within the General Staff organization.

Originally, everyone wanted to watch the drama, but after experiencing a change in mood, they were in no hurry to adjourn and began to discuss the characteristics of the German General Staff system.

Cheng Ruofan was currently sitting in front of an old man with a bald head, two large mustaches, and a fierce appearance. The old man's tone was grim, but deep in his eyes, there was a passion for war. After listening to Cheng Ruofan insist on finishing his description of the war situation in broken German, the old man asked, "Major General Cheng, do you wish to know how the General Staff should operate in such a situation?"

"Yes," Cheng Ruofan answered immediately.

The fierce-looking bald old man was none other than General François. He immediately replied, "The General Staff would find a way to dispatch a military observation group to observe. Any speculation is meaningless; one must see the actual war with one's own eyes to make a judgment."

Cheng Ruofan was stunned. He indeed hadn't considered sending a military observation group. Without first-hand information, there was no way to make reliable judgments about the war.

Seeing Cheng Ruofan's expression, the old man didn't mock him. Although old François actually had some criticism regarding the appearance of this Northeast Army Chief of Staff—handsome officers were popular in the army, but beautiful ones were not.

However, having experienced the blood and gore of war, the old man knew very well that a fierce-looking soldier didn't necessarily equate to bravery, and Cheng Ruofan's offensive spirit exceeded François's imagination. The idea proposed by Cheng Ruofan to set a pocket formation to annihilate the Russian Red Army also had considerable merit militarily.

The old man's mind worked quickly, and he soon replied, "Major General Cheng, in Germany, this is called a pincer movement. The key lies in your grasp and understanding of the troops. Assuming the intelligence you provide is all correct, you need a force that has completed at least half a year of training, and an officer corps with four years of training to execute such an operation. The commander of this army needs to possess staff capabilities."

Cheng Ruofan had considerable admiration for the German General Staff. Hearing the troop construction time proposed by General François, he couldn't help but be surprised. "Your Excellency, only half a year and four years? Is the time too short?"

The old man shook his head, his bald head appearing unusually striking in the bright light. "You have already made a judgment on the Poles' fighting will. As long as an army has an offensive spirit, this time is sufficient. What really takes time is cultivating soldiers who focus only on the war itself, not on victory or defeat."

Cheng Ruofan felt he understood and nodded.

The old man told Cheng Ruofan to go back first and come again in the afternoon. Cheng Ruofan shook his head repeatedly. "What I want to learn is how the General Staff Headquarters operates normally under sudden circumstances. Please let me see it with my own eyes."

General François felt that the request made by this Chief of Staff of the Northeast Army was truly interesting, but inwardly he also felt it was only natural. Although Germany had been defeated, German soldiers still had great confidence in the General Staff system. Even though he had retired from active service and it was impossible to join the army again in this life, General François still believed there was no problem with the General Staff system; the problem lay with idiots like Ludendorff.

So, within thirty minutes, General François let Cheng Ruofan see how a miniature General Staff worked.

There were no documents, so white paper was used instead. The miniature German General Staff first retrieved intelligence on the unit designations, combat history, and commanders of both warring sides, and based on these, laid out the basic appearance of the combat sand table.

At the same time, based on the terrain of the combat area, especially intelligence on railways, roads, wharves, and ports, the sand table layout was completed.

While completing the battlefield sand table, the members of the General Staff took out several small boxes. After opening them, Cheng Ruofan saw some dice of different colors. The dice of different colors were placed in groups, colorful and striking. If not for the war sand table in front of him, it would be easy to form the association that these German soldiers were about to gamble.

Since he didn't know if the Northeast Army's wargaming used dice, General François assumed they didn't. He explained to Cheng Ruofan, "Every unit in war must be set with various conditions. Since there is no frontline data, we set parameters for them. The dice are the tools for making judgments. After all, all kinds of things can happen."

For a moment, Cheng Ruofan was somewhat disappointed. These preparations were no different from what the Northeast Army had already completed. Including the dice, the Northeast Army General Staff had them all.

However, dice were only used for pure paper exercises. The political commissars in the Northeast Army were responsible for the daily ideological education and political training of the troops. They grasped the subtle conditions of the troops through detailed work, not by playing with dice.

Carrying this disappointment, Cheng Ruofan asked, "Your Excellency, can the deduction begin?"

General François shook his head. "No, it's already over. Deduction lacking intelligence is nothing but self-entertainment. Major General Cheng, war is a very serious matter. Even in war deductions at the junior military academy, the data and materials we provide are much richer than the intelligence you can provide now. Under the current circumstances, we cannot begin the deduction."

Being hit like this by the old man, Cheng Ruofan's respect for the German General Staff increased a bit. Cheng Ruofan felt he somewhat understood 'historical accumulation'. Currently, because the Northeast Army was expanding its scale rapidly, there were people of all characters in the army. So the General Staff had realized the need to make large-scale adjustments to military personnel, especially officers. Anyone who did not meet the current needs had to be screened out. With General François's unruly character, he still almost instinctively insisted on the seriousness of war. The accumulation of the German General Staff was truly admirable.

So Cheng Ruofan took his leave. Old man François didn't stand on ceremony, nor did he ask him to stay; he just watched Cheng Ruofan leave.

After Cheng Ruofan left, old General François asked, "The term of our cooperation with Your Excellency He Rui is three months. The time is almost up. I am considering returning to Germany. What about you gentlemen?"

The members of this miniature German General Staff heard the General's disappointment, and everyone had their own disappointments. But one of them asked helplessly, "What will we do after returning to Germany?"

Instantly, the emotions of these German soldiers turned into another kind of disappointment. Yes, what would they do back home?

The Treaty of Versailles had suppressed Germany very severely, abolishing the General Staff, limiting the army to less than 100,000 men and the number of officers to 3,000. Without exception, none of these German soldiers who came to China could return to the army.

Among the Allied Powers, France wished it could destroy Germany completely, so it publicly proposed retaliatory indemnities. Germany had to pay huge war reparations. Now, Germany's domestic economy was in a depression, and it was hard to find a job. Not to mention these former German officers who had originally thought they would live in the army all their lives and receive a pension after retirement.

General François remained disappointed. "The Northeast Army is too childish. Rather than calling them an army, it's better to say they are infants trying to imitate a powerful army. They have only ideals but no practice. I even feel they are inferior to the Polish army."

Hearing this evaluation, none of the German officers refuted it. Through the exchanges during this period, it was difficult for the German officers to accept the unity of officers and soldiers in the Northeast Army. However, having experienced the Great War in Europe, where these officers participated in cruel warfare alongside ordinary soldiers, they felt they could tolerate some decisions like this.

But the military democracy system was truly incomprehensible to these officers. Any new tactics of the Northeast Army had to pass through a military democratic meeting, where officers and soldiers discussed together. Discussing how to use it.

Such actions not only didn't exist in the German army but were also against discipline. What the German army had to do was implementation from top to bottom; any proposal from soldiers was harmful. This was the experience summarized from Germany's long history of militarism.

Eventually, some of these German officers began to think that General François's view made sense. At least half of the officers developed the intention to leave. When a Colonel finally spoke up, "I also want to return to Germany," other officers began to express the same view one after another.

Cheng Ruofan didn't know that this group of German officers actually wanted to leave. All the way back, he was thinking about the war. Especially the issue of military democracy in the internal construction of the Northeast Army.

The more he dealt with the guys from the German General Staff, the more clearly Cheng Ruofan understood the difference between the German General Staff and the Northeast Army. This stemmed from the difference in the philosophy of army building. Cheng Ruofan originally thought it could be reconciled, but the more contact he had, the more he felt it was irreconcilable.

As soon as he saw He Rui, Cheng Ruofan simply poured out his thoughts. "Chairman, I think after the cooperation period ends, we should send these people back to Germany. However, can we establish regular military exchanges with other countries?"

"Regular military exchange mechanism? Ruofan, that's a very good idea." He Rui laughed.

Seeing He Rui support his view, the unhappiness in Cheng Ruofan's heart erupted. Although he was considered an admirer of the German General Staff system, Cheng Ruofan didn't think so himself. If the strength of the British General Staff or the French General Staff exceeded that of Germany, Cheng Ruofan would support them without hesitation. Cheng Ruofan wanted to learn from whoever could help China win.

But meeting them was not as good as hearing about them. Including General François, the hero of the Tannenberg victory, they all disappointed Cheng Ruofan. They couldn't perform magic to turn rot into gold. Along the way, Cheng Ruofan thought it over and felt he had held the German General Staff system in too high regard.

So, Cheng Ruofan said, "Chairman, I will never belittle myself again..."

"Wait." He Rui interrupted Cheng Ruofan's emotional outburst. "Belittling oneself is normal. I think you can use another term, called increasing your knowledge. If your knowledge is shallow, you can't correctly recognize yourself or the world. Also, intelligence has arrived. Take a look first."

Cheng Ruofan quickly took the intelligence. It was new news about Soviet Russia and Poland.

By the end of May 1920, the balance of forces between the Soviet and Polish sides was temporarily equal, but the Polish Left Wing Group facing the Red Army's Western Front was relatively weak. Therefore, Red Army Commander-in-Chief Kamenev planned for the Western Front to launch the main assault against the Polish Left Wing. On April 28, 1920, the Central Committee of the Russian Communist Party approved the strategic counter-offensive plan formulated by Kamenev. The plan stipulated that the Western Front and the Southwestern Front would coordinate closely and launch centripetal assaults on Warsaw from the northeast and southeast respectively. The Western Front would serve as the main attack north of the Pripyat River, taking Warsaw directly along the direction of Minsk and Białystok. The Southwestern Front would cooperate with the Western Front's operations south of the Pripyat River, launching an auxiliary assault along the direction of Rivne and Lublin. Before the counter-offensive, Trotsky, Chairman of the Revolutionary Military Council of the Soviet Republic, fully believed that the workers' and peasants' revolution in Poland was at a climax, and he made a very optimistic estimate of the war prospects. Tukhachevsky also based his actions on this estimate, which resulted in his underestimating the enemy and advancing rashly during the war, falling short of success at the last stage.
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In the intelligence He Rui provided to Cheng Ruofan, the Bolshevik Central Committee believed that the workers' and peasants' revolution in Poland was at a high tide, making it an opportune time for the Red Army to attack Poland. Cheng Ruofan knew nothing about the situation in Poland and could not clarify the domestic situation there, yet he intuitively felt that things would not be so simple.

After pondering for a moment, Cheng Ruofan thought of a question. "Chairman, hasn't Poland only been independent for a few years? If they can identify with the Russian Red Army, how could they organize an army of hundreds of thousands?"

This was indeed a good question. He Rui also felt that the Bolshevik Central Committee's view of the world was somewhat naive. Intense social contradictions within Poland did not mean that the Polish people could simply discard their nationalist sentiments. The terrible things Russia had done to Poland over the past few centuries were too numerous to record. If one were to ask the Polish people at this time whether they hated their own capitalists more or the Russians more, the majority of Poles would undoubtedly hate the Russians more.

So He Rui raised a question, "Ruofan, do you think it is necessary for us to send a telegram to Comrade Lenin to remind him?"

Cheng Ruofan was quite puzzled. "Why be so proactive?"

He Rui just had a somewhat impulsive thought and hadn't deliberated on it specifically. If he had to find a reason, it was probably to express goodwill. After all, China and Russia would need to cooperate in the future. Having raised this line of thought, He Rui shared his reasoning with Cheng Ruofan.

Cheng Ruofan thought for a moment and answered decisively, "If that's the case, it would be better to publish it directly in major European newspapers. Let the whole world see the Chairman's insight and boldness. At the very least, publish it in domestic newspapers. However... Chairman, publishing such a prediction—if the judgment is wrong, people will laugh at us."

He Rui was not afraid of being laughed at; at this moment, he found Cheng Ruofan's suggestion very interesting. If it were published domestically, given the number of European and American reporters currently in China, as well as the existence of the Bolshevik government's representative office, Comrade Lenin would likely see it very quickly.

Having made the decision, He Rui immediately picked up his pen and began to write. Seeing that He Rui hadn't asked him to leave, Cheng Ruofan was in no hurry to go. Taking a notebook from his briefcase, Cheng Ruofan prepared for his own work. The recent exchange with the German General Staff personnel had given Cheng Ruofan more feelings about the current organizational form of the Northeast Army, and it was a good time to organize these thoughts.

The commentary article was not long. Before Cheng Ruofan had written down a few of his own reflections, He Rui had finished writing. After reading He Rui's article, Cheng Ruofan was somewhat surprised. "Chairman, will the Bolshevik government really care about such an article?"

"Why do you think they won't care?" He Rui smiled.

Cheng Ruofan really couldn't understand He Rui's thinking. "Chairman, these are things even a child can figure out. The Bolshevik government managed to win the Russian Civil War, after all; it's impossible for them not to understand even this."

He Rui shook his head. "I think some of them really haven't figured it out, or at least are unwilling to accept it."

Just as expected, as soon as the article was published in the *Northeast Daily*, the Bolshevik government's representative office in Shenyang immediately noticed it and promptly forwarded the article to Moscow.

Comrade Lenin looked at He Rui's article, his expression turning grim.

"...Therefore, in this Russo-Polish War, the Red Army will certainly carry all before it in the beginning. If the Red Army can recognize that its advantage lies in its familiarity with Poland's geography and the combat effectiveness forged during the civil war, and uses this power carefully and cautiously, there is a high probability of defeating the Polish government and forcing it to make concessions.

"If the Russian Red Army believes that its victory lies in the revolutionary high tide of the Polish proletariat, this is very unserious. *A people without trust cannot stand*; the Polish people believe that the Russian Red Army's military actions are no different from the invaders of Tsarist Russia. Such an impression has been accumulated over hundreds of years. Whatever thoughts the Russian Bolshevik Central Committee may have, they will not affect the views of the Polish people.

"Without the support of the Polish people, the Russian Red Army is likely to suffer a major defeat in the short term, thereby completely losing the goodwill of the Polish proletariat toward the Russian Revolution..."

Originally, Comrade Lenin thought that He Rui had considerable goodwill toward the Bolshevik government, and was even quite supportive. Seeing this article, that goodwill instantly vanished.

Standing up, Comrade Lenin began to pace the office with his hands behind his back. He Rui's books, works, and past statements flashed through Comrade Lenin's mind one by one. In the end, Comrade Lenin had to categorize He Rui as a nationalist following the path of bourgeois reformism.

Before long, Commissar Trotsky arrived at Comrade Lenin's office. The representative office had sent He Rui's article to the People's Commissariat for Foreign Affairs, which then distributed it to the Central Committee members. With the outbreak of the Russo-Polish War, Tukhachevsky served as the commander and Stalin as the Front Commissar. Both were away from Moscow. As the creator of the Red Army, Trotsky was very sensitive to military-related content. After reading it, he was truly angered.

Trotsky handed a copy of the article directly to Lenin and said immediately, "Comrade Lenin, He Rui is demonstrating against us! His attitude is opposed to ideological interests and opposed to advancing the world proletarian revolution!"

Lenin was not surprised that such a label was pinned on He Rui, because he thought so too. The series of victories after the October Revolution had led the Bolshevik Central Committee to believe that ideologically driven military struggle was very effective. The Red Army had become strong quickly through political work and had defeated the White Army, which possessed total superiority.

To believe that nationalist sentiment could overwhelm the proletarian revolution was undoubtedly reactionary, backward, and even decadent. He Rui, this decadent and backward warlord, had finally revealed his tail as a bourgeois reformist.

However, Comrade Lenin did not make an intense statement like Trotsky. China was different from Poland; although Russia had conducted extensive infiltration into China, the results were very limited. Russian influence in the Northeast had been wiped clean by He Rui within a few years, and it was currently impossible to effectively influence He Rui.

Comrade Lenin calmed down completely at this point. "Comrade Trotsky, to what extent can the logistical work for this Red Army operation be carried out?"

Trotsky was in charge of this work. He recalled slightly and replied, "Comrade Lenin, for this operation, the logistics department has provided nearly 100,000 horse-drawn carts for logistical supply. The Red Army's logistical work has never been this complete."

100,000 horse-drawn carts provided a heavy logistical transport capacity for the current Red Army, but Lenin was still somewhat worried. "Can the supply of materials be guaranteed?"

Trotsky was agitated. Compared to the needs of the civil war, the logistics for this war were unprecedentedly powerful. The Russian Red Army had grown from nothing to its current scale in just a few years. Trotsky was very confident. "Please rest assured, Comrade Lenin, we will definitely ensure that the Red Army comrades on the front line eat the best food and have an ample supply of ammunition!"

In the civil war up to this point, besides establishing the commissar system, Trotsky had been quite daring in distributing funds for logistics. previously, although the troops had money, prices fluctuated greatly under war conditions, and the money was never enough.

After three years of civil war, the Bolshevik government had completed the management of cities and industries, and material supplies had increased significantly. Since Trotsky was so confident, Comrade Lenin felt much more at ease.

The displeasure caused by He Rui's article had been thrown to the back of his mind. The views of a foreign reactionary warlord were not important to Comrade Lenin.

He Rui also believed that the Bolshevik Central Committee would not care about his views. However, if intelligence matters were not utilized in a timely manner, they would expire and become invalid. To make an imprecise analogy, this was like the money in the hands of an investment bank. If the project managers invested at a loss, it was a problem affecting KPIs. But if the investment managers held onto the money for fear of loss, it was a problem of being fired. So He Rui also put this matter completely out of his mind. The paper exercise for the war against Japan began.

The exercise headquarters was divided between two floors. To ensure discipline, guards were placed between the floors, strictly prohibiting personnel movement.

He Rui's side consisted of ordinary staff officers. Originally, the exercise headquarters prepared to let He Rui choose his people, but He Rui ordered, "Since you're letting me choose, I only want ordinary staff officers."

For a moment, the atmosphere became somewhat awkward. He Rui smiled and said, "I'm not looking down on anyone. An exercise is not play-acting; it's best not to presuppose the opponent's personality. Everyone knows each other too well. On the contrary, ordinary staff officers often do the unexpected. I'm actually taking a big advantage; you all need to be careful."

Xu Chengfeng and the others didn't quite believe He Rui's words, yet they didn't dare to truly disbelieve them. In this mood of anxiety about personal gains and losses, the exercise began.

With the issuance of the exercise order, not long after, the 'reconnaissance unit' confirmed that two divisions of the 'Japanese Army' had begun to cross the Yalu River and started their attack on the Northeast.

The 'Japanese Army' commanded by He Rui acted very rashly, but such rashness was also the swiftest. The opening move put the Northeast Army under immense pressure. Since every step of the exercise had time requirements, Chief of Staff Cheng Ruofan's view was to block layer by layer and guide the Japanese Army into the frontal defense line.

Xu Chengfeng had a different view. He believed that since the 'Japanese Army' was so arrogant, it was best to deal them a fierce blow and knock out their spirit. He advocated launching a battle to strike the 'Japanese Army' while they were halfway across the river.

The commander and the chief of staff had conflicting opinions. Fortunately, apart from He Rui, the members of the Military Commission were all together. Finally, the Military Commission made a decision together. Xu Chengfeng, Zheng Silang, and Hu Xiushan all agreed to strike the Japanese Army hard, while Zhong Yifu agreed with Chief of Staff Cheng Ruofan's view of dragging the Japanese Army to the permanent fortifications before fighting. 3 to 2. The headquarters made the decision, and the exercise immediately entered a 'state of fierce battle'. Six infantry divisions of the Northeast Army began to fiercely attack the two Japanese divisions.

Facing superior forces, the Japanese Army commanded by He Rui did not defend to the death but instead launched fierce attacks at the junctions of the Northeast Army's positions. This was also the combat experience of the Japanese regarding the Chinese army: once the Japanese army broke through at one point, they would immediately outflank, and the Chinese army would often collapse as a whole.

The Northeast Army was an army completed with new concepts. It did not collapse after suffering such fierce attacks. Instead, it immediately counter-encircled the assault troops.

The slaughter on both sides was extremely tragic. The 'Japanese Army' sent troops to break through several times but failed. Seeing that the elite of the 'Japanese Army' commanded by He Rui were being wiped out, the six divisions immediately launched a siege.

However, He Rui relied on the Yalu River to establish a defensive system and even transported heavy artillery via the river. The Northeast Army's six divisions looked as if they were about to annihilate the Japanese Army, but they couldn't take them down.

After several rounds of fierce attacks, just as the Japanese Army within the Northeast borders was about to be annihilated, the Japanese reinforcements arrived. As a last resort, the six divisions retreated, while the Japanese Army followed the Northeast Army unhurriedly, 'watching' the Northeast Army enter their positions.

The first phase of the battle ended.

Cheng Ruofan's face was grim, and he didn't say a word. Xu Chengfeng and Zheng Silang looked equally grim. The two of them didn't speak either, plunging the headquarters into a very awkward atmosphere.

Zhong Yifu broke the silence. "I want to say something..."

Xu Chengfeng raised his hand to stop Zhong Yifu. "No need to say anything, my decision was wrong! I'll talk about my wrong decision at the analysis meeting. Now, prepare for the next battle!"

Hearing this, the division commanders and division chiefs of staff were all surprised. No one expected Xu Chengfeng to admit his mistake so frankly.

In the new silence, Cheng Ruofan spoke up. "Opposite us, commanding the Japanese Army is the Chairman. So far, he has not used the intelligence he knows. We must be careful; we must never think that the Chairman will take action because he knows the intelligence."

Xu Chengfeng frowned slightly, then nodded. "That's right. We are conducting an exercise, not acting in a play! The goal of the second phase is that we absolutely must not let the Japanese Army break through our defense line!"

However, since the 'Japanese Army' had discovered the permanent fortifications, their actions were naturally much more cautious. The exercise troops soon received notification from the exercise command that the Japanese Army had launched a large number of probing attacks.

Although the attacks all ultimately failed, the purpose of the probing attacks was to test the range of the Northeast Army's fortifications. The 'Japanese Army' paid a small price to figure out that the fortifications were distributed along the Yalu River, blocking the road for the Japanese Army to invade the Northeast hinterland in large numbers through the Yalu River front.

These permanent fortifications were divided into two parts: one part along the Yalu River and the other at the southern tip of the Liaodong Peninsula. They were to defend against the Japanese Army invading the Northeast from the Yalu River and the Kwantung Leased Territory at the southern tip of the Liaodong Peninsula, respectively.

Having figured this out, the 'Japanese Army' immediately switched combat methods and began to implement landings on the Liaodong Peninsula with the cooperation of the navy.

Xu Chengfeng and the others had long calculated this, and they had also prepared troops in places suitable for landing, ready to push the landing Japanese Army into the sea. Everyone waited nervously for the news sent by the exercise command. Soon, news came one after another. The Japanese Army actually did not implement a concentrated landing but used a small-scale landing method, landing in dozens of places. After coming ashore, the landing troops immediately attacked forward and continuously converged.

Because the number of Japanese troops was small, as long as the Japanese troops near the Northeast Army's deployment points were completely annihilated. But the remaining Japanese troops continued to gather, and soon a brigade-sized force was assembled on the west coast of the Liaodong Peninsula facing the Bohai Sea. This Japanese force advanced directly eastward, seizing a landing point on the coast facing the Yellow Sea. Since the Japanese Army held total maritime superiority, once the landing point was determined, the 'Japanese Army' came ashore continuously from the landing point.

The Northeast Army blocking the Kwantung Leased Territory saw that they were about to fall into a situation of being attacked from both front and rear, and had to retreat. The 'Japanese Army' from both sides joined forces and began to attack the Yalu River defense line.

Battles were fought one after another. The Northeast did not have particularly high mountains or rivers, and the flat terrain was very favorable for the deployment of large troops.

In the exercise setting, the Northeast Army had 500,000 men. The Japanese Army had a maximum strength of 25 divisions, also around 400,000 men.

Xu Chengfeng and the others originally thought He Rui would commit the Japanese Army in batches, but they didn't expect He Rui to send all the 'Japanese Army' onto the battlefield in one go. The two armies, with similar numbers, fought fiercely all the way, and both suffered heavy losses. However, the Northeast Army was driven out of the Liaodong Peninsula, and the Japanese Army completely secured logistical support.

The Northeast Army fought a fierce battle with the Japanese Army on the Yalu River defense line. At this time, Xu Chengfeng and Cheng Ruofan had a disagreement again. Xu Chengfeng believed that they could not retreat any further; if they lost the Yalu River defense line, they would not be able to organize effective combat. Cheng Ruofan believed they had to pull the Japanese Army and launch a counterattack.

This time it was 3 to 2 again. However, those supporting Xu Chengfeng became Zhong Yifu and Zheng Silang, while Hu Xiushan, who supported Xu Chengfeng last time, supported Cheng Ruofan.

Finally, Xu Chengfeng made a compromise decision, letting Cheng Ruofan command the troops to implement a pocket formation counterattack, while some troops held fast to the Yalu River defense line to pose a threat to the Japanese Army's flank.

Opposite them, the 'Japanese Army' commanded by He Rui actually left only a small number of troops to pin down the Northeast Army on the Yalu River defense line, while the main force launched a fierce attack toward Shenyang.

Under the extremely fierce attack, the troops commanded by Cheng Ruofan suffered repeated setbacks and had to launch a counterattack in an incomplete manner.

When the exercise headquarters determined that the counterattack had completely surrounded three Japanese divisions, many division commanders and division chiefs of staff breathed a sigh of relief. But Xu Chengfeng and the others looked even more serious; this was not a good thing. Cheng Ruofan, helpless, could only order the siege to be lifted, letting the three Japanese divisions that had fallen into the pocket go.

Just as the besieging troops were withdrawn here, the Japanese troops on both flanks headed straight for Shenyang. If the siege were not lifted in time, the Japanese Army would unfold a center-blossoming counter-encirclement with an even larger encirclement circle.

Thus, the tragic Defense of Shenyang began.

With the exercise reaching this point, Zhong Yifu sighed. "Should we admit defeat? Continuing the exercise is just a waste of time. We didn't start this war to fight it like this."

Xu Chengfeng didn't want to admit defeat, but hearing the last sentence, he looked at Chief of Staff Cheng Ruofan. Cheng Ruofan had a look of unwillingness on his face; he slammed his fist onto the table in the exercise hall, his handsome face full of murderous intent. Zhong Yifu thought Cheng Ruofan would refuse to admit defeat and wanted to persuade him further. Before he could speak, Cheng Ruofan said, "Admit defeat. Ask the Chairman to review the game."

Less than twenty minutes later, He Rui had walked into the Northeast Army exercise headquarters upstairs. having not seen him for two days, and with everyone working nervously on the exercise, everyone's face was very exhausted.

He Rui scanned the comrades whose faces were ashen, and then asked, "Your judgment of the Japanese Army's arrogance is far more arrogant than the Japanese Army itself. Why is that?"

Cheng Ruofan's eyes lit up, and the faces of Xu Chengfeng and the others immediately brightened. Once this layer of window paper was pierced, the reason for the original feeling was found.

Cheng Ruofan answered immediately, "Report to the Chairman, we underestimated the Japanese Army. Can we conduct the exercise again after resting for a night?"

He Rui nodded. "In that case, rest well. If you are dizzy, you won't be able to fight a war well."
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That night, Xu Chengfeng forced himself to lie down, tossing and turning for a long time before falling asleep. Cheng Ruofan, on the other hand, fell asleep as soon as his head hit the pillow; since he had lost to He Rui, he wasn't worried about any issues arising during the review. The others, each with their own preoccupations, eventually succumbed to exhaustion and slept.

At six o'clock, everyone gathered in the exercise command room with their breakfast, eating and chatting while looking at the maps and sand table.

Hu Xiushan, silent as usual, was the first to finish eating. Putting down his bowl and chopsticks, he walked to the blackboard and began writing out the course of the battle. Hu Xiushan's chalk calligraphy was excellent; he wrote line after line without a single wasted word, focusing entirely on the operational content.

By the time Hu Xiushan was halfway through, several senior officers were holding their empty bowls, staring intently at the blackboard. Having personally participated in the exercise, they had forgotten some details, but watching Hu Xiushan's reconstruction brought every experience back to them.

Seeing their reaction, Xu Chengfeng kept a straight face and barked, "All of you, I'm giving you two more minutes. Finish eating quickly. When time is up, the tableware gets cleared away."

One minute later, the orderlies cleared the dishes. When everyone looked back at the blackboard, Hu Xiushan had reached the section on the counter-encirclement. The counter-encirclement had been a decisive move, but because the vanguard of the counterattack ran into a counter-charge by two Japanese divisions, they were unable to break through and had to tighten the encirclement. It truly felt like falling short at the last moment.

The group began to discuss. Some felt that even if the battle continued, the Japanese might not necessarily win. Zheng Silang loudly retorted, "We might be able to keep fighting, but can the people of the Northeast accept it? Do the people hand over so much money and grain every year just to watch us fight a losing battle?"

Once this was said, no one discussed fighting on the mainland anymore. Everyone understood that Zheng Silang was right; if the war really reached that stage, the Northeast Army would have long since been finished.

At this moment, Hu Xiushan wrote the final line: *Defense of Shenyang begins; exercise concludes with the Northeast Army admitting defeat.*

Clapping the chalk dust from his hands, Hu Xiushan asked, "If anyone wants to add anything, come up and modify it yourself."

With that, he walked back to his seat and sat down.

Commander Xu Chengfeng walked up to the platform and asked, "From which step did our war situation go wrong? Answer one by one!"

The 120,000-strong Northeast Army had organized twelve divisions and four armies. Xu Chengfeng and the others did not take up command of these units but were responsible for army building. The military commanders and chiefs of staff of the four armies and twelve divisions were all products of the military academy. Faced with such a failure in the exercise, Lin Mengchu, Commander of the 4th Army, stood up and answered, "Reporting to the Commander, I believe the problem lies in the anti-landing operations. If the Japanese army had not secured landing points on the Liaodong Peninsula, they would not have been able to move freely."

Lin Mengchu's view immediately won the approval of the crowd. Amidst their agreement, the pressure in Xu Chengfeng's heart lessened considerably. It seemed that the results of three years of military education were not poor. Although everyone lacked actual combat experience, their basic understanding was correct.

Xu Chengfeng looked at Lin Mengchu and saw that his eyes were red as a rabbit's. It seemed this fellow hadn't slept at all last night. Added to the nearly two days without sleep during the exercise, Lin Mengchu had truly been preparing without rest or slumber.

Just then, Hu Xiushan spoke up. "But we have no way to stop the Japanese from landing. No matter how many troops we place on the beachhead, we cannot stop a Japanese landing."

This splash of cold water made several army and division commanders and chiefs of staff somewhat unconvinced. Hu Xiushan did not refute them directly but pointed to the map and said, "Let's simulate it."

Comrades stood up and made room. Hu Xiushan called over Jing Fusheng, the Chief of Staff of the 6th Army, to form the offensive side, while the officers who believed they could successfully defend formed the defensive side, and they began a simulation on the map.

The tactical content was very fast-paced, with dialogue exchanged at high speed between the two sides.

"Naval gunfire bombardment."

"Digging positions."

"Your position is in a rocky area; entrenchments cannot be dug."

"Building fortifications."

"Under 220mm naval gunfire, fortifications are destroyed."

...

Hu Xiushan had a very detailed understanding of the topography and geology of the entire Northeast. He quickly completed landings in areas unsuitable for defense and inflicted heavy losses on the defending troops.

Seeing that they could not stop the Japanese landing, the military commanders looked at the map and sand table, their brows knitting into knots. Various thoughts churned in their minds until finally, someone raised a question: "Chairman He was commanding the attack. The Japanese operational command might not be as formidable as Chairman He."

*Smack, smack.* Two sounds rang out. Both Xu Chengfeng and Cheng Ruofan slapped the table. Cheng Ruofan shouted, "Is war a child's game? Do you expect the enemy to cooperate with you?"

Xu Chengfeng had wanted to say the same thing. Since Cheng Ruofan had spoken first, he clasped his hands behind his back and walked to the window, looking out at the June sunlight that illuminated everything outside with extreme brightness.

In the silence, Cheng Ruofan said, "Before, the Chairman said we would fight a war involving a million men against the Japanese. At that time, I thought 'million-strong army' was a figure of speech. After the exercise, I feel it shouldn't be a metaphor. Fighting like this proves our troop strength is insufficient. In the next exercise, our side must expand its forces to one million."

The exercise room remained silent, but Xu Chengfeng, looking out the window with his hands behind his back, felt the atmosphere change completely. Turning around, he saw the senior officers looking either surprised or delighted; Lin Mengchu and the others were already overjoyed.

No change could be seen in Hu Xiushan's expression. He walked to the iron blackboard painted with white lacquer and placed magnetic markers one by one onto defensive positions. Cheng Ruofan took a step forward and used soft iron wire to draw defensive lines on both sides of the Liaodong Peninsula. Although the two had not communicated, their thinking was remarkably consistent.

Xu Chengfeng only took a few glances, and the situation was already outlined in his mind. The Northeast's troop strength was 2.5 times that of Japan, and they held the advantage of defense. By ceding the coastline which was difficult to defend and constructing a defensive system outside the range of Japanese naval guns, it would be enough to prevent the landed Japanese forces from deploying effectively.

Once the two had finished setting up, the command room, which had been oppressed by a heavy atmosphere, completely recovered its vitality and passion. Xu Chengfeng didn't even speak before everyone began discussing. Lin Mengchu yawned, pointing cheerfully at the Liaodong Peninsula. "If we set up a pocket formation here, as long as the Japanese are encircled, they're dead meat."

After speaking, he leaned back in his chair, watching the map. Cheng Ruofan did not participate further in the discussion but found a board among the dozen large blackboards in the command room and began calculating troop numbers and designations.

Having calculated a rough estimate, Cheng Ruofan turned and shouted, "Commander Lin."

Lin Mengchu tilted his head and didn't make a sound. Cheng Ruofan shouted again, but there was still no sound from Lin Mengchu. Everyone looked over and saw Lin Mengchu's head tilted to the side; he had actually fallen asleep.

There were bunks in the command room. Xu Chengfeng directed everyone to carry Lin Mengchu to a bunk, where they saw him hugging a thin quilt in his sleep, slumbering sweetly. After a burst of laughter, the crowd continued to deduce the situation. Disappointment and panic had been thrown completely to the nine heavens.

At ten o'clock in the morning, He Rui walked into the exercise command room. He saw a group of young soldiers, full of vigor and eager to try.

Hearing Cheng Ruofan propose the adjustment in troop numbers, He Rui was relieved. Since the comrades could realize on their own that their initial troop arrangement was problematic, He Rui was saved a lot of talking.

After Cheng Ruofan finished his brief explanation, He Rui asked, "When will we hold another one?"

Cheng Ruofan immediately answered, "Reporting to the Chairman, can we do it now?"

Hearing Cheng Ruofan voice their own feelings, the others looked at He Rui with expectation. They saw He Rui nod. "Start in fifteen minutes."

Because there was no longer any pressure in his heart, Lin Mengchu slept extremely well. It seemed like only an instant before he woke up. Finding himself lying on a camp cot without knowing when he got there, Lin Mengchu was confused about what had happened. for a moment, he wondered if he was having a nightmare about the failed exercise.

He saw his comrades gathered around blackboards, whiteboards, and sand tables, or sitting at tables writing furiously. Lin Mengchu hurriedly rolled over and got up, asking, "How is the fighting going? What about the Japanese landing forces? Have they assembled?"

A few people looked up at Lin Mengchu, then continued their work. Most didn't react at all. Only Xu Chengfeng walked over and asked in surprise, "Did you wake up in the middle? or are you sleep-addled?"

Seeing the sky outside was dark, Lin Mengchu asked in confusion, "Commander, how long did I sleep?"

Xu Chengfeng looked at the wall clock. "About eight hours."

Lin Mengchu jumped off the bed. He realized now that he wasn't dreaming; he had missed the beginning of the second round.

Xu Chengfeng laughed, "Hurry up and wash your face. Join in after you've freshened up."

In the washroom, Lin Mengchu submerged his head directly into a basin full of tap water, splashing water with his hands and washing the back of his head, which was shorn into a short soldier's cut. Lifting his head from the basin, he felt a bit dizzy, so he buried his head in the water again. After doing this three times, Lin Mengchu felt his spirit completely restored, and he remembered everything that had happened before he fell asleep.

With his mind incredibly clear and the thought that this was a war of a million troops, Lin Mengchu felt as if a fire was burning in his chest. Wiping his head, he ran back to the command room. He saw that the Northeast Army had held all defensive lines.

Looking at the Japanese again, they only controlled some strongholds along the coast but could not advance further. On the map, two large groups of Japanese forces were actually split east and west. The eastern Japanese force had passed through Russian territory and launched a fierce attack on the Northeast Army from the direction of Vladivostok. The western Japanese force had occupied Shanhaiguan and was striving to advance along the railway.

Lin Mengchu was shocked. *Could there be such a variation?*

Leaning in to look, he saw that although the Japanese had adopted such a deployment, they still could not break through the Northeast Army's defense lines. The entire war situation had become completely deadlocked. A blackboard listed the units of both sides; Lin Mengchu went up and looked for a while. All Japanese divisions, even the Tokyo Garrison Division, had been sent to the front lines.

Even though Japan had mobilized the power of the entire nation, the Northeast Army still held out, keeping the Japanese army outside the defensive system. They did not let the Japanese enter the Northeast hinterland, nor did they cause any destruction. The Northeast Army had even prepared a reserve force, ready to respond to emergencies at any time.

Lin Mengchu was filled with regret. He had missed such an intense exercise deduction because he had fallen asleep. Angry, Lin Mengchu just wanted to slap his own face.

Then he heard Xu Chengfeng ask in a slightly hoarse voice, "What month is it?"

Someone immediately answered, "It's October. The grain harvest has begun."

Xu Chengfeng shouted, "Everyone be careful, don't let the Japanese break through the defense line. As soon as the harvest is finished, we start the counterattack!"

The comrades responded in unison, every voice filled with confidence.

Lin Mengchu remembered that the last battle had lasted less than three months before the Japanese fought their way to the walls of Shenyang. He hurriedly asked the 7th Army Chief of Staff, Nguyen Tianyou, who was responsible for recording time, "How long have we been fighting?"

Nguyen Tianyou answered, "One year and two months."

"That long?" Lin Mengchu regretted it even more.

Just then, the exercise command communications officer, who was delivering messages, ran in shouting, "Surrender! The Japanese command has surrendered!"

The exercise room immediately fell silent. Everyone thought they might have misheard. The communications officer thought the crowd hadn't understood and shouted again, "The Japanese command surrendered! We won!"

The exercise command would not lie. The silent command room immediately erupted in a burst of cheers. Some of the more steady-natured commanders sat back in their seats with smiles on their faces; exhaustion prevented them from showing too much joy. The excitable ones jumped up and down, hugging and shaking hands in intense happiness, giving full vent to the joy of victory.

Only Lin Mengchu stood in the corner, looking enviously at his comrades celebrating. In his intense disappointment, Lin Mengchu made up his mind that next time, no matter what, he would not miss out. Even if he was excited, he had to sleep on time. He had to save up the minimum strength to participate in normal work. As long as he didn't stay up for three days in a row, even if he snatched two or three hours of sleep in between, he would have enough strength to throw himself into the second exercise.

At this moment, the door opened and He Rui walked in. Now the cheering and jumping comrades didn't dare to mess around anymore; they all raised their hands to salute He Rui. But the joy on their faces could not be put away.

He Rui shook hands with the comrades one by one before asking, "What are the gains?"

"Interior lines operations, fighting the few with the many," Xu Chengfeng answered in a slightly hoarse voice. Commanding a million troops in battle this time, even if it was just a paper exercise, allowed Xu Chengfeng to feel the immense advantage brought by powerful troop strength. Even if tactics and equipment hadn't changed, just the change in the number of troops committed to battle turned the war from incredibly arduous to incredibly smooth.

When it was Hu Xiushan's turn, the always reticent Hu Xiushan raised a question in a clear voice, "Chairman, I don't think there's a need for another exercise. I just want to do a local deduction of the Shanhaiguan part during the review."

This question made the soldiers nod one after another. Indeed, the Japanese sudden capture of Shanhaiguan had caused quite a shock to the Northeast Army. If not for sufficient troops, and the fact that the Jinzhou region was an important location, the Japanese surprise attack might have succeeded in capturing Jinzhou.

He Rui nodded. This small matter was nothing. If He Rui were commanding the battle, Shanhaiguan would definitely be taken first.

Hu Xiushan continued to ask, "Chairman, will Russia allow the Japanese army to launch an attack on us through Vladivostok?"

Seeing that everyone shared this confusion, He Rui answered, "This possibility is not non-existent. If the Japanese get desperate, we can't pretend this possibility doesn't exist. Of course, we will work through diplomatic channels to avoid such a possibility. But the defense in this direction must absolutely not be relaxed."

Hearing this, someone couldn't help but ask, "Will Russia join the Japanese side for their own interests?"

"Why?" He Rui asked in return.

The comrade answered loudly, "Such situations have occurred in history. In the Second Opium War and the Boxer Calamity, Russia stuck a foot in and carved away land from us."

He Rui felt that the education on national humiliation had been quite successful, leading directly to the comrades' vigilance. This was the negative aspect of nationalist sentiment. He Rui thought about it and felt that the current situation was not a suitable time for education, so he could only answer, "Don't worry. The current Russia is being attacked by countries led by Britain and France. They won't engage in such things with Japan."

That comrade still didn't have much confidence. Historical events really couldn't be ignored. He said hesitantly, "But, the foreigners..."

Cheng Ruofan couldn't listen anymore and shouted, "Discuss this later. It's so late today, everyone say a few words and then hurry up and rest. Tomorrow..."

He Rui nodded and smiled, "Comrades have done very well. Tomorrow we will review in detail."

After chatting for a while longer, everyone went back to the dormitory to rest. Only Lin Mengchu was very energetic and could only stay in the exercise room flipping through the records, trying to reconstruct the events that happened while he was sleeping.

Lin Mengchu wasn't the only one who didn't sleep; He Rui didn't sleep either. Morrison had been wanting to see He Rui all day. Learning that He Rui was unavailable, Morrison brought He Rui a piece of news: Britain had clearly expressed its attitude toward Soviet Russia.

As soon as the exercise ended, He Rui went to visit Morrison. Morrison, wearing casual clothes, opened the door and invited He Rui in.

Morrison handed a document to He Rui, then asked his awakened wife to bring He Rui black tea. He Rui downed the black tea without sugar or milk in one gulp, his gaze fixed on the document.

Before the Russian Red Army counterattacked, British Prime Minister David Lloyd George had pressured Poland to accept Soviet Russia's peace terms. He Rui had seen this news.

A few days ago, at the end of June 1920, Britain announced it would supply Poland with a large amount of military material surplus from World War I. However, the British Trades Union Congress, opposing British aid to "White Poland," threatened a general strike to prevent the weapons bound for Poland from leaving British ports. Lloyd George was not enthusiastic about supporting the Poles, but was pressured by right-wing cabinet members like Curzon and Winston Churchill to provide those supplies to Poland.

Just yesterday, June 28, 1920, the British government issued a "virtual" ultimatum to Soviet Russia, demanding that Soviet Russia cease hostilities against Poland and the Russian Army (the White Army led by Wrangel in southern Russia), and accept the Curzon Line as the temporary border between Soviet Russia and Poland until a permanent border was established through negotiation. If Soviet Russia refused, Britain threatened to assist Poland by all available means.

He Rui read the last paragraph of the intelligence repeatedly, feeling somewhat delighted in his heart. He also felt a sense of sudden enlightenment.

The British government proposed to Soviet Russia that if the war continued, Britain would terminate all trade with Soviet Russia. He Rui's understanding of this period of history was not extensive, nor was it detailed enough. Most of what he knew concerned internal matters of the Soviet Red Army.

Seeing that all trade between Britain and Soviet Russia was cut off, plus—he forgot exactly when it happened—Soviet Russia refused to pay all loans France had lent to Tsarist Russia, and used "odious debt is not repayable" as a reason to conversely demand compensation from France for Soviet Russia's losses, the relationship between France and Russia completely collapsed.

From then on, Britain and France entered a state of hostility and blockade with Soviet Russia.

Looking at it now, things started with the Polish-Soviet War. Comrade Lenin was under unprecedented pressure at this time, and the pressure would only increase in the future.
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Morrison hesitated. Having lived in China for decades, Morrison felt he was British, he was Australian, and to a certain extent, he was also Chinese.

However, the British government had directly conveyed a message to him, requesting that he try his best to persuade He Rui. Morrison couldn't help but struggle internally. As an official of the Northeast Government, Morrison did not want to act as an agent of the British government within the Northeast Government.

Morrison had to try one more time to persuade him, as pressuring the Soviet regime was in China's interest. With this mindset, Morrison spoke up, "Chairman He, the Far East is about to fall completely into Bolshevik hands. Should we cut off trade with the Russian side?"

He Rui didn't answer immediately, but simply asked, "The reason?"

"The Bolshevik government is attempting to overthrow the legitimate governments of its neighboring countries. This is a threat to China."

"How do the Bolsheviks plan to overthrow the Republic of China government? Sending the Red Army to attack?" After saying this, He Rui picked up his teacup. Feeling it was very light, he picked up the teapot himself and refilled the cup he had just drained.

This gave Morrison time to think. The British government 'expected' Morrison to be able to incite the Northeast Government to send troops to attack Russia, or at least defeat the Red Army coming to attack Kolchak, giving Kolchak more time to regroup. Moreover, the British government did not want to pay for this military operation.

He couldn't bring himself to say this, so Morrison finally decided to give up. He also picked up his teacup and drank slowly.

He Rui had been commanding the simulated Japanese army all day and was indeed exhausted. At this moment, he downed the black tea in two gulps and just felt hungry. He smiled and said, "Mr. Morrison, do you want to go out for a late-night snack?"

"I'll pass." Morrison shook his head.

"Then I'll go by myself." He Rui stood up. "Also, according to the latest news, the Great Flu has suddenly ended. The previous restrictions on border trade were due to health and safety considerations. Since the epidemic is over, we need to relax border trade with Russia."

Morrison hadn't expected He Rui to actually want to expand trade with Russia. Feeling that doing so would incur the British government's distaste, he changed his mind. "I would also like to have a late-night snack with the Chairman."

"Great. Let's see what's good to eat at the night market now," He Rui laughed.

Shenyang's night was very quiet. The streetlights shone silently, and there were few people on both sides of the street. It wasn't until they walked near the commercial street next to the workers' district that they saw people coming and going. Various aromas mixed in the air, and even Morrison, who wasn't very hungry, felt his appetite return.

The workers' district was newly built, and the ground floors along the street were all various shops. Shanxi sliced noodles, Shandong flatbreads, Luoyang beef, lamb, and donkey soup, Shaanxi pita bread soaked in lamb soup, Tianjin savory pancakes, Hebei restaurants, and Mongolian barbecue. Food from all directions gathered here, providing relaxing delicacies for people who had been busy all day.

They found a mutton soup restaurant that had placed quite a few tables outside. They ordered haggis soup, and from the restaurant next door, they ordered roast lamb and Shandong flatbreads. The table was filled with dishes. Morrison took a sip of the mutton soup and found it sweet and fresh. The crispy flatbreads had a charred crust that let out a crisp sound when bitten into. Compared to this, British fish and chips held no advantage whatsoever.

After a few mouthfuls of soup and a skewer of meat, he raised his glass to clink with He Rui. After a sip of kaoliang wine, every pore in his body seemed to relax, and his mood improved significantly.

Morrison spoke in English, "Your Excellency, does the Northeast Government intend to maintain good relations with Russia?"

He Rui also replied in English, "Why use 'good relations' instead of 'commercial relations'?"

A table of people next to them were all wearing worker's clothes. Seeing that Morrison was a foreigner and hearing him speak a foreign language, a worker brother who was happily drunk shouted with the courage of alcohol, "Hello? English?"

Hearing this American-accented English, Morrison was a bit surprised, but still nodded to the man, "Hello."

The guards became a little tense, but the worker brother was just acting on a whim and had no intention of provoking anyone. Seeing Morrison respond famously, he also raised his wine glass. He Rui took the lead in raising his glass, and Morrison, after a slight hesitation, also raised his. The two tables of people paid their respects to each other and drank up. Then they heard the worker brothers at the opposite table discussing the English classes in the night school.

He Rui drank two more mouthfuls of mutton soup. The soup had been boiled until it was milky white and tasted delicious. After the busyness of the day, he felt satisfied at this moment. With a happy mood, He Rui continued the previous topic, "Is it that the British government wants Mr. Morrison to do something?"

Morrison simply revealed everything, informing He Rui of the British government's expectations. After speaking, Morrison relaxed completely. At worst, he would no longer be the Director of the Investment Promotion Bureau. After leading the team to London, Morrison had already developed thoughts of retiring. After drifting abroad for decades, returning to his hometown to live a quiet life seemed full of temptation.

He Rui didn't mind. It wasn't strange that the British government wanted to do this. In He Rui's view, the British government's attitude was simply polite. He Rui asked the question he cared about, "Did the British government mention what follow-up measures they would take if the Northeast does not accept their request?"

Morrison shook his head, "They haven't mentioned it for the time being."

"Mr. Morrison can tell the person contacting you that the Northeast Government loves peace and will not invade any country."

Morrison became interested, "But Russia's attack on Poland proves that they don't mind using their army to overthrow the legitimate governments of other countries. Does Chairman He really not care? The Russians' greed is very famous in Europe."

"Then we'll talk about it when the Russian Red Army launches an attack on the Northeast. If such a situation arises, we will naturally take military action. The war breaking out in Poland will change the Bolsheviks' thinking. Trying to overthrow other countries' governments through war is unrealistic."

Morrison heard that He Rui meant Russia would be defeated, which interested him even more. "Why is Your Excellency so confident?"

"Because Soviet Russia's national power is currently very weak and is not enough to realize their ideas. Forcing one's own revolutionary experience onto other countries, to use a Chinese idiom, is called 'flowers in a mirror, moon in the water'—an illusion. Any successful revolution is rooted in the needs of one's own country. Russia's invasion of China in history was due to their good luck in encountering the corrupt Manchu Qing during its weakest era, which allowed them to carve away a large amount of land. Even so, there was Zuo Zongtang's expedition to Xinjiang. If they had encountered a strong and prosperous China, the result for the Russians would likely have been another Crimean War, only more tragic. Another Tsar would have had to commit suicide to appease domestic anger."

Hearing this, Morrison's mind stirred, and he asked calmly, "Can I inform London of this?"

He Rui nodded, "Of course. I will also write an article in the *Northeast Daily* discussing this issue."

After speaking, He Rui stretched greatly, and with his whole body relaxed, he let out a comfortable sigh, "Hurry up and eat. After eating, go home and sleep."

The *Northeast Daily* indeed published He Rui's signed article. The article analyzed the reasons for Russia's attack on Poland: the Bolshevik government wanted to overthrow the imperialist order and build a socialist alliance of nations. Standing on an anti-imperialist stance, He Rui expressed understanding.

However, regarding practical means, He Rui laid out the reasons why Poland had three conditions for victory and Russia had three conditions for defeat.

This article was quickly sent to the Bolshevik Central Committee. Commissar Trotsky's understanding of revolution was global revolution, thoroughly overthrowing the imperialist order. Even if He Rui opposed the imperialist order, his analysis that the Soviet Red Army would inevitably be defeated still angered Commissar Trotsky.

When reporting to Comrade Lenin, Trotsky tried hard to suppress his anger and keep himself unaffected. Until Comrade Lenin asked, "Comrade Trotsky, to which level of troops can the communication equipment equipped by our army provide command?"

"Comrade Lenin, what do you want to ask?" Commissar Trotsky could hardly hold back.

Seeing Commissar Trotsky's expression, Comrade Lenin simply spoke frankly, "Comrade Trotsky, have you seen He Rui's new article?"

"I have!" Trotsky's anger was palpable, making him look like an angry lion.

"He Rui believes that once our army gains a huge advantage, we will lose the situation of organized and coordinated combat. This is not only because our army lacks communication equipment and has backward communication methods, but also relates to our army's insufficient logistics. Poland, on the other hand, has received comprehensive reinforcement from Britain and France and has enough troops and equipment to commit to battle. Once the inevitable gap in our battle line appears, it will lead to our army being divided and surrounded in Poland. He Rui does not have actual combat experience; all his views come from military study. But has our army made adjustments in this regard?"

Trotsky certainly knew that what He Rui said made sense, which was why he was so concerned and angry. But the war had already begun, how could they make such major adjustments on the fly? After a brief thought, Trotsky replied, "The Polish people need to break the old world through revolution, and these problems are not only for our army to face, but Poland also needs to face them. I believe the Red Army, having experienced war, can overwhelm Poland's reactionary army."

Lenin didn't ask further. His view was basically consistent with Trotsky's because the Red Army indeed had no way to solve the problems He Rui raised. However, an indescribable intuition made Comrade Lenin feel a bit uneasy. Since both the Red Army and the Polish reactionary army were fighting in an unreliable situation, it was hard to say who would have better luck.

Although He Rui's prediction of the war was unfavorable to the Russian Red Army, He Rui also suggested that the Russian Red Army should quit while ahead and accept the current line of actual control. After all, the Red Army already held a great advantage at this time. Even massing troops on the border and waiting for changes within Poland would be much better than getting hot-headed and wanting to accomplish everything in one battle.

In the article, He Rui directly cited many Chinese idioms. Comrade Lenin did not understand the meaning of those idioms or the stories behind them, and neither did the translators. Comrade Lenin even had the impulse to find a translator who understood Chinese culture better.

But now that the war had broken out, Comrade Lenin only had a fleeting thought and did not really intend to go to great lengths for a Chinese warlord.

He Rui did not know if Comrade Lenin had seen his article, nor did he think Comrade Lenin would accept his suggestion. The purpose of writing these articles was to serve domestic politics. At this time, they absolutely could not shape an image of an evil Soviet Russian invading army. Russia's reputation in China was already bad enough; if they shaped it that way further, heaven knows what would happen.

This matter was not important for the Northeast at the moment. After the exercise ended, a comprehensive review was conducted. The comrades of the Military Commission ultimately found that all the actions He Rui took did not contain any judgments outside of known military common sense: concentrating forces, utilizing the advantages of one's own army, and achieving decisive results in a short time. These were all things taught extensively in military textbooks.

After repeated scrutiny, the Military Commission unanimously decided that once war broke out, the troops committed must number 1 million to ensure that the Japanese army could not break through the Northeast Army's defense line.

It took two days to decide the scale of the war. During the meeting on the third day, Hu Xiushan from the Military Organization and Training Department presented the logistics estimate, "According to the Military Commission's decision, before the war begins, the Northeast must mobilize 4 million regular troops and reserves to prepare for war replenishment."

Hearing the figure of 4 million, although the young military officers were somewhat shocked, the most agitated ones only sighed slightly. Only Zhou Yinshan, who was responsible for staff education, let out a long sigh. But Zhou Yinshan didn't say anything because of this; after sighing, he continued to listen to Hu Xiushan introduce the war arrangements.

"Since our army does not have the ability to attack the Japanese mainland, the war is expected to last 18 months. During the 18 months, there may be about 10 large-scale operations. Including the period for troop rest and reconstruction, it is estimated that every unit will participate in 6-7 fierce battles. Including transportation, logistics, and military hospital construction, everything needs to enter a controlled stage from now on..."

He Rui listened seriously and judged it against his own understanding of war. He Rui had discussed these contents before, and the young comrades all felt they made a lot of sense. But there is a saying that foreign monks know how to chant scriptures. The comrades had originally received war training, but it wasn't until the hired German micro-staff arrived in the Northeast and conducted training based on Germany's experience in WWI that the comrades suddenly saw the light and basically understood what modern war was all about.

The difference between modern war and old-era war lies in the immense difference between a systematic army and a disposable army.

Logistics in modern war is extremely important. What matters is not what equipment and training the troops committed to battle have, but that every unit committed to battle has the *same* equipment and training.

If it is a one-off war, it doesn't matter how well-trained or well-equipped the army is before the war. If such a level cannot be maintained, this army will be quickly consumed in continuous warfare, and after one or two battles, it will completely lose its combat effectiveness.

This is why there is a saying: 'Some armies can fail countless times, and as long as they win once, they can establish victory. And some armies can win countless times, but as long as they fail once, they will be completely annihilated.'

It could be heard that the Logistics and Training Department responsible by Hu Xiushan was qualified. Their understanding of war had reached the level of a modern army. Precisely because of this, facing the huge numbers, the comrades of the Military Commission all kept their mouths shut, very different from their usual enthusiasm.

Total mobilization required 4 million trained personnel to maintain the consumption of 1 million frontline troops, and weapon and ammunition reserves also had to be prepared for 4 million people.

It was estimated that the Northeast would have a population of over 30 million during the war. For victory, everyone had to participate in the war. This required government departments to complete the allocation of manpower, material resources, and production capacity of the entire Northeast.

From the day He Rui arrived in the Northeast, he had been building the Northeast according to the model of a modern state. It was just that no one could understand He Rui back then, so He Rui had no way to explain these things to the comrades.

After talking with the Military Commission, it was time to talk with government personnel. 5 million rifles, a large number of spare parts, and 1 billion rounds of bullets—this was the most basic requirement.

The heads of the industrial departments looked green in the face as they listened. They also remained silent, not because they knew the demands of war, but because they were rendered speechless by these numbers.

And when the demand for a large number of artillery pieces, especially 120mm heavy artillery, was raised, even Wu Youping couldn't help but reach out and hold his cheek. Because Wu Youping felt his face had gone numb.

At this stage, the Northeast could indeed build 120mm artillery, but the cost was so great that Wu Youping trembled just thinking about it. The demand for one 120mm artillery piece would barely be covered by the annual income of a whole town. But the barrel of a 120mm gun had to be replaced, and a 120mm shell was expended once fired. The price of one shell was more than a village's annual income.

War is a gold-swallowing beast; Wu Youping agreed with this saying. But until today, Wu Youping suddenly felt he completely understood. A war is supported by the strength of the entire nation.

When the meeting ended, the government leaders were all silent. They knew their opposition was meaningless because He Rui would never accept it. Even everyone else would not accept it. If China could not achieve such strength construction, it would be impossible for it to stand independently among the nations of the world.

Just then, He Rui said, "Comrades, I will be conducting training against militarism in the party class recently. We should take this opportunity to first explain within the party what militarism is. Only by understanding what militarism is can we know what is something that *must* be done, and what is promoted to realize militarism."

Everyone was no longer surprised by He Rui's precaution. Just as when He Rui discussed patriotism, he would discuss nationalism and extreme nationalism.

And just as He Rui said, everyone found that their ideas were not innovations. Long before, there were many people with the same ideas, and they were even more systematic.

So when He Rui handed out the printed materials to everyone, everyone read them in silence.

**Politics** *   Ruling the whole country by implementing thoughts and policies of warlord dictatorship and aggressive expansion; *   Implementing a centralized system in politics, where parliament and judicial institutions cannot effectively check and balance the government; *   Key cabinet positions are held by military personnel; *   Suppressing anti-war revolutionary movements internally, promoting extreme nationalism and chauvinism; *   Externally engaging in militaristic aggression and territorial expansion.

**Economy** *   The economy targets military development, with the government subsidizing military needs, driving the rapid development of heavy industry; and using the profits of war to further expand the army; *   The people are required to dedicate themselves selflessly to the country, and private rights, human rights, and freedom of speech are suppressed.

**Culture** *   Education uses military training, xenophobia, and self-superiority of the nation as teaching materials from a young age; *   People's daily lives are often subject to military mobilization and interference, and buildings and public facilities are widely fortified; *   Universal conscription is practiced, with long terms of service; military status is registered regardless of gender, and when necessary, juveniles below the conscription age are recruited into the army for combat or missions; *   Glorifying the contribution of soldiers, revering the social status of soldiers, and even beautifying soldiers and war in history, archaeology, religion, literature, art, and other levels.

**Diplomacy** *   Diplomacy mostly uses military superiority to bully neighboring regions to seek real benefits and international status; *   The government boasts about the benefits after aggression and plunder, stimulating the people's enthusiasm for war to ensure public support for the war.
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Regarding the characteristics of militarism, the political, cultural, and diplomatic aspects were put aside for the moment. The government officials looked at the first item of the economic section and were somewhat puzzled.

"The economy targets military development, with government subsidies for military needs driving the rapid development of heavy industry." The Northeast obviously had such a tendency, especially in heavy industry, which was almost entirely driven by the military industry. Originally, the railways were considered civilian, but since the recovery of the Chinese Eastern Railway and the formation of the Railway Corps, the railway system had also become a military enterprise.

Wu Youping looked at the other government leading cadres without saying a word, seeing that even if they frowned, they had no intention of raising objections. Wu Youping himself had nothing to ask; although he wasn't clear why He Rui was raising ideas opposing militarism at this time, he felt he could ask in private. As for now, it was better to concentrate on learning.

As soon as the study session ended, Wu Youping prepared to talk to He Rui about the latest production tasks, but saw Han Haitao, the Director of the Price Bureau, going to find He Rui first. Wu Youping had no choice but to wait. Seeing Han Haitao's unconfident appearance, Wu Youping couldn't figure out what was wrong with this former teahouse owner today.

Han Haitao indeed didn't want to disturb He Rui. The work of the Price Bureau fell under the Department of Finance, so as the Price Bureau Director, he didn't need to see He Rui to make a report. However, this time he wasn't disturbing He Rui for work. After meeting He Rui, Han Haitao asked, "Chairman He, I heard that for the bond issuance inside the Pass this time, personnel from various departments are not allowed to subscribe on behalf of their own families. I wonder if Chairman He could make an exception?"

He Rui immediately shook his head. "Absolutely not. Bond issuance is the government's affair, and bond subscription must be handled by the comrades responsible for the issuance. Personnel within the Northeast Government are strictly forbidden from participating."

Hearing He Rui refuse so decisively, Han Haitao sighed. "Chairman, I don't have any wealthy relatives. They are willing to buy only because they trust me. Speaking of which, it still requires me to guarantee..."

He Rui felt that things definitely shouldn't be like this. "This is even more inappropriate! Director Han, if purchasing bonds requires a relative's guarantee, then are they looking at the individual, or at our Northeast Government?"

Han Haitao was stunned, somewhat confused as to why He Rui was so insistent. The Northeast economy was doing well now, with many commodities selling inside the Pass. But the Northeast Government was truly short of money, which was why they were issuing bonds. Han Haitao hadn't considered making money at all; writing letters asking relatives to buy bonds was entirely because he was willing to serve the Northeast Government and willing to contribute to national liberation for He Rui. He Rui's refusal surprised Han Haitao and made him feel somewhat disappointed.

He Rui also saw Han Haitao's expression, which only firmed his resolve. However, Han Haitao represented a large group of people, and he absolutely couldn't just reject him rudely. So He Rui invited Han Haitao into his office. "Director Han, why do we issue bonds?"

Han Haitao answered with a heavy heart, "To raise funds."

"Then regarding the people who buy our bonds, why do we hope they buy them?"

"This..." Han Haitao felt there were many reasons, but couldn't find a reasonable one. Finally, he could only state some points from internal meetings. "To support the Northeast's industrial construction?"

He Rui was amused. "Haha, how is that possible! People buy bonds to safely obtain bond yields."

Han Haitao was stunned. This statement was different from some of the rhetoric in the Department of Finance's internal meetings.

Seeing Han Haitao's expression, He Rui felt something was wrong and put away his smile. "Director Han, tell me how it was explained in the propaganda meeting."

After saying this, He Rui stared at Han Haitao.

Han Haitao didn't want to offend anyone and wanted to find some innocuous answers to gloss over it. Facing He Rui's sharp gaze, Han Haitao didn't dare to fudge it. He Rui wasn't that kind of aloof 'Beiyang Marshal' who didn't understand grassroots operations. This huge operation in the Northeast was pulled up by He Rui single-handedly. Han Haitao neither dared to fool He Rui nor could he think of any rhetoric that could fool him.

Just as Han Haitao was in a dilemma, He Rui continued, "Comrade Han Haitao, you are a Party member. I require you to tell me the truth based on your Party nature!"

Being told this, how could Han Haitao dare to make things up? He recounted the propaganda from the Department of Finance meeting in his memory to He Rui.

...

Price Bureau Director Han Haitao came out after talking with He Rui for about ten minutes. Wu Youping, waiting outside, was somewhat surprised; what major matter required talking for so long? After Han Haitao, it was Wu Youping's turn. Entering He Rui's office, Wu Youping raised his own issue. "Chairman, the bond issuance work recently needs to be strengthened."

"Oh. I was just wanting to talk to you about this." He Rui smiled.

In less than a minute, He Rui had asked Wu Youping about the forced promotion of bonds. Regarding the Department of Finance wanting officials at all levels to recommend bonds to surrounding relatives and friends, Wu Youping naturally knew. Seeing He Rui was quite unhappy about this, Wu Youping suggested, "Chairman, how about we just donate directly? I've long wanted to donate all my family property."

He Rui really got angry, scolding somewhat annoyedly, "What nonsense are you talking about!"

Wu Youping wasn't scared like Han Haitao. On this matter, Wu Youping didn't agree with He Rui's view and retorted, "Chairman, if the country isn't strong, and foreigners invade again, this money won't be kept anyway. If donating this money serves as startup capital, even if it allows the country to become strong one day earlier, I would feel satisfied."

He Rui knew Wu Youping truly thought this way. He felt both moved and disappointed, sighing, "It's you who is muddled, and the people in the Department of Finance are following you in being muddled!"

Wu Youping still couldn't accept it. "Chairman refused before; I was busy at the time and didn't think much of it. This time, please explain clearly, Chairman."

"From the perspective of ordinary people's observation, if we ourselves don't do things with dignity, who in the world will think we are dignified? Will everyone be happy to deal with undignified people? If we act like we're short of money, others will think we are short of money. How could a normal, good person lend their hard-earned money to someone anxiously running around the world for money? From an organizational operation perspective, Brother Tongzi, you are putting Zhang's hat on Li! You are forcefully turning an economic activity into a moral action. Although I don't care for Confucius, the story of Zigong redeeming people is a very good case study! We must absolutely not use the standards of Party members to demand things of ordinary people! Facing ordinary people, we must do ordinary people's business!"

This wasn't the first time He Rui had expressed this view. Wu Youping completely understood He Rui's logic at this point, but still couldn't accept He Rui's idea. So he tried to persuade him, "Chairman, time waits for no one..."

"There is no 'time waits for no one.' Even if it takes a bit longer, it just increases the difficulty. But if the path goes askew, we will take detours. If the path is wrong, that is going south to get north; you'd have to circle the earth to reach the destination."

"...If that doesn't work, then don't issue debt, adopt tax increases. There shouldn't be controversy about this, right?" Wu Youping could only try his best to persuade.

He Rui nodded; at least Wu Youping was correct in his statement. However, He Rui asked, "Tax increases must be reviewed and passed at the Northeast National Assembly. If you want to increase taxes, wait until the meeting in November this year to propose the bill. And even if taxes are increased, what does it have to do with issuing bonds?"

Wu Youping wanted to discuss this further with He Rui, but he didn't know how to convince him. Before Wu Youping could find a line of thought, he heard He Rui ask, "Youping, the founding basis of the Civilization Party is that Party members must have the same ideology. That is to say, Communism is our ideological foundation. Is Communism a scientific study based on economics? Give me an answer."

"Of course it is," Wu Youping answered without hesitation.

"Economics must speak of economic laws. Although I've said many times that the title of so-called economist is about the same as a shaman jumping god, economic laws have a basis to follow. Why are you so radical when raising money, insisting on turning a perfectly good economic law into an impulsive reaction?!"

Wu Youping took out a cigarette, lit it, and took a drag before answering unwillingly, "Because time is too tight. After listening to the Chairman's requirements for military industry production this time, I feel the pressure is even greater!"

This attitude was not unique to Wu Youping; comrades in the military also had it. He Rui tried hard to explain, "Why do you all think so highly of Japan? Under an extremely involuted situation, Japan has strong social organizational ability. But Japan's strength lies only in social mobilization and social organization; its national power is not strong. We can beat them. China's advantage lies in population scale and resources; it is also a continent-plus-ocean nation. As long as we persist step by step, winning against Japan is not difficult."

"But..." Wu Youping still found it hard to extinguish the impulse in his heart to push the work forward as quickly as possible.

He Rui could only apply pressure to force Wu Youping to quiet down. "Youping, at times like this, please obey the Party Central Committee's decision. If decisions cannot be executed, it only shows there is a problem with the Party Central Committee!"

Being told this, Wu Youping truly calmed down, mainly from fright. As for He Rui himself, he was very easy to talk to. Although sometimes one couldn't figure out what He Rui was thinking, as work progressed, one could always understand. But the Party Central Committee wasn't just He Rui's personal issue; it was a collection of all the Central Committee members. Among them included Wu Youping himself.

If He Rui really brought out the reason that the Party Central Committee's decision was defied, no one could withstand it. Wu Youping could only answer, "Chairman, I will go back and talk to the comrades in the Department of Finance about this matter."

While Wu Youping had to go back to correct his work thinking, Han Haitao left the government office building at a brisk pace after taking his leave from He Rui. He didn't slow down until he walked out of the compound. For so long, this was the first time Han Haitao had talked with He Rui about personal issues for such a long time, and the unease in his heart was very strong. Unlike the 50 people who followed He Rui to the Northeast, Han Haitao was originally just a teahouse owner in Siping who joined He Rui's team halfway. He couldn't compare with university students like Wu Youping and Zhuang Jiaxiong. As for scholars who studied in the US like Zhao Tianlin and Lu Daoming, Han Haitao never even entertained the thought of comparing himself to them.

Thinking about how to talk to his relatives while walking, Han Haitao's steps became slower and slower, and finally, he stopped. Recalling everything He Rui said now, not only was there no intention of blame, but it was actually encouraging Han Haitao, expecting Han Haitao to have more self-confidence and self-respect.

Han Haitao suddenly felt He Rui was very right. His position as Director of the Price Bureau was just a job for pay. Even so, there was no need to use himself as collateral just to fulfill the Department of Finance's requirements for bond issuance. This wasn't about money; this was about Han Haitao's dignity.

Having thought this through, Han Haitao stepped forward again to return to his office. However, Han Haitao himself didn't notice that he was unknowingly holding his head high and chest out, walking back with great strides.

Returning home at noon, Han Haitao invited his cousin, who was staying at his home, to have a meal together. Facing the various restaurants in the Northeast, his cousin was dazzled and couldn't help but praise, "I didn't expect the Northeast to be so lively."

"Chairman He has been in power these past few years, there are more workers, and restaurants don't lack customers." As Han Haitao spoke, he felt somewhat proud in his heart. He asked again, "I remember the teahouses in the capital opened for those *Juren* entering the capital for exams; I don't know if they are still there. The Stewed Pork Noodles there were truly delicious."

The cousin sighed. "Brother Haitao, the restaurants in the capital have really gone downhill these years. Half of those master chefs have run off to Tianjin. Some say that since the court fell, even the rats moved to Tianjin."

Han Haitao smiled faintly at these words but didn't respond. Seeing that his cousin still couldn't decide, Han Haitao simply took him to a southern restaurant opened by Anhui merchants. The two asked for a private room, and Han Haitao smiled. "*Hui Nanbei* is a famous dish from the capital, but this *Koumo* mushroom comes from Mongolia. Now that the Northeast is connected with Inner and Outer Mongolia, this mushroom business is very easy to do. The taste is truly good."

*Hui Nanbei*, also known as Braised North and South, is a special traditional famous dish of Zhangjiakou City, Hebei Province, belonging to the Ji cuisine. The so-called Braised North and South uses mushrooms from north of the Great Wall and bamboo shoots from the south of the Yangtze as the main ingredients. They are cut into thin slices, stir-fried in a hot oil wok, added with some seasonings and fresh soup, boiled and thickened with starch, and drizzled with chicken oil to finish. This dish is silver-red in color, delicious and refreshing, with a strong fragrance.

He ordered a few dishes casually, one of which was *Hui Nanbei*. The cousin tasted a mouthful and nodded repeatedly. "It really is delicious. Brother, this table of food must cost a lot of money."

"Don't worry, I don't lack the money to treat you to a meal," Han Haitao laughed.

The cousin came this time representing the Han family relatives for the matter of purchasing Northeast bonds. Suddenly seeing Han Haitao, who had previously persuaded everyone to buy bonds, suddenly acting generous, he was puzzled. But seeing Han Haitao looked composed, looking like a different person from two days ago, he didn't know what medicine Han Haitao was selling in his gourd. So he served food to Han Haitao, preparing to concentrate on eating and wait for Han Haitao to speak up first.

Unexpectedly, Han Haitao didn't mention purchasing bonds again, and really ate happily. From beginning to end, he didn't mention the matter of bonds.

After eating and returning to Han Haitao's residence, Han Haitao organized the propaganda materials printed with bond types and dividend methods, put them into a large kraft paper bag, and gave them to his cousin, then said, "I've said what needs to be said. Is there anything else you don't understand?"

The cousin felt Han Haitao was putting on airs, so he decided to play along to the end and smiled. "Brother Haitao has taken the trouble to explain a lot these past few days; I understand everything."

Han Haitao nodded. "Since that's the case, take these back with you. If you prepare to purchase, write me a letter. I'll arrange for someone to buy your train ticket."

Speaking of this, Han Haitao thought of his family in Beijing and Tianjin and felt somewhat sentimental. "Uncle's illness is an old one. We have some new medicine here; I sent someone to buy it. Take it with you when you go back. Also, give my regards to Third Uncle and the others. I haven't been able to go back these past two years, and suddenly writing a letter home disturbed the family. You must apologize to Uncle and Third Uncle for me."

The more Han Haitao's cousin listened, the more he felt something was wrong. Listening to this meaning, Han Haitao actually didn't want to recommend any bonds to the family.

If he continued to wait for Han Haitao to send him away at this time, he would probably offend Han Haitao. The cousin certainly knew his cousin worked under the famous Marshal He Rui and had mixed his way into being a Bureau Director. He was an official. The reason for coming this time really wasn't for the bonds, but to make connections.

So the cousin said, "Brother, we always have to buy some of these bonds. But I don't know which one you think is good, Brother Haitao?"

Han Haitao smiled faintly and answered according to what He Rui had said. "The Northeast bonds are issued based on the credit of the Northeast Government. There are several types, each with its own repayment method. If those people read it and feel the Northeast Government is credible, then buy. If they can't trust the Northeast Government, then don't buy."

After finishing, he couldn't help recalling the conversation with He Rui today. This conversation was quite sharp and also quite private. Han Haitao wouldn't mention this to his cousin, nor would he mention it to others.

He Rui had exhorted, "If Director Han's relatives say they are purchasing bonds only for Director Han's face, Director Han must tell them: absolutely do not buy. The staff of the Northeast Government are dignified people with self-respect and morals. To use our face for these bonds—we can't afford to lose that face!"

Hearing He Rui speak like this, Han Haitao only felt as if he had been electrocuted, his hair almost standing on end. He hurriedly said, "I dare not, I dare not."

As soon as the words left his mouth, he realized he had misspoken; this wasn't his meaning. He hurriedly wanted to correct himself but couldn't find the right words.

Seeing Han Haitao so cramped, He Rui couldn't help but smile bitterly. "Doing business is about fair buying and selling, bargaining. Issuing bonds is a matter of business, what does it have to do with our personal credit? Director Han, although it's said a penny stumps a hero, is our personal dignity not worth as much as a few bonds? I don't think so."

How could Han Haitao dare to continue discussing at that time? He hurriedly answered, "Yes, what the Chairman says is true. After I go back, I will write the Chairman's words in a letter to my relatives."

At this moment, Han Haitao lost even the thought of recommending. He worked wholeheartedly for the Northeast Government, earning a not-so-generous salary. Although he had no worries about food and clothing, he didn't have money to buy any property. Doing this much was enough; let those in high positions worry about more troublesome matters.

As for Han Haitao himself, this job before him was already very dignified. If he lost his own dignity for matters above, what mood would he have left to continue serving?

Although the cousin didn't know what Han Haitao had experienced, looking at Han Haitao's expression, he was basically certain his bureau director cousin really wasn't preparing to recommend bonds. This actually made the cousin feel he had to get to the bottom of this matter, so he pursued, "Brother Haitao, you are an official here; surely you wouldn't not know which bond is good?"

"You don't say, I actually do know clearly," Han Haitao laughed.

The cousin got a bit annoyed. "Brother Haitao, if you don't know clearly, yet you recommend to the family, what do you take the family for?"

Han Haitao couldn't quite accept his cousin's attitude and darkened his face. "If you read the introduction, you would know the current annual fiscal revenue of the Northeast Government. Using such fiscal revenue as collateral to borrow this little money, it is truly a business that won't go wrong. I pat my chest and say, I am worthy of my family!"
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When the brothers parted ways, Han Haitao simply urged his cousin to be careful on the road. He also handed over some anti-inflammatory drugs produced in the Northeast to his cousin, instructing, "These drugs have an expiration date. If they aren't used within a few years, they can no longer be taken. You must remember this."

After thanking him, the cousin prepared to board the train, but in the end, he couldn't help but turn his head and say, "Brother Haitao, I really don't dare to believe what you said about the tax revenue."

Han Haitao slapped his cousin on the shoulder. "Believe it or not, I didn't lie anyway. Hurry up and get on the train, don't delay."

Watching the train his cousin was on slowly start moving, Han Haitao felt a sense of relief and turned to leave. However, his cousin's doubts lingered in his mind. In 1919, the Northeast had a population of roughly 30 million and a GDP reaching 900 million silver dollars. Based on the current tax rates in the Northeast, the annual revenue amounted to as much as 300 million silver dollars.

Since the Beiyang government did not control the entire country, national tax revenue could not be accurately calculated. It could only be compared using the Reorganization Loan.

After the Xinhai Revolution in 1911, the Beiyang government of the Republic of China borrowed a huge long-term loan from an international banking consortium under the guise of handling reorganization reforms.

Between February and June 1912, the international banking consortium provided five advances to actively support the Beiyang government. In order to fully control China's finances and exclude the interference of other financial groups, the five-nation banking consortium of Britain, France, Germany, Russia, and Japan signed the Reorganization Loan Agreement, consisting of 21 articles and 6 annexes, with representatives of the Beiyang government in Beijing on April 26, 1913. The total loan amount was 25 million pounds, with an annual interest rate of 5%, issued at 84% of face value, to be repaid in 47 years. The total principal and interest amounted to 67,893,597 pounds, secured by the salt tax and customs duties. According to the contract, the loan amount had to deduct the principal and interest of various foreign debts and indemnities of the central and provincial governments that were due for repayment as listed in the annexes. These deductions exceeded half of the loan amount.

In March 1912, in order to rectify the ruling institutions in Beijing, strengthen political and military ruling power, repay accumulated foreign debts and indemnities, and fulfill the conditions for favorable treatment of the abdicated Qing imperial family, Yuan Shikai sent his trusted aide Zhou Ziqi to visit the American, British, German, and French banking consortiums in China. Under the pretext of handling the debt reorganization matters of the Qing government, he planned to convert the contract signed by the Qing government in the third year of Xuantong with the American capital group, British HSBC, German Deutsch-Asiatische Bank, and French Banque de l'Indochine for a loan of 10 million pounds for currency reform and industrial revitalization (the Qing government collapsed after receiving only 100,000 pounds of funds) into the "Reorganization Loan" of the Republic of China's Beiyang government. The Beiyang government promised to use the salt tax as collateral and listed the Four-Power Banking Consortium as countries with priority rights for the Beiyang government's loans.

The nominal interest rate was 5%, but since it was issued at 84% of face value, the actual rate was close to 6%. Before the issuance and payment period, payments were made in the form of advances with an annual interest of 7% or 6%. Thus, the banking consortium obtained double interest and also seized the exchange rate difference profit when handing over and receiving funds by utilizing the fluctuations in gold and silver exchange rates. For the issuance of bonds, Britain and France each raised 7,416,680 pounds, Germany 6 million pounds, Russia 2,777,780 pounds, and Belgium 1,388,880 pounds. The bank issue price was 90%, and the banking consortium netted a pure profit of 6%. From February 1912 to October 1915, the actual amount received by the Beiyang government was only 105,578,046 silver dollars (equivalent to 9,982,512 pounds), accounting for only 37% of the total loan amount. Within this actual received amount, except for 8,632,314 dollars allocated to the Nanjing Provisional Government and the Resident Office, the majority of the Beiyang government's military and administrative expenses relied on this loan for support, reaching 73,449,231 dollars, accounting for 69.56%.

Yuan Shikai (1859–1916) used this loan to bribe the navy in Shanghai and Hankou, and sent supervisors to reorganize the armies of various provinces. Together with the customs commissioners of various ports, they allocated 23,496,500 dollars in military pay, eliminating dissident armies. The customs and salt taxes used as collateral were completely controlled by the banking consortium; the revenue and expenditure of the salt tax were managed by foreign advisors and accountants hired by the banking consortium, who established the Salt Administration Inspectorate to audit and supervise collection and remittance. The rates of customs and salt taxes were continuously raised, the scope of taxation increasingly expanded, and tax deposits were also moved from domestic banks and money houses to the five-nation banking consortium. From 1915 to early 1939, the principal and interest of this loan repaid from customs and salt tax revenues totaled 383,203,981 silver dollars, which was 3.63 times the actual received silver amount.

The Beiyang Reorganization Loan was roughly 250 million dollars, or 25 million pounds. Such a sum of income that gave the Beiyang central government a breather was not even as high as the tax revenue of the Northeast in a single year.

It did not surprise Han Haitao that his own cousin did not believe the Northeast's tax revenue could reach such a level. If he weren't an official in the Northeast Government himself, Han Haitao wouldn't have believed that such poor places as the Northeast and Inner and Outer Mongolia could achieve such revenue.

Since there was no need to forcefully allocate bond recommendations, Han Haitao felt relieved and relaxed, heading straight for his office.

However, the pressure regarding bonds had not decreased; instead, the pressure on Wu Youping had doubled. The data that even Han Haitao was clear about, Wu Youping, the Chief of Administration of the Northeast Government, knew even better. But 300 million silver dollars was still far from enough for the current construction of the Northeast, let alone preparing for the upcoming war.

Wu Youping could only consider whether bonds could indeed be promoted inside the Pass. Telegrams were sent out one by one, and the Shanghai region quickly sent a reply. The bonds issued by the Northeast Bank had aroused the interest of the Jiangsu and Zhejiang banks. However, the demands raised by the Jiangsu and Zhejiang banks made Wu Youping immediately reply, "Our bonds are not sold at a discount. Tell the local banks in Jiangsu and Zhejiang to stop having any crooked ideas. As for wanting to insert their people into the Northeast Government, don't even mention it."

After sending the reply, Wu Youping only felt anger surging in his chest, almost wanting to curse. Finally, Wu Youping could only walk to the window, looking at the late summer scenery outside, smoking a cigarette in silence.

Halfway through the cigarette, the telephone rang. Wu Youping's secretary answered the phone, asked and answered a few sentences, and the secretary's voice already became excited, "Are you sure that's correct?"

"...Good, I will tell Secretary Wu immediately."

Wu Youping turned around and saw the secretary saying joyfully, "Secretary Wu, the bonds are selling very well in Tianjin. They are already sold out. Tianjin is asking, do we still have bonds here?"

Wu Youping was startled. The relationship between Tianjin and the Northeast was indeed closer than other regions. After all, a considerable portion of the personnel in the Northeast Government came from Tianjin. However, the sales volume in Tianjin was as high as 5 million 'Fengpiao'. When things go wrong, there must be a demon; Wu Youping actually felt there was a problem inside. Facing the joyful secretary, Wu Youping asked calmly, "Who is buying them?"

Since the fall of the Qing Dynasty, Tianjin had become the largest city in the north, attracting numerous *sojourners* to live there. Zhang Xiluan, also a *sojourner*, invited a group of fellow *sojourners* and some prominent figures of Tianjin to a meal at a hotel they often frequented.

Since living the life of a *sojourner* in Tianjin, without those troublesome official duties, Zhang Xiluan seemed much more spirited. At this moment, he was wearing a silk long gown, his white hair combed neatly, truly looking somewhat like a person with the white hair of an old man but the complexion of a child.

When all the guests had arrived, Zhang Xiluan stood up and said, "Gentlemen, this old man has recently bought 500,000 dollars' worth of bonds issued by the Northeast Bank. I invited you all here this time just to chat about this matter."

Saying this, Zhang Xiluan made a gesture to his servant. The servant quickly took out the bonds and handed them to Zhao Erxun, who was sitting in the seat of honor. Zhao Erxun took them and looked; sure enough, the face value was 500,000 taels of Fengpiao. He laughed, "Big Brother Zhang is generous with his spending. I just wonder if He Rui dares to accept Big Brother Zhang's money."

After speaking, Zhao Erxun handed the bonds to Wang Shizhen sitting beside him. Wang Shizhen didn't have much money at home and had little interest in He Rui. He just glanced at it and handed it to Li Yuanhong beside him.

Although Li Yuanhong had never met He Rui, he had heard of this suddenly rising young man. Taking the bonds and looking at them for a while, Li Yuanhong laughed, "Old Brother Zhang, inviting us brothers here this time, is it He Rui's treat?"

Among the invited people, Li Yuanhong was perhaps the one with the highest status. Li Yuanhong had been the Great President of the Republic of China, and he was brooding over being driven out of office by Zhang Xun, harboring the mood to contend for the position of Great President again.

But Li Yuanhong was perhaps also the one with the most awkward status. Although he, Zhang Xiluan, Zhao Erxun, and others were all officials of the Qing Dynasty, Li Yuanhong was far removed from the Beiyang lineage of Yuan Shikai. Such a status distance really made it impossible for Li Yuanhong to put on airs among a group of old Beiyang figures.

Zhang Xiluan laughed, "He Rui is young after all and doesn't understand things yet. Hearing that this old man wanted to hold this fundraising meeting, he actually sent a telegram to dissuade me."

Saying this, Zhang Xiluan took out a telegram and handed it to Li Yuanhong. Li Yuanhong took it skeptically and looked at it. The telegram naturally wouldn't be a handwritten letter from He Rui, but the content was indeed as Zhang Xiluan said. He Rui persuaded Zhang Xiluan not to help with fundraising, after all, this matter was not a forced donation, and He Rui didn't want people to think the Northeast was a place where exorbitant taxes and levies ran rampant.

After finishing reading the telegram, others next to him also wanted to see it. Li Yuanhong handed the telegram to the curious crowd beside him, momentarily not knowing how to view this matter.

In order to raise money, the warlords in various places of Beiyang had rampant donations and taxes. Needless to say about the 'taxes', from cigarette tax to opium tax, from gambling tax to brothel tax, they really scraped the ground to an unmatchable degree.

Donations, apart from tax revenue, were solicitations. As long as there was the slightest disturbance in the local area, the gentry would be mobilized to donate money. He Rui's bonds were issued by the Northeast Bank, which was already considered following the rules. If it were other warlords, how could they give bank bonds? They would just gather everyone and directly demand money.

There were also some warlords occupying small territories who were even more despicable. Every once in a while, it was either a birthday or marrying a concubine. Using these pretexts, they would hold banquets and openly demand money.

However, it was very rare for someone like Zhang Xiluan, who had already become a *sojourner*, to help He Rui raise funds. It was even unique.

Li Yuanhong simply stopped talking, just waiting to see what tricks this old fox Zhang Xiluan and that little fox He Rui would play.

Zhang Xiluan waited for those interested to finish reading the telegram before saying, "Brothers, the Northeast is originally a treasure land, and it has been prospering in recent years. Little Brother He Rui has always followed the rules in doing things. If everyone has some spare money in hand, why not buy some Northeast bonds? There is also interest to use for household expenses. I wonder if everyone is interested?"

In terms of age, Zhang Xiluan was the oldest among the crowd. Moreover, the people present basically came to Tianjin after losing power. Only Zhang Xiluan came to Tianjin in glory after giving up his position in the Northeast.

These *sojourners* had all once held high positions. Even those who didn't love gathering wealth were not short of money. Since Zhang Xiluan came forward personally, even if it was just to give Zhang Xiluan face, they had to shell out a bit. Thus, one thousand here, three thousand there, they soon pooled together more than a hundred thousand.

When it was Zhao Erxun's turn, Zhao Erxun laughed, "Since Big Brother Zhang bought 500,000, I, your brother, dare not compare with Big Brother Zhang, I only dare to buy 400,000."

As soon as these words came out, everyone in the room was shocked. Li Yuanhong thought Zhang Xiluan was in cahoots with He Rui, but he didn't expect Zhao Erxun to follow suit, and it was even less clear if Zhao Erxun was in cahoots with He Rui. After all, Zhao Erxun was also a Northeasterner.

At this time, Zhao Erxun turned his head to look at Li Yuanhong. "Great President, I dare not compare with Big Brother Zhang, but Big Brother Zhang dares not compare with the Great President. I wonder how much the Great President prepares to buy?"

Under the concentrated gaze of the crowd, Li Yuanhong felt he had been deceived. He thought this was just a meeting of *sojourners*, but he was targeted by Zhao Erxun.

Since it had come to this, Li Yuanhong gave a dry laugh. "Brother Zhao, don't make a joke. Even if Zhang Xun were given ten guts, he wouldn't dare to touch a single hair of Old Brother Zhang. Since Brother Zhao shows such high regard, I will buy 100,000, to make up the total with Brother Zhao to be the same as Old Brother Zhang."

Seeing Li Yuanhong speaking politely, Zhao Erxun did not press further. Seeing that Li Yuanhong had also quoted a price, others could only raise their quotes. Finally, from one thousand and three thousand, it became five thousand and ten thousand. As for the local merchants in Tianjin, they were not in a hurry to quote numbers. Their business with the Northeast was getting bigger and bigger, and the merchants had once clashed with the French. At that time, the merchants and gentry who opposed the expansion of the French concession formed a federation, and now Zhao Tianlin, the Director of the Northeast Education Department, was the vice-chairman at that time. Seeing that He Rui wanted to gather wealth, the merchants decided to go through Zhao Tianlin's channel. It would also be convenient to show goodwill directly to He Rui.

When this round of fundraising ended, Li Yuanhong felt somewhat unreconciled, so he asked, "Big Brother Zhang, I wonder where Commander He is going to use so much money?"

He thought Zhang Xiluan would give a reason, but unexpectedly Zhang Xiluan laughed, "We buy bonds just to earn interest. Where Little Brother He uses the money is not important."

Li Yuanhong felt unhappy in his heart. The reason he shelled out 100,000 was to show goodwill to He Rui. Li Yuanhong still wanted to become the Great President again, but Li Yuanhong had no soldiers or guns in hand. If he couldn't have some dealings with the current power factions, in case the opportunity came, Li Yuanhong would have no one to borrow from. But since Zhang Xiluan spoke like this, it made Li Yuanhong unable to say anything.

However, Zhang Xiluan acted righteously. Although it was a fundraising, everyone just reported their numbers voluntarily. After the fundraising meeting ended, Li Yuanhong thought Zhang Xiluan would send someone to ask for money immediately, but unexpectedly Zhang Xiluan just gave the participants an address, which was the location of the Northeast Bank's branch in Tianjin. This address was right next to the Tianjin station of the *Northeast Daily*. It seemed Zhang Xiluan wanted everyone to go buy bonds themselves.

Doing it this way, in a sense, was also letting everyone decide for themselves how much to buy. Li Yuanhong felt that Zhang Xiluan's way of doing things was interesting. He simply didn't go to buy. This made Li Yuanhong feel much happier, even feeling that Zhang Xiluan was so arrogant that he deserved no one listening to him.

But waking up the next day, Li Yuanhong lay in bed not wanting to get up. After thinking it over and over, Li Yuanhong began to feel somewhat uneasy.

Although Zhang Xiluan didn't force everyone to pay immediately, for those who proposed to donate, Zhang Xiluan could write a letter to He Rui and give the list of those who promised to donate to He Rui. If they didn't donate, they would offend He Rui.

Thinking left and right, the more he thought, the more he felt it was inappropriate. If Li Yuanhong had completely given up on making a comeback, he could indeed do so. But Li Yuanhong really wanted to become the Great President again. Finally, Li Yuanhong got up and asked his family to prepare the money.

At this time, there were many money houses and banks in Beijing and Tianjin, many of which were foreign-owned. Li Yuanhong arrived at the Northeast Bank. He saw a Western-style building, four stories high, occupying a large area. At a sudden glance, one would feel this building was square and upright, like a fortress.

Walking inside, the feeling was even stronger. Those bank windows were welded with large iron bars. An ordinary person's arm could reach in, but it was completely impossible for an adult to pass through the iron bars. It looked rather like the bank counter staff were sitting in a prison.

The bank manager, dressed in a Western suit, politely received the people coming to the bank for business. Li Yuanhong's servant went up to talk a few sentences with the manager, and the manager immediately welcomed them, "Great President's presence brings light to my humble house. Quick, please come inside."

In the private room, Li Yuanhong thought the manager would engage in all kinds of flattery, but unexpectedly, the manager seriously introduced the types of Northeast bonds. Originally, Li Yuanhong was absent-minded, but unexpectedly, as he listened, he started to take it in.

"...Great President Li, the bonds I just mentioned are all issued by the Northeast Bank, and the Northeast Bank will exchange them for the currency at the time of your purchase when the bonds mature. The bond interest is relatively low, with 4% annual interest. If Great President Li feels the interest is low, there are also corporate bonds issued by the Northeast here. There are steel, coal mines, and also agricultural grain. The repayment method is even more convenient; you can ask for money, or you can ask for the produced steel, coal, and grain as payment. There is no worry about selling these. Great President Li can consider it."

Li Yuanhong was not an eloquent person. Listening to the narration of the Northeast Bank branch manager, Li Yuanhong felt that this manager must have explained these to many people.

Li Yuanhong laughed, "Can these coal and grain be transported inside the Pass?"

The manager replied solemnly, "They definitely can. If they can't be transported out of the Northeast, wouldn't that be deceiving everyone who bought the bonds? We only need to cheat once, and who would dare to believe us in the future? Great President Li, for the sake of our Northeast, we can't let people down."

These words surprised Li Yuanhong somewhat. A bank manager was roughly like a money house steward, and Li Yuanhong had only seen shopkeepers who cared so much about credit in Shanxi draft banks. But compared to Shanxi draft banks, the Northeast Bank seemed like Southerners when recommending bonds. Southern money houses were like this Northeast Bank, striving to introduce profitable businesses to people.

Finally, Li Yuanhong casually pointed to a business regarding coal. "Can you explain this more clearly?"

The manager smiled slightly. "This is the mine in Hegang, Northeast. The coal inside is anthracite; the coal burned has no smell. Now Hegang can produce 500,000 tons of coal a year, and prepares to increase the output by 500,000 tons within a year. The Northeast invests its own money to produce 300,000 tons of coal, and the rest uses bonds to raise money. This money is borrowed for three years, with an interest of 15%. The repayment method is to repay interest once a year. This interest can be paid in money or coal. The principal will be repaid after three years. Also, if Great President Li needs money urgently, you can also sell it directly in the bond trading market in the Northeast. It can be guaranteed to be sold at the break-even price of the bond. If Great President Li trades it yourself, it's not impossible. But whether you can break even or not, our side is not responsible."
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A mere bank manager daring to recommend two types of bonds, "principal-guaranteed" and "non-principal-guaranteed"—Li Yuanhong couldn't help but be amused. Now that he knew exactly what the Northeast was offering, he stood up to leave.

The manager of the Northeast Bank's Tianjin branch didn't say much either, escorting former President Li Yuanhong to the door. "President Li, if you are interested in purchasing bonds, please send someone over."

Li Yuanhong nodded silently, stepped out, and boarded the rickshaw waiting outside. He intended to go home, but feeling that wouldn't do, he gave the puller a different address. Shortly after, Li Yuanhong appeared at the entrance of Zhao Erxun's residence.

The steward respectfully led Li Yuanhong to the central hall, where Zhao Erxun was already waiting, though he hadn't come out to welcome him. Li Yuanhong had been the Great President, but a president driven from office by Zhang Xun's few thousand "Pig-tail Soldiers"—his personal power was evident enough. Although Zhao Erxun was just a retired official living in the concessions, he felt that if he were President, he wouldn't have fallen to such a state.

Only when Li Yuanhong reached the front of the central hall did Zhao Erxun come out to greet him. It was late summer. Li Yuanhong smiled and said, "It is too stuffy indoors. I hear Brother Zhao's garden is quite beautiful; may I take a look?"

Zhao Erxun didn't mind and led Li Yuanhong to the rear garden. In truth, Zhao Erxun's garden was quite ordinary, just some flowers and trees with a gardener hired for regular upkeep. Moreover, with the severe drought this year, the plants were faring much worse than last year.

After commenting on the plants, Li Yuanhong, whose mind was not on the scenery, sighed, "Brother Zhao, I just came from the Northeast Bank. He Rui's fundraising methods are truly bizarre."

Zhao Erxun hadn't expected Li Yuanhong to actually go. Given their friendship, he merely nodded without speaking. He certainly didn't tell Li Yuanhong that when he said he would buy 400,000 silver dollars' worth of bonds, he had actually bought them.

Li Yuanhong continued, "Brother Zhao, with exorbitant taxes and levies everywhere these days, I wouldn't be surprised if He Rui fundraised in the name of drought relief. But isn't it strange that he entrusted Old Brother Zhang to do it?"

Zhao Erxun had a good relationship with Zhang Xiluan, especially after spending years together as retired officials in Tianjin; they felt quite congenial. He was long accustomed to He Rui's eccentricities. Hearing Li Yuanhong speak like this, he couldn't help but laugh, "He Rui's actions start from emotion but stop within the bounds of propriety. What is so strange about that?"

Li Yuanhong hadn't expected Zhao Erxun to actually trust He Rui. Knowing he had sought the wrong person this time, he made small talk for a bit before taking his leave.

Watching Li Yuanhong's retreating figure, Zhao Erxun shook his head slightly. There were many investing in industry these days, but in terms of background, who could compare to He Rui, who occupied the Northeast and Inner and Outer Mongolia? Although the retired officials had all once been influential figures, which of them truly understood the art of management? Li Yuanhong came from the Beiyang Navy, yet couldn't see He Rui's industrial efforts. Zhao Erxun felt Li Yuanhong's vision was truly mediocre.

After seeing Li Yuanhong off, the steward brought the monthly household expense accounts. Zhao Erxun glanced at them and noticed the expenditure for grain was much higher than in previous years. Before he could ask, the steward explained, "Master, there is a severe drought in the north this year. Grain prices have doubled, so the cost of buying grain for the household has gone up significantly."

Even Li Yuanhong knew about the northern drought this year; how could Zhao Erxun not know? Since spring, there had been very little rain in Tianjin. Throughout the entire summer, it hadn't rained at all. Not only was grain expensive, but water prices had also risen sharply. Zhao Erxun paid for water to irrigate his back garden; otherwise, the plants would have withered and died.

Since the expenses had a cause, Zhao Erxun ordered, "Send someone to check if the transit point He Rui set up in Tianjin is still transporting refugees to the Northeast."

Once the steward left, Zhao Erxun thought of Li Yuanhong again. He wondered if Li Yuanhong was playing dumb by saying He Rui should use disaster relief as a pretext for fundraising. The Northeast was different from other provinces; it had been encouraging immigration for years. Since the drought began to take shape in early summer, He Rui had increased efforts to transport people to the Northeast. This was also why Zhao Erxun hadn't let his imagination run wild.

Four *li* outside the Tianjin docks, there was a place surrounded by layers of wooden fences. Unlike other places, this location had huge banners hanging on all four sides reading "Northeast Recruitment Office." People departing Tianjin for the Northeast would gather here.

Zhao Erxun's steward had visited a few times to watch. Arriving now, he saw a sea of people outside. Previously, ten percent of the people here dressed decently, thirty percent wore ragged clothes, and the remaining sixty percent dressed ordinarily.

Now, the vast majority of those surrounding the outside were in tatters—they were genuine refugees. The layers of wooden fences outside the "Northeast Recruitment Office" formed long, narrow channels. Refugees in rags carrying tattered bedding huddled together with their families, preventing overcrowding.

Understanding this layout, the steward felt both surprised and intrigued.

But there were extremely large numbers of people at the "Northeast Recruitment Office"; a casual glance suggested tens of thousands. The steward didn't dare stay long in this place teeming with refugees and hurried back to report.

Zhao Erxun hadn't intended to concern himself, but hearing the steward's interesting description—and having bought so many Northeast bonds—he couldn't put his mind at ease. He went to visit Zhang Xiluan. Upon seeing him, Zhao Erxun got straight to the point: "Old Brother Zhang, does He Rui want to be the Great President?"

Zhang Xiluan smiled slightly. "Is Brother Zhao referring to He Rui recruiting refugees?"

Zhao Erxun nodded, waiting for an explanation. He heard Zhang Xiluan sigh, "In my humble opinion, within ten years at most, the position of Great President will be He Rui's. Saving more common people now is also a matter of accumulating virtue."

Zhao Erxun shook his head. "Old Brother Zhang, the relief of refugees is truly admirable. But is He Rui sincere? Or is it because he confiscated all the land in the Northeast these past years and wants to use this to salvage his reputation?"

Hearing Zhao Erxun mention He Rui's land reform, Zhang Xiluan didn't answer immediately. It must be said, He Rui's land reform had shocked even Zhang Xiluan. Among the retired officials in Tianjin, it had sparked intense debate, with the majority cursing He Rui for acting without regard for consequences. A minority, like Zhao Erxun who held a *Jinshi* degree, merely shook their heads and sighed.

Now that Zhao Erxun mentioned land reform again, yet believed the disaster relief was to salvage reputation, Zhang Xiluan was somewhat surprised. In terms of perspective, this genuine *Jinshi* and famous Qing official was indeed different from the others. It actually piqued Zhang Xiluan's curiosity.

"Brother Zhao, what do you mean by that?" Zhang Xiluan asked straightforwardly.

Zhao Erxun's earlier words hadn't been deeply considered, just a feeling expressed. When Zhang Xiluan asked, Zhao Erxun was forced to think it through. However, after considering it, his expression gradually changed, and his brows knit together.

Seeing Zhao Erxun's expression, Zhang Xiluan knew he sensed something amiss and became even more surprised. But in officialdom, the more one thought of a bad outcome, the less one would say it aloud. Zhang Xiluan could only press, "If Brother Zhao has thought of something, please speak directly. I am all ears."

Zhao Erxun's expression shifted, becoming increasingly grave. Finally, he answered loudly, "Fine, I'll tell you, Old Brother. In a year of disaster, gathering a million refugees... with a raise of one's arm, the world could be overturned. Now He Rui controls the lands outside the Pass; he is a legitimate regional warlord. He doesn't need a million; just ten thousand troops selected from the refugees would be enough. Heh."

Hearing this, Zhang Xiluan wasn't surprised. The lands outside the Pass were a destination for immigrants; even in years of plenty, many "Braving the Journey to the Northeast" went there. With so many people fleeing famine in a disaster year, where else could they go but the Northeast?

As for He Rui raising an army, Zhang Xiluan felt Zhao Erxun was overthinking. Using troops at this time sounded easy, but displaced people ran toward places with food—why would they loot the disaster areas?

Thinking of this, Zhang Xiluan laughed, "Brother Zhao, you joke too much. It is a republic now; we speak of responsible government. Even with the dignity of the Great President, if there are administrative errors, one resigns. The Premier, the Speaker of the Parliament—they all step down together. MPs have terms and are re-elected every few years. Since it is already a republic, what can happen?"

Zhao Erxun was amused by these words. Remembering Li Yuanhong being driven from power by Zhang Xun, he couldn't help laughing, "Hehe, Old Brother Zhang, when Zhang Xun attempted the restoration back then, his banner was opposition to the republic. He said the republican system was 'crowing cocks and stealing dogs' [petty and morally bankrupt], filthy and shameless. If Zhang Xun heard your words now, I wonder if he would slap the table in praise or be so angry his hair stood on end?"

Zhang Xiluan first smiled politely, then was provoked into loud laughter by Zhao Erxun's words. Indeed, what Zhang Xiluan described were the characteristics of a republican system, but he certainly didn't mean to praise it.

While the upper class had the mood to laugh and curse over thoughts triggered by the great disaster, for the common people under the scourge of nature, let alone laughing aloud, they couldn't even cry anymore.

Why go to the lands outside the Pass where they had never been? For the people of northern Shandong, Shanxi, Henan, Hebei, and Shaanxi, it was simply because someone from their village had fled there. Later, they wrote back or sent word through someone who had been to the Northeast. They had survived in the Northeast and were reporting their safety to their families.

As for the claims that these people had been allocated land in the Northeast and started farming, their relatives and neighbors back home didn't really believe it. In everyone's view, having to leave one's native land to run to such a distant place as the Northeast because one was doing terribly at home was already a shameful matter.

If one said they were doing even worse outside than at home, they truly couldn't go on living. As long as they survived, they had to say they were living better than before.

But when they themselves could no longer survive, everyone remembered these relatives and fellow villagers who had been forced to flee to foreign parts. The rumors of "allocated land," once sniffed at, became the reason to convince themselves to go to the Northeast. The change was that swift—from mockery to admiration, from disbelief to belief. To survive, everyone could only struggle for existence.

For the common people, enduring hunger was commonplace. Passing through the long, never-before-seen fenced channels was an experience none of them had ever had. The narrow channels and the slowly moving people in front actually made everyone feel somewhat at ease. The speed of leaving one's native land—the slower, the better.

Emerging from the channels, they saw men in military uniforms. And the large pots for dispensing porridge, common in disaster years.

Seeing these steaming large pots, emotions finally stirred among the crowd of commoners. In past disaster years, the wealthy households in the villages would open porridge sheds, and there were requirements for boiling the porridge—it absolutely could not be watery. For hundreds of years, this was the rule. Usually, if the gentry did some bad things, everyone endured it. But in a disaster year, if these people didn't save everyone, it absolutely could not be tolerated.

However, ever since the Emperor was gone, the gentry had changed. Not only was the porridge getting waterier, but the sheds dispensing it were becoming fewer. The gentry were getting poorer; where would they have money to dispense porridge?

Those new wealthy households built high buildings and large compounds, stationing many guards and family soldiers hired from outside at their gates. The money that should have been used for porridge was used to buy guns and cannons to deal with the poor.

Thinking of their hometowns, now changed beyond recognition, the poor cursed those heartless rich people. Drinking the hot, thick porridge, tears couldn't help but roll down their faces.

If one could avoid leaving one's native land, who would want to go to those strange places? Although they heard that Commander He Rui of the Northeast was a great and good man, how could common people have any connection with Commander He? And in the villages, they had seen "great philanthropists" before—which one wasn't like a wolf or tiger when collecting rent?

But thoughts aside, some refugees knelt to the soldiers dispensing porridge after eating a few bowls, thanking them for the grace of saving their lives. After all, along this journey, the refugees had eaten porridge in sheds arranged by Commander He many times.

Those soldiers were very young, looking only seventeen or eighteen. Seeing these older men and women actually kneeling to them, they were all flustered. It was the older ones who hurriedly ordered the soldiers to help everyone up.

Moreover, these people all had accents of northern locals. Hearing the familiar dialect, the refugees finally felt somewhat reassured.

Someone asked, "Sir Soldier, what does Commander He want us to do in the Northeast?"

Another asked, "We'll farm for Commander He and use the grain we harvest to pay back the debt. Can we not sign a deed of sale?"

The officers and soldiers of the Northeast Army responsible for maintaining order on the refugee transport line had heard such words too many times. They were no longer surprised, but they had nothing else to say. Following the results discussed by the Party Committee in democratic life meetings, the officers used various local dialects to tell the people that after arriving in the Northeast, they would rent a piece of land and pay thirty percent tax annually. The other seventy percent would belong to the people farming the land.

The fleeing commoners heard this and felt as if they were listening to a fantasy. Someone was willing to let others farm their land and only take thirty percent tax? If there really was such a place, what kind of paradise must it be?

But the fellow villagers who had already fled to the Northeast had said the same thing; it didn't seem like empty talk.

The news had reached the Military Commission. The Northeast had received too many immigrants in recent years, and less than ten percent had left. And the reason for leaving wasn't that they couldn't survive in the Northeast, but that changes in their families back home forced them to return.

At this moment, the Military Commission had finished its discussion. Xu Chengfeng, Commander of the Northeast Army, stated the resolution: "The scale of refugees this time will likely exceed ten million. Our Northeast population may reach forty million in 1920. The conscription issue has become more prominent. With a large population, the conscription base is broad. But how to conscript from the newcomers requires careful investigation and research. Grasping the reliability of these people is too difficult."

Previously, the Military Commission believed that when the Northeast went to war with Japan, the Northeast population would likely be only thirty million. Japan's entire national population was already over forty million, plus manpower from Korea, making it about thirty million against forty-three million.

Now the Northeast population might suddenly reach forty million, but thinking of the difficulty of management, no one felt excited about the increase in the conscription base.

After a silence, Xu Chengfeng could only ask, "Does anyone have any other opinions?"

Cheng Ruofan frowned and asked a question, "Will the disaster be truly severe this time?"

Xu Chengfeng sighed, "Our Northeast has also suffered from the disaster. If we hadn't built so many reservoirs, I'm afraid people would have started dying in the Northeast by now!"

This drought in North China in 1920 spanned Hebei, Henan, Shandong, Shanxi, and Shaanxi, affecting Hubei, Jiangsu, Liaoning, and Jilin.

The center of the drought was in the Beijing, Tianjin, and Hebei area. This drought was a once-in-a-century event. For Chinese agriculture and farmers who relied entirely on the weather, such a large-scale, persistent drought was undoubtedly a huge catastrophe.

What Cheng Ruofan actually wanted to express wasn't this, but a lament in his heart. A lament not only for the large-scale water conservancy construction in the Northeast but also for the excessive completeness of the basic intelligence agencies set up in various places.

As major agricultural provinces, Hebei, Henan, Shandong, Shanxi, and Shaanxi relied crucially on annual precipitation for crop growth. The main crops were wheat, corn, cotton, millet, and sorghum. Among them, winter wheat and spring corn required about 400-500 millimeters of water during their growth period, and cotton required 550-650 millimeters. Even in normal years, precipitation in these areas could not meet the water requirements of most crops for their entire growth cycle. The precipitation in 1920 not only fell far short of meeting the full-cycle requirements, but the precipitation during the critical periods of crop growth was even worse.

From Hebei, Shanxi, and Shaanxi to Henan, the precipitation in Shandong gradually decreased, generally below 300 millimeters. In the eastern Hebei region of Cang County and the northern region of Zhangjiakou, annual precipitation was even less, generally under 200 millimeters. In normal years, the annual precipitation in most parts of Hebei, Henan, and Shandong, as well as southern Shaanxi and southern Shanxi, was generally between 600-800 millimeters, with some areas exceeding 1000 millimeters. The precipitation in 1920 was 20%-70% less than the same period in normal years. Precipitation during the crop growing season (May-September) was 40%-70% less than normal. Many rivers in the drought areas dried up, soil moisture content was very poor, with relative soil humidity generally below 10%, and in some areas only 5%.

Take the Beijing area as an example. During the critical growth period of spring corn and cotton (July-August), precipitation was only 170.7 millimeters. Due to the severe water shortage, the sight of vast barren fields, not a blade of grass to be seen, withered trees, and dry leaves was prevalent throughout several northern provinces.

Shaanxi: Located on the Loess Plateau in northwest China, it is one of the provinces prone to drought and disasters. In the late spring of 1920, signs of drought appeared. Almost all counties and districts in the province received not a drop of rain. The summer harvest failed completely, and autumn crops could not be sown. For two consecutive seasons, not a grain was harvested. Tens of thousands of starving people searched the fields for grass roots and tree bark to satisfy their hunger. Many people searched everywhere for bird droppings, washing them with water and picking out the undigested grain particles to eat. "From winter to now, the bark of elm and paulownia trees and hemp roots have been stripped bare. Ten houses are nine empty, and both rich and poor await death..."
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What did the Northeast need to do to understand the rainfall in Shaanxi?

According to the completed intelligence system construction report, Cheng Ruofan determined it wouldn't cost much money. The maintenance fees for the Northeast's intelligence stations in the five provinces of Henan, Hebei, Shandong, Shanxi, and Shaanxi totaled less than 100,000 yuan.

These stations did not pry into high-level secrets. They collected completely public information: climate, rainfall, temperature, grain prices, commodity prices, and the origins of market products. For climate and rainfall, specifically at the intelligence points in Xi'an, Baoji, and Hanzhong, the Northeast Meteorology College sent personnel on rotation to monitor the weather stations the Northeast had established in Shaanxi. A wind vane, anemometer, thermometer, and precipitation gauge were enough to easily operate the meteorological intelligence gathering at these sites.

The cost to maintain such a comprehensive intelligence station was a net expenditure of no more than a thousand silver dollars a year. Establishing several points in Shaanxi province cost less than ten thousand yuan.

Intelligence on the 1920 Northern drought began reaching the Northeast in early spring. Even a layman regarding climate like Cheng Ruofan knew things were wrong after seeing the rainfall comparison data. By early summer, just as the drought was taking shape, the department responsible for migration within the Northeast government had already completed its personnel deployment and began increasing the intensity of operations to transport migrants from the drought-stricken areas to the Northeast.

By the time the Military Commission members began to formally discuss the drought, their concern was no longer how to combat the disaster itself. Chief of Staff Cheng Ruofan had no experience in how to quickly transform disaster refugees into independent farmers. Recalling the distribution of villages he had seen along the border, Cheng Ruofan offered a suggestion: "It would be best to establish villages along the border to settle a million refugees."

Not only did Cheng Ruofan lack experience with the border, but neither did the other Military Commission members. Everyone could understand that Cheng Ruofan's objective was to strengthen the Chinese population along the border and increase their power. Xu Chengfeng proposed a suggestion, "Would it be better if the villages were ten *li* from the border?"

Cheng Ruofan shook his head. "If you are worried about the Russian army charging across the border, then send more troops to patrol the border. If you are counting on the Russian army's advance speed being insufficient, then wouldn't it be better to place the villages fifty *li* from the border?"

Xu Chengfeng was not certain his own judgment was correct. Since Cheng Ruofan had proposed a specific approach, Xu Chengfeng did not insist, and simply had both of their views written down.

After the various departments finished their meetings, the persons in charge met in Shenyang. The local governments of Outer Mongolia, Inner Mongolia, Heilongjiang, and Jilin all stated, "We have no disaster situation here; we can accept a portion of the refugees."

Southern Liaoning—specifically the Liaodong Peninsula—was also suffering from the disaster. The Liaoning Provincial Party Secretary, Chen Deli, encountered this matter just a few months after taking office. The young Provincial Secretary had several red boils on his chin, a clear sign of anxiety and internal heat.

Secretary Chen Deli explained the situation. "Of the various counties on the Liaodong Peninsula, the work in three of them was very poor. Water conservancy facilities were not completed, and the Provincial Committee has already decided to adjust the leadership teams of these three counties. The other six counties basically completed the planned water conservancy work, but in this drought resistance effort, they can only play a minimal role. Potable water for people and livestock is guaranteed, but there is no water to complete agricultural irrigation. Water conservancy construction in these areas must be strengthened. Overall, northern Liaoning is fine, but the south needs to initiate the work of opening granaries to release grain."

Listening to Chen Deli finish his report, Wu Youping calculated in his heart. The population of the three counties was only a few hundred thousand; relying entirely on local reserve grain probably wouldn't be enough. Last year and this year, the Northeast had made a fortune exporting agricultural products, which meant that grain stocks were running low...

Just as he thought this, he heard He Rui speak: "Given the current situation, I require an adjustment to the Northeast's current grain export policy. Increase the Northeast grain export tax. The increase amount shall be 100% of the grain price."

When Chen Deli heard He Rui wanted to change the grain export policy, he thought He Rui was going to ban grain exports and was overjoyed. However, hearing that He Rui was not banning exports but merely increasing the export tax, he felt disappointed again.

The persons in charge of the other provinces and regions were indifferent. Since things had reached this point, it was fine as long as people didn't starve to death first. Moreover, grain production across the Northeast had exploded in the last two years. Jilin Province, which was most affected by the drought, was conversely no longer the strongest grain-exporting province. With a large population filling into the agriculture and animal husbandry of other regions, they could significantly increase agricultural and pastoral output.

Just as everyone felt the matter could likely be handled this way, Morrison, the Director of the China Merchants Bureau, requested to speak. Under everyone's puzzled gazes, Morrison asked, "Chairman He, wouldn't doing this effectively terminate exports?"

He Rui nodded. "Is money more important, or are human lives more important? The Northeast is not Ireland. We cannot be saving people from disaster on one hand while desperately shipping grain out on the other."

A single sentence silenced Morrison. Morrison could tell that the officials of the Northeast government knew very little about the Great Irish Famine. But as a Briton, and a columnist for *The Times*, Morrison was very clear on how the British government of that time had handled the Irish Famine.

Just as He Rui said, during the period when the most people were starving to death in the Irish Famine, the British government did not stop purchasing large amounts of grain from Ireland. As for millions of Irish starving to death and millions more fleeing Ireland, the British government was actually happy to see it happen.

And He Rui's attitude toward the current disaster was completely different from the British government of that time. Morrison knew that in China's historical tradition, any government had to resolve the problems caused by famine. In this regard, Morrison actually rather admired it. At least in Europe, there was no such tradition. Since the famine was not caused by the European governments, disaster relief was naturally not the government's job. The only thing a European government had to do was maintain social stability.

Just as the British government faced the Irish Famine, their starting point from beginning to end was merely to maintain Britain's stability under the famine conditions. The death of millions of Irish and the flight of a million more overseas fit the line of thinking for maintaining social stability, so it naturally received the British government's support.

In contrast, the actions of various countries coming to provide disaster relief met with extreme disgust and opposition from the British government. Some said that foreigners helping the British government with relief undercut the British government's prestige, leading to their displeasure. As a columnist for *The Times*, Morrison himself did not agree.

The British government actually didn't care about foreigners running over to help with relief. what the British government truly cared about was that once foreign-provided relief operations began, it gave the Irish hope and expectation of resolving the disaster in situ. With hope and expectation, the refugees had a direction. The Irish refugees, no longer starved to the point of immobility, still had a little strength to pick up weapons.

If hope were combined with the physical strength to wield weapons, for the British government, that would be the beginning of a catastrophe.

Having thought this through, Morrison felt an impulse to write several news reports regarding this Chinese disaster after he returned. Although Morrison knew the British government's objectives, that did not mean Morrison supported the methods the British government adopted. Especially when compared with the Chinese approach to disaster relief, Morrison identified more with China.

With the general direction established, the various leaders returned to work. With a single phone call, He Rui invited Mo Yang, editor-in-chief of the *Northeast Daily*, over. As soon as Mo Yang saw He Rui, he urgently explained the *Northeast Daily*'s propaganda theme: the Great Northeast Relief Effort.

He Rui was usually very polite to Mo Yang, but at this moment he truly had no time. After listening to the gist of Mo Yang's plan, He Rui laid out his own requirements. "First, propagate the importance of water conservancy construction in stabilizing agricultural production. Second, publicize the news of the Northeast adjusting the grain export tax increase. Complete these two items first."

Mo Yang pushed up his glasses, feeling that these two items had almost no significance for the overall relief effort. Building water conservancy was a long-term process and had no effect on the current disaster. As for increasing the grain export tax, in Mo Yang's view, it was simply baffling. To still export grain at a time like this was diametrically opposed to disaster relief. How could they go out and lecture on it at length?

After a moment of thought, Mo Yang pushed his glasses up again. "Chairman, who are these words meant for?"

He Rui liked this kind of acuity and answered straightforwardly, "I don't want to offer any explanations to Britain, France, or Japan. These matters are for them to hear. If Britain, France, and Japan withstand the massive pressure and continue to purchase grain, then we can only continue to increase the export tax."

Mo Yang understood the reason and departed with his orders. He Rui had his secretary call Cheng Ruofan to tell him that due to the disaster, the Liaodong Peninsula in southern Liaoning needed to strengthen water conservancy construction. The military needed to dispatch troops to participate.

Cheng Ruofan was not in his office at this time. He was on the road to the grassroots units. Cheng Ruofan had originally been inspecting the grassroots level and had been forcibly recalled.

Sitting in the car bumping along the dirt road, Cheng Ruofan considered the future war. To maintain a front line of one million men, given the current division-level units of the Northeast Army, they would need 80 divisions, which was roughly 27 to 28 corps. Although Northeast military academies were blossoming everywhere and the army was training vigorously, what they were training were NCOs. For 29 corps, the number of corps-level officers was one or two hundred people. Even if these people were assigned to positions, could they really complete their missions?

Thinking it over and over in his heart, Cheng Ruofan grew less and less optimistic. When they finally reached the first rest stop, someone delivered a telegram. After reading the content, Cheng Ruofan's worries immediately flew to the nine heavens. The accompanying personnel saw the look of joy on Cheng Ruofan's face and didn't know what good thing had happened.

Cheng Ruofan thought for a moment and ordered directly, "Return to Shenyang. Also, send telegrams to these people right now. Order them to assemble in Shenyang."

Upon returning to Shenyang, Cheng Ruofan immediately convened an Engineering Corps meeting and also invited Northeast Army Commander Xu Chengfeng.

What Cheng Ruofan had thought of, Xu Chengfeng had naturally thought of as well. The only thing he hadn't expected was that He Rui would actually use the name of this disaster relief to begin large-scale construction of permanent fortifications.

But this was indeed the best opportunity. The characteristic of water conservancy facilities was their long water delivery canals. With canals crisscrossing back and forth, there were plenty of places to build.

Just as Xu Chengfeng and Cheng Ruofan expected, the Japanese side did not feel there was any problem with building water conservancy projects. However, less than a week after the rapidly started construction began, Xu Chengfeng received news that the Japanese Governor-General of Korea had sent someone to Shenyang.

This made Xu Chengfeng a bit nervous. Had the Japanese Governor-General over there noticed some clue?

After the annexation of Korea, Japan did not view the people of the Korean Peninsula as Japanese but viewed Koreans as colonial subjects. Therefore, what Japan established on the Korean Peninsula was a Governor-General, not a regular administrative official.

The Japanese representative was a civil official. Upon meeting He Rui, he immediately performed the courtesies of a civil official. He Rui nodded but did not stand on ceremony. Come to mention it, the Japanese Governor-General of Korea actually had a status most similar to He Rui's in China. Both controlled direct armed forces and held local political power. And both were appointed by the central government.

Aside from these points, the most interesting thing was that the current Japanese Governor-General of Korea, Saitō Makoto, was a Japanese Navy Admiral. His military rank was actually very consistent with He Rui, this 'General Pacifying the Peace'.

The Japanese representative, Kobayashi Jun, said respectfully, "Your Excellency He, I have come on the orders of Governor-General Saitō regarding your side's construction of water conservancy projects and the attempt to draw water from the Yalu River."

He Rui hadn't expected the Japanese Governor-General of Korea to come for this matter, and he couldn't help but admire that this Navy Admiral had talent under his command. The Yalu River was the boundary river between China and the Korean region, and it was not a river with a very large flow. If the Northeast drew a large amount of water from the Yalu River, it would indeed affect the Korean side.

Moreover, the *Northeast Daily*'s actions were very swift. Facing this drought, they invited Water Conservancy Director Lu Daoming for an exclusive interview and split the interview into several issues. They introduced the water conservancy construction of the entire Liaodong Peninsula separately, which naturally mentioned water sources.

But for it to alarm the Japanese Governor-General of Korea into sending someone, He Rui still felt a bit surprised.

Since the other party came representing Governor-General Saitō to show 'concern', He Rui simply told him, "We have just started construction here. The sites haven't even been demarcated well; completion is a matter for several years from now. We can communicate during the process. Furthermore, our engineering construction is responsible to Mr. Lu Daoming, a water conservancy expert who graduated from MIT. I believe he will fully consider the water usage needs of the Korean border region. Please go back and tell Governor-General Saitō that in highly specialized engineering matters like water conservancy, we must trust the experts."

Kobayashi Jun had thought of various possible answers, but he hadn't expected He Rui to drag the conversation to experts. He was stunned for a moment. However, Kobayashi Jun did not hesitate for long; he reacted almost immediately. "May I ask Your Excellency, could we dispatch Japanese experts to come and discuss with Your Excellency Lu Daoming?"

He Rui showed a smile. "We welcome Japanese experts to come and participate in the design and discussion of the water conservancy project. This kind of work requires the participation of more professionals. Only with professional advice can we have professional water conservancy facilities."

Kobayashi Jun was not happy because of He Rui's statement; instead, he became more nervous. Big shots, especially big shots like He Rui, were not easy to deal with. The more polite they were, the more dangerous they were.

Sure enough, He Rui continued, "However, saving people from disaster is like saving a fire. Discussion is discussion, but the water conservancy project has already begun. Please go back and inform Your Excellency Saitō that we also need to give an account to the people of the Northeast."

Kobayashi Jun knew that he could not change He Rui's decision no matter what, so he could only respond politely.

Having sent away the envoy sent by the Japanese Governor-General of Korea, Saitō Makoto, He Rui was somewhat puzzled. Why was it that even Saitō Makoto, the Governor-General stationed in Korea, had sent someone, yet the Kwantung Leased Territory, which He Rui thought should have reacted even faster, had no reaction at all?

Regarding the matter of doubling the grain export tariff, part of it was targeted at Kolchak, and the other part was targeted at the Kwantung Leased Territory. The Kwantung Leased Territory was located at the southern tip of the Liaodong Peninsula, with the disaster-stricken southern Liaoning Province to the north and the disaster-stricken Shandong Peninsula to the south. According to intelligence, the Kwantung Leased Territory purchased grain from these two regions, north and south. Now that grain prices in the Shandong region had skyrocketed, and He Rui had doubled the grain price again, it wouldn't be strange if grain prices in the Kwantung Leased Territory rose threefold.

But the Kwantung Leased Territory still had no reaction, which was truly a bit strange. Was the Kwantung Leased Territory preparing to import grain from the Japanese mainland this time to provide for the local residents of the Leased Territory?

He Rui didn't realize that he had actually misunderstood. The main reason the Kwantung Leased Territory was quiet at this time was that He Rui's teacher, the previous principal of the Japanese Army War College, Lieutenant General Kawai Misao, was on his way to assume his post. The Kwantung Leased Territory was currently in a transitional period of power, and neither of the two Kwantung Army commanders was in the Leased Territory.

These two Kwantung Army commanders had no intention of going to the Kwantung Leased Territory to preside over the situation at this time either; they were both at the Northeast General Staff Headquarters participating in discussions on the latest war progress.

Russia had been defeated.

On August 10, 1920, the Russian Army's Cossacks crossed the Vistula River, attempting to capture Warsaw from the west while the main force launched an attack from the east. On August 13, the Russian Army's initial offensive was repulsed. The Polish First Army held off the direct attack on Warsaw and also stopped the attack on Radzymin.

Soviet Commander-in-Chief Tukhachevsky believed everything was proceeding according to his plan, but the Polish side had already deciphered the Soviet Army's radio communications, causing Tukhachevsky to fall into the trap laid by Piłsudski and his Chief of Staff, Tadeusz Rozwadowski. In the north, after crossing the Vistula River, the Soviet Army was entering a vacuum where Polish forces were weak. In the south of Warsaw, which would decide the outcome of the war, Tukhachevsky had deployed only a small amount of troops to guard the middle area connecting the Northwestern Front and the Southwestern Front. Additionally, Budyonny's First Cavalry Army was blocked at Lviv.

Within a single day, the Soviet advance toward Warsaw and Modlin stopped and subsequently turned into a retreat. The Fifth Army drove the exhausted Soviet troops with lightning speed. The Polish Army advanced 30 kilometers in one day, dismantling the Soviet outflanking offensive in the north. By August 16, Piłsudski commanded the reserve army to fully commit to a counterattack. The Polish Army implemented Piłsudski's plan, striking from the south and finding the massive gap between the enemy fronts.

Two Polish units continued to pursue northward, reaching the rear of Tukhachevsky's forces, and on August 18, surrounded the majority of his troops.

On the same day, far away in Minsk, Tukhachevsky finally understood that the Soviet Army had been disastrously defeated and ordered his remaining forces to retreat and reorganize. However, the front line either received the order too late or did not receive it at all. The Soviet troops in the center of the front line fell into chaos. Tukhachevsky ordered the entire army to retreat to the Bug River, but at that time he was fundamentally unable to contact the majority of the main forces near Warsaw. All plans became a mess due to communication problems. The Soviet Army retreated without order, and various divisions fell into panic and disintegration.
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The speed at which the Russian front collapsed elicited a rich variety of expressions from the officers at the Japanese Army General Staff Headquarters. Most of the younger officers looked relaxed, while the generals over fifty maintained the grave composure befitting their rank. Among them were Lieutenant General Tachibana, the former Commander of the Kwantung Army, and Lieutenant General Kawai Misao, the current Commander who had not yet assumed his post.

The two lieutenant generals watched the situation report with their hands clasped behind their backs. Lieutenant General Kawai did not entirely trust the reliability of the intelligence, yet he remained silent. Under the Anglo-Japanese Alliance, both sides recognized the "independence" of China and Korea. If their interests in these regions were threatened by external aggression or internal unrest, either party could take necessary measures.

When it came to dealing with Russia, intelligence sharing was one such measure. Since the British were already in a quasi-state of war with Soviet Russia, the flow of intelligence with Japan was exceptionally smooth.

According to British intelligence, the maps showing the last few days of troop movements indicated that the Polish army commanded by Piłsudski was pouring through the breach like a flood from a burst dam, driving straight into the Soviet Red Army's rear. They had cut off the Red Army and encircled them.

This shift in the war left Lieutenant General Kawai speechless. The Soviet Red Army, which had beaten the White Russians fleeing into Vladivostok all the way from the Urals to the Far East, was now being routed. If the Red Army generals commanding this war were only of this caliber, it was truly hard to imagine how they had defeated a million-strong White Army.

The field grade officers were visibly more agitated than the generals. They stood watching the display board for a while longer before turning their gazes toward General Uehara Yūsaku, the Chief of the General Staff.

General Uehara had remained silent. Looking at these officers who hadn't spoken but whose faces were eager for action, he said coldly, "Even He Rui is not anxious; why are you gentlemen so impatient?"

Out of the corner of his eye, Lieutenant General Kawai seemed to notice Lieutenant General Tachibana looking at him. When he turned his head, he saw that Tachibana had already looked away, avoiding eye contact. Kawai also lowered his gaze.

Using He Rui, a Chinese man, to reprimand Japanese officers was already somewhat inappropriate. Moreover, the status He Rui held was, in Kawai's view, even less suitable for such a comparison. However, this also demonstrated General Uehara's attitude: the Chief of the General Staff of the Great Japanese Empire did not wish to deploy troops at this time.

The field officers clearly wanted to join the war. Hearing General Uehara's words, Lieutenant Colonel Ushijima stepped forward and said loudly, "Your Excellency, this subordinate has returned from Siberia. The Russian army's combat effectiveness is indeed weak; their only advantage lies in their familiarity with the terrain. None of the current Soviet Red Army personnel participated in the Russo-Japanese War. In terms of geographical familiarity, the Imperial Japanese Army actually surpasses the Soviet Red Army."

Hearing Lieutenant Colonel Ushijima Mitsuru's explanation, the young officers felt even more excited. From any angle, this was the optimal time for Japan to seize Vladivostok. The Soviet Red Army lacked combat power, and the White Russian government-in-exile was in the Far East. This situation was an even better opportunity than the annexation of Korea.

If successful, Japan's territorial area could double—perhaps even triple.

Just as the officers' blood was boiling, General Uehara, his expression indifferent, asked coldly, "And if He Rui deploys troops to attack our army?"

Ushijima Mitsuru froze for a moment, then immediately stood at attention and replied, "Then we shall annihilate He Rui as well. Manchuria and Mongolia are the Empire's lifeline. If we can secure both the Far East and Manchuria and Mongolia simultaneously, the Empire will secure a prosperous future."

Lieutenant General Kawai looked at his student, Ushijima Mitsuru, with a mix of emotions. He Rui had graduated in 1915; Ushijima Mitsuru in 1916. Between He Rui and Ushijima, Kawai naturally supported Ushijima, but Ushijima's thinking really could not compare to He Rui's. Even though Ushijima had experience serving and fighting in the Far East, while He Rui had only been involved in a few minor skirmishes since his 1915 graduation—if they could even be called battles—Kawai still believed that Ushijima fell far short of He Rui.

But the field officers clearly didn't think so. Their eyes shone with anticipation for military glory and territorial expansion as they looked expectantly at General Uehara.

General Uehara's face was dark. He ordered, "The generals and Nagata-kun stay. The rest of you, leave."

The field officers were stunned, but could only salute and depart. Once they were gone, General Uehara sat back in his chair and said unhappily, "The Cabinet has rejected the proposal to deploy troops."

"Why?" Lieutenant General Tachibana asked, puzzled.

General Uehara's tone and expression were filled with displeasure. "Prime Minister Hara Takashi says the national budget is exhausted. There is no money to expand the war."

Seeing the General's resentful expression, Lieutenant General Kawai confirmed once again that General Uehara, a hawk, had not changed his long-standing position. Lieutenant General Tachibana, having just stepped down as Kwantung Army Commander, asked, "Your Excellency, is there really no other way?"

No one spoke; the generals felt quite frustrated. Without military funding, the army could not fight. They either bowed their heads in thought or looked at one another. Just then, General Uehara called out, "Nagata!"

Lieutenant Colonel Nagata Tetsuzan, sitting at the very end, stood up and answered loudly, "Yes!"

Everyone's eyes fell on Nagata Tetsuzan. Lieutenant General Kawai had been He Rui's principal at the academy, and Nagata Tetsuzan was a student who had graduated from the Army War College before Kawai became principal. But Kawai knew that Nagata Tetsuzan's reputation in the Japanese military was by no means inferior to He Rui's.

Just this year, Nagata had submitted a comprehensive "Proposal for National Mobilization" to the Japanese Army authorities, which had received unanimous praise. Even General Ugaki Kazushige had praised Nagata, saying his work was more brilliant than General Ludendorff's theory of total war in Germany.

General Uehara did not speak, simply raising his head slightly to signal him. Nagata stood at attention and said loudly, "Your Excellency, this subordinate believes that if our army wishes to acquire land in the Far East, we will certainly face joint suppression from Britain and France. It would be a situation where the loss outweighs the gain. Furthermore, our army faces a severe threat: by 1926 at the latest, He Rui will launch a campaign to unify China. At that time, the Empire will inevitably come into conflict with He Rui. Therefore, this subordinate believes that even if we only wish to move against Russia, we need to apply pressure on He Rui. We must force He Rui to bow to the Empire."

Listening to Nagata Tetsuzan's explanation, the former Kwantung Army Commander Lieutenant General Tachibana looked serious. "Nagata-kun, why do you say that?"

Nagata answered decisively, "Based on the data I have obtained and the simulations I have run, by early 1925 at the latest, He-kun will have the capacity to maintain a combat force of 500,000 men. No warlord within China will be able to resist He-kun's military power."

A look of satisfaction appeared on Lieutenant General Tachibana's face, but he immediately asked seriously, "Does Nagata-kun mean we should expand the scale of the war?"

This question was shared by the generals. Facing the Far East was troublesome enough; if they provoked He Rui in the Northeast as well, the Japanese Army would face a very thorny situation. Not to mention, the Cabinet would never agree to expand the war.

Nagata Tetsuzan showed no fear. His tone was firm. "He-kun is an outstanding soldier. I can determine that He-kun has already begun comprehensively formulating plans to fight our army, and specifically plans for a preemptive strike."

At this, even Lieutenant General Kawai felt Nagata's thinking was too radical. How could He Rui possibly fight the Japanese Army while simultaneously unifying China? He Rui's 500,000 troops would be completely insufficient for a two-front war.

Before anyone could ask a question, General Uehara stood up and ordered, "Nagata-kun, sit down." Then, the General looked down at the officers from his standing position. "I intend to go with the War Ministry to speak with Prime Minister Hara Takashi one more time. I need you gentlemen to formulate a military plan for operations against the Red Army."

Lieutenant General Kawai simply nodded, but his gaze lingered on Lieutenant Colonel Nagata. Although both had mentioned fighting He Rui, Nagata Tetsuzan's views had a completely different foundation from Lieutenant Colonel Ushijima Mitsuru's. Kawai only recognized Ushijima's loyalty to the Empire, but Nagata made Kawai feel he was credible. Moreover, Kawai was now the Kwantung Army Commander; if He Rui really could maintain 500,000 combat troops by 1924, Kawai might still be serving in the Kwantung Leased Territory at that time.

The meeting ended, and General Uehara strode out first. Lieutenant General Kawai walked up to Nagata Tetsuzan and ordered, "Nagata-kun, wait for me here a moment." With that, Kawai left the room.

When Lieutenant General Kawai returned to the conference room, he saw the empty room save for Nagata Tetsuzan standing by the window, smoking with the window pushed open. Walking up to him, Kawai lit a cigarette for himself before asking, "Nagata-kun, do you think He Rui wants to change the situation in the Far East?"

"Your Excellency, from the moment He-kun returned to Manchuria and Mongolia, he has already changed the situation in the Far East. Although the Great Japanese Empire remains the strongest nation in the region, He-kun does not fear the Empire. He is a man who would spare nothing for his motherland. Furthermore, the Great Japanese Empire will never sit idly by while He-kun unifies China. Even if He-kun remains on the defensive, the Empire will deploy troops. I believe He-kun has anticipated this level."

Even though he had been slightly 'rebutted' by Nagata, Lieutenant General Kawai did not feel it was abrupt. Nagata's demeanor was too relaxed; even when raising sharp issues, he remained elegant.

Kawai thought for a moment before continuing, "Nagata-kun, is He-kun our enemy at this current stage?"

Nagata answered decisively, "He-kun is an outstanding soldier and a patriot. He has been the Empire's enemy from the very beginning. War between the Great Japanese Empire and He-kun is unavoidable."

Kawai nodded slightly. But he didn't know if he was praising Nagata Tetsuzan or acknowledging He Rui's strength.

At this time, Chief of General Staff General Uehara Yūsaku and Army Minister General Tanaka Giichi were sitting together in a car. They were also discussing Nagata Tetsuzan. Although Uehara had been blunt with Nagata during the meeting, he now began to praise him.

Tanaka Giichi nodded, sighing, "Nagata-kun is the Empire's rising star. Although there are field officers who accept the view that Manchuria and Mongolia are the Empire's lifeline, most of them simply want to use this view for their own ends. Officers who truly understand it can be counted on one hand."

General Uehara became interested. "Tanaka-kun, who else do you think understands?"

Tanaka replied, "I believe among the field officers, Okamura Yasuji and Ishiwara Kanji also understand."

"I heard Tōjō seems to be constantly promoting the view that Manchuria and Mongolia are the Empire's lifeline."

Hearing Uehara mention Tōjō Hideki, a look of disdain floated onto Tanaka Giichi's face. "Tōjō is the type who just parrots what others say; he knows the 'what' but not the 'why'. Such a man can be used, but not for anything important. If he were to become Army Minister, it would be a disaster for the Imperial Army."

Hearing this, General Uehara said with a straight face, "Then let's look forward to Tōjō-kun becoming Prime Minister. At least then the civilians would be the ones facing the disaster."

Although General Uehara looked unkind when he said this, the remark still made Tanaka laugh out loud, rocking back and forth. Finally suppressing his laughter, Tanaka wiped the corner of his eye. "I don't think Tōjō-kun has the ability to manage a cabinet."

General Uehara did not reply. If they wanted to get rid of the Cabinet, Uehara felt it would be better to lead the troops himself to resolve that bunch of incredibly arrogant civilians. That way, he could personally execute those damned civilian ministers.

Regardless of his inner thoughts, when General Uehara met Prime Minister Hara Takashi, he remained very polite. Hara was not surprised to hear the judgment that He Rui was becoming a threat to the Empire.

Looking at Hara's calm expression, General Tanaka asked, "Your Excellency, do you believe this judgment?"

Prime Minister Hara Takashi wanted to nod, but forcibly restrained himself. As the Prime Minister of the Great Japanese Empire, Hara naturally had to consider Japan's strategic situation holistically. With the help of his secretaries, Hara had run economic simulations and agreed with the idea that a war between China and Japan was inevitable. He Rui would certainly become a major trouble for the Empire.

However, he could not say this to the military men, and he had no interest in fabricating reasons on He Rui's behalf. Hara smiled. "Your Excellencies, currently almost half of the Empire's imported coal comes from the Northeast. Not just coal; twenty percent of our iron ore also comes from there. what reason do you propose for starting a war?"

If Lieutenant Colonel Ushijima Mitsuru had heard this, he would likely have excitedly declared, *'If we occupy Manchuria and Mongolia and import the coal and iron ourselves, we won't be exploited by He Rui.'*

However, Ushijima was not qualified to meet Prime Minister Hara Takashi, and the two generals who were qualified did not think that way. If they could simply seize mineral deposits wherever they found them, then the United States and Britain would undoubtedly be at the top of Japan's invasion list.

General Uehara said, "Your Excellency, He-kun will definitely become a great enemy of the Empire. One of the reasons Britain adopted the Continental Balance of Power policy was to prevent the emergence of a hegemony on the European continent. A major reason the Great Japanese Empire defeated the Qing was that the Qing had already been weakened by the European powers. If China falls into He-kun's hands, the balance of power between China and Japan will certainly revert to the pre-Meiji Restoration era, or even to the Ming Dynasty era."

Listening to General Uehara actually suggesting an invasion of the Northeast, Prime Minister Hara felt Uehara was simply mad. But facing these "Army blockheads" who only knew how to fight, Hara could only try to reason with them. "The Northeast is also a market for the Empire's goods. If we attack Manchuria and Mongolia, who will we sell our goods to?"

After saying this, Hara felt it might not be forceful enough, so he simply shared a piece of rather secret intelligence. "I have spoken with the zaibatsu investing in Northeast mining. They said that during the construction of the mines, He-kun dispatched engineering troops to participate. Those engineers inspected every mine shaft and made arrangements for how to completely blow them up. He-kun is a very decisive man. If matters reach an irrevocable point, he will never let the mines fall into anyone else's hands."

Generals Uehara and Tanaka were somewhat surprised to hear this intelligence; both couldn't help but be astonished by He Rui's ruthlessness. But surprise aside, neither of them actually planned to attack the Northeast. Before coming, Tanaka and Uehara had divided the labor. It was best to submit three proposals to the higher-ups. The first, naturally, was the most outrageous. The plan to attack the Northeast belonged to this category.

The second proposal would look the most conservative, completely lacking in enterprise. Lacking enough to be nauseating.

The third proposal was the one they actually recommended.

However, in the eyes of the two generals, the Hara Cabinet was a cabinet so lacking in enterprise it was nauseating. Not only did this cabinet show naked dissatisfaction with military spending, but their pacifist policies also sickened the Army Ministry and the General Staff.

Hara Takashi and his Finance Minister, Takahashi Korekiyo, seemed to have completely forgotten that everything Japan currently possessed had been won by the Japanese military. They only thought of maintaining the current military strength while pouring the vast majority of resources into people's livelihoods, improving the treatment of commoners to buy support for their political party.

Reportedly, such economic policies also originated from He Rui. This made it even more disgusting.

So, the two generals simply didn't mention the extremely conservative proposal, because if they did, it was very likely that Hara would seize the opportunity to agree to it.

Suppressing their temper, the two generals explained how fleeting the opportunity to seize the Far East was. The Empire did not need all of Siberia. The Army believed that securing the few hundred thousand square kilometers of land centered on Vladivostok would suffice. The Great Japanese Empire did not need much.

Prime Minister Hara Takashi listened to the two generals with equal patience. When it came to impatience, Hara was no weaker than the two cabinet ministers.

These days, this plan had practically calloused the Prime Minister's ears. Everyone connected to the military was proposing it. Prime Minister Hara barely managed to listen to the end of this scheme, which was so familiar he could recite it backward, before saying as politely as possible, "The British will never agree. And Britain will certainly use every means to stop us."
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The meeting ended on a sour note.

Stepping out of the Prime Minister's office, Chief of the General Staff General Uehara Yusaku stopped and looked back at the Cabinet building. War Minister Tanaka Giichi, observing the dark, predatory glint in Uehara's eyes, could not help but sigh inwardly.

Just then, the car arrived. Tanaka signaled for General Uehara to board. Once the vehicle was in motion, General Tanaka asked, "Uehara-kun, I heard Nagata-kun is being sent to Europe? Is that true?"

Hearing Nagata Tetsuzan's name, Uehara's anger subsided slightly. He replied coldly, "Nagata-kun applied to go to Europe. He wants to continue understanding Europe, to continue learning..."

"Oh?" Tanaka expressed a half-genuine surprise. "If Nagata-kun were sent to Vladivostok, perhaps he could achieve great results."

Uehara shook his head, ignoring the bait. "Tanaka-kun, would you join me in submitting a memorial to the Emperor?"

Tanaka shook his head slightly. Personally, he had no interest in occupying the Far East. It wasn't that he supported Prime Minister Hara Takashi, but rather that he believed such a policy offered no real return. Invading Russia was not the same as directly annexing Russian territory. Unless the Russian government signed a territorial treaty with Japan, the nations of the world would not recognize Japanese-controlled regions as belonging to Japan.

Although Tanaka did not support Hara's policy, he agreed with Hara's view that "Great Britain would never agree." If Britain did not provide support, the cost of Japan facing Russia alone would be completely disproportionate to the gains.

However, as a military man, Tanaka did not wish to come into direct conflict with Uehara Yusaku. So he sighed and said, "His Majesty the Emperor has completely accepted the views of Hara and his ilk. Our submission would only provoke His Majesty's holy wrath. It would help nothing."

The dark, dangerous light flashed in Uehara's eyes again. The Chief of Staff felt the urge to wash the Cabinet in blood.

But General Uehara quickly pulled himself out of such emotions. *Tenchu*—Heaven's punishment on traitors—was not something to be rushed. If Hara were suddenly "punished by Heaven" now, it would instead provoke the wrath of the Taishō Emperor, who had been bewitched by politicians like Hara. The next one to take the stage would likely be another politician with the same ideas.

Looking at Tanaka beside him, General Uehara laughed. "Speaking of Nagata-kun earlier, he believes He Rui has been an enemy of the Empire of Japan from the very beginning. By 1925 at the latest, He Rui will be at war with the Empire."

Tanaka Giichi was not one to be swayed easily. He smiled. "If Nagata-kun truly said that, then he truly understands the meaning of the Manchuria-Mongolia lifeline."

Uehara had no interest in listening to Tanaka fire blanks. Seeing that Tanaka was about to launch into a grand theory, he cut straight to the point. "Tanaka-kun, as the Minister of War, do you truly not wish to expand the Empire's frontiers? The Empire's strength is currently at its peak since the Meiji Restoration. The European Great Powers have been weakened by the war. This is the Empire of Japan's opportunity!"

Tanaka had not expected Uehara to be so direct and was momentarily at a loss for words. There were countless men like Uehara in the army; their understanding of the world remained stuck in the era of the First Sino-Japanese War, believing that acquiring land and reparations through military victory was the only correct path.

For Tanaka, the "Manchuria-Mongolia lifeline" centered on the "lifeline," not "Manchuria-Mongolia." Manchuria and Mongolia were mentioned only because, compared to other options, they were the easiest targets to secure. If Japan's national destiny shifted and a better option appeared, Tanaka would not hesitate to propose a different lifeline.

In this regard, Uehara was truly inferior to Nagata Tetsuzan. Nagata won the praise of the army elders because he proposed schemes for *how* to strengthen Japan.

At this level, those who understood, understood; those who didn't, never would. Tanaka remained silent for a long while before suddenly speaking. "We've arrived at the Ministry of War. Uehara-kun, I will get off first. Farewell."

As soon as he spoke, the car stopped at the Ministry's entrance. The door opened, and Tanaka stepped out. He bowed politely to Uehara inside the car, turned, and walked through the gates.

Watching Tanaka's back disappear, Uehara felt a turmoil of emotions. Even within the military, there were not many who supported action against Russia, a fact that infuriated him.

The car started up again quickly. Uehara had made up his mind. Since this group refused to act, he would have to fight for the Empire of Japan alone.

Upon returning to the General Staff Headquarters, a staff officer rushed over with a document. Without even waiting for Uehara, the officer spoke, his voice trembling with excitement, "Excellency, the White Russians... the White Russian Provisional Government has been defeated by Soviet Russia. They are requesting our aid."

Uehara's eyes widened. He had been expecting this, but he hadn't thought it would happen today.

Opening the file, the attached telegram draft confirmed the officer's words. Uehara was overjoyed and immediately ordered, "Meeting!"

The members of the General Staff assembled rapidly. Upon learning that the opportunity for full-scale intervention in the Russian Civil War had arrived, their reaction mirrored General Uehara's exactly. Ushijima Mitsuru, in particular, shouted with an excitement that bordered on a loss of composure, "Excellency, let's do it!"

Now that the opportunity was here, General Uehara actually became calm, refusing to be influenced by a junior officer like Ushijima.

"Prepare operational plans immediately," Uehara ordered.

As his subordinates sprang into action, Uehara began to consider how to achieve his goal in one stroke. The Imperial Japanese Army General Staff was the command authority; operations were formulated by the General Staff and submitted to the Emperor. If the Emperor approved, the operational plan would be issued as an imperial decree to the Ministry of War, and the War Minister would be responsible for execution.

This was why Uehara had been forced to drag Tanaka along to persuade Prime Minister Hara. The current Emperor, Taishō, was deeply influenced by party politics in his policy-making; it was no longer the era of Emperor Meiji, where the monarch and the military were united in heart and mind.

If the Emperor rejected Uehara's plan, it naturally could not be implemented. And it was the Ministry of War, not the General Staff, that commanded the front lines. The General Staff had no power to bypass the Ministry and command troops directly.

Given Tanaka Giichi's behavior, the old fox likely believed the Emperor would not agree to a plan for formal war with Russia, hence his vacillation.

How could the Emperor be persuaded?

After some thought, Uehara suddenly hit upon a method. He called for his trusted aide, Lieutenant Colonel Ikeda, and whispered a few instructions.

***

That evening, Lieutenant Colonel Ikeda of the General Staff walked into a restaurant. Amid the owner's warm "Welcome," Ikeda entered. Sitting in a corner, he looked around and saw that, even at dinner time, there were very few customers. Seeing this situation, Ikeda felt a pang of sadness.

Since the end of the war, the Japanese economy had been hit hard, and the market was deteriorating day by day. Not to mention comparing it to the wartime period over a year ago, even compared to six months ago, the number of customers was far lower.

As he was thinking, the entrance curtain lifted, and two people walked in. The owner quickly stepped forward to bow and welcome them.

Ikeda saw the leader was wearing a western suit—it was his classmate Iguchi, who worked at the *Asahi Shimbun*. He stood up. Immediately, Ikeda froze. Behind Iguchi followed a young woman.

She wore a British Victorian-style light grey coat and a newsboy cap favored by reporters. Her attire was clean and sharp, her round face very cute, yet she exuded the air of a scholar. For Ikeda to be assigned to the General Staff meant he was an elite graduate of the Army War College; he had seen many people. Yet at a glance, he could not figure out this young woman's background.

Iguchi walked up to Ikeda, and the two shook hands directly. Iguchi then introduced, "Ikeda-kun, this is the newcomer the paper assigned me to mentor, Miss Morita. Morita, this is my elementary school classmate, Ikeda."

Facing Miss Morita's polite and warm greeting, Ikeda hurriedly returned the bow. The three sat down. It was Ikeda's first time facing a career woman, and he was momentarily unadjusted. Reporter Iguchi, seeing Ikeda's reaction, laughed. "Ikeda, don't underestimate Miss Morita. She is a graduate of Tohoku Imperial University—a genuine female university student. If it weren't to see you, I wouldn't have asked Morita to come out this late. Speak, what's the big news?"

Hearing that the person opposite him was a female university student, Ikeda was shocked. Having served in the military for many years, Ikeda had seen dozens of generals, and had met Marshals and even Imperial Princes more than once. Even His Majesty the Emperor, Ikeda had seen from a relatively close distance at a conference.

However, a living, breathing Japanese female university student was something Ikeda was seeing for the first time in his life. It made him bow his head to Reporter Morita again.

Morita Mitsuko, seeing Ikeda's demeanor, smiled faintly and said, "Iguchi-kun, perhaps I should go for a walk outside?"

Iguchi knew exactly why the editor-in-chief of *Asahi Shimbun* had sent Morita Mitsuko to follow him, so naturally, he did not agree. As long as Lieutenant Colonel Ikeda did not explicitly state he wanted to pass news privately, Morita Mitsuko had to be there watching. For a reporter, social experience was a crucial accumulation.

Ikeda had absolutely no thought of asking the female reporter to leave. He was simply suppressing himself, trying not to stare at Miss Morita. Female university students had powerful families behind them; being impolite could have consequences Ikeda might not be able to bear.

By this time, the restaurant owner had served two side dishes and a pot of sake. Miss Morita arranged the sake cups, picked up the pot, and poured for the three of them.

This elegance and thoughtfulness gave Ikeda a very good impression. He raised his cup and said to Miss Morita, "A pleasure to meet you."

Morita revealed a polite, sweet smile. When Iguchi raised his cup, she did the same. After the three clinked cups, Morita held her slightly loose left sleeve with her right hand, said "A pleasure," and drained the cup in one go.

Seeing such an elegant yet bold manner, Ikeda felt that what had been a dull affair was becoming interesting.

The three ate and chatted. A while later, hearing Ikeda recount recent events, Reporter Iguchi frowned. "Is the request for troops from the White Russian Provisional Government confirmed?"

Lieutenant Colonel Ikeda really didn't want to answer such a stupid question. Moreover, Miss Morita was refilling his empty cup again. The faint scent of perfume from Miss Morita made Ikeda feel unable to focus. To cover his lapse, he drained the cup again.

As soon as he put it down, Iguchi laughed. "Even if you want to get drunk, make the matter clear first."

Riding the alcohol, Lieutenant Colonel Ikeda sighed deeply. "The Empire's opportunity is right before our eyes, but judging by the government's intent, they actually want to let it slip away."

Reporter Iguchi knew, of course, that his old classmate's purpose in coming was not to catch up, but to use the *Asahi Shimbun* channel to leak this news. But this matter was indeed beyond Iguchi's authority; he dared not give his classmate any promises. Especially since the *Asahi Shimbun* editorial department had published quite a few articles on the Far East situation. Since the president of the paper had been called in for a meal by the higher-ups, the tendency was toward even greater caution.

Seeing Iguchi remain silent, Ikeda's dissatisfaction flared. He asked, "Iguchi-kun, do you not think this is an opportunity?"

Iguchi remained silent, simply taking a sip from his cup. Expanding territory was certainly an opportunity, but after being a reporter for so long, Iguchi's view of the world was very different from when he was young. He could no longer simply disregard everything for some possibility. Furthermore, the lesson of the Russo-Japanese War was not far behind. The Japanese Army had taken the impregnable Port Arthur fortress, and the Navy had annihilated almost all of Russia's capital ships with minimal losses.

From the perspective of victory alone, it was indeed an unprecedented triumph for Japan. Politically and economically, Japan had gained Britain's respect and signed the Anglo-Japanese Alliance.

However, the Katsura government, which had achieved such success, collapsed amidst the spitting curses of the entire Japanese populace. The Japanese people were certainly happy with the victory, but they absolutely could not accept that the war ended without obtaining any reparations.

Now the White Russian Provisional Government was asking for help. Based on the intelligence Iguchi had, the White Russian government could give Japan very little. Its leader was Admiral Kolchak, who had fought in the previous Russo-Japanese War. He would never cede land to Japan, and most of the gold the White Russian government carried had been used to buy arms and supplies from Northeast China.

If Japan sent troops this time, even if they won a great victory, they could not obtain territorial cessions or reparations. The current Hara Cabinet would never make such a choice.

Iguchi made his judgment while sipping his sake slowly. Seeing Iguchi's reaction, Lieutenant Colonel Ikeda felt he had found the wrong person. If it were a reporter bent on scooping news, they would be asking for details immediately.

Since Iguchi didn't react, Ikeda looked at the female reporter, Morita. Perhaps it was the alcohol, combined with his inner frustration, but Ikeda posed the question to her. "Miss Morita, do you support sending troops?"

Miss Morita displayed that polite, sweet smile again. "If I could interview the General Staff when the troops are sent, that would be wonderful."

Ikeda was delighted by these words. Feeling even more contempt for his old classmate Iguchi, he turned back and asked, "Well, Iguchi, can you report it?"

Iguchi still dared not agree. He was also somewhat impressed by his colleague Morita Mitsuko's answer. It was a classic evasion; Morita Mitsuko's response was a perfect model. His classmate Ikeda seemed not to notice at all that Morita Mitsuko hadn't answered the question but had used a very clever verbal trick to make him think she supported the war.

Morita Mitsuko could do this, but Iguchi could not. Finally, Iguchi steeled his heart. It was indeed big news, and the kind the Japanese public loved most. If he offended his old classmate, his opportunities to get information in the future would be much fewer. Iguchi grit his teeth and replied, "Please wait and watch the papers in the coming days, Ikeda-kun."

Finally receiving a clear answer from Iguchi, Ikeda was relieved. Raising his glass, he said, "May the Imperial Japanese Army be victorious in every battle."

They chatted for a while longer until Iguchi said, "It's getting late. I need to escort Morita home."

Ikeda somehow found the courage to say, "If it's alright, I'll join the escort."

Iguchi smiled bitterly and looked at Morita.

Joining the escort squad, Ikeda became more and more surprised as they walked. The direction Morita Mitsuko was heading was the old downtown of Tokyo, not the wealthy district. Arriving at her door, Ikeda looked at the very ordinary small courtyard with puzzlement. This kind of old courtyard was too far removed from Morita's status as a university student. A university student might emerge from such a place, but absolutely not a *female* university student.

After Mitsuko went inside, Ikeda finally asked, "Iguchi, whose relative is this Miss Mitsuko?"

Iguchi hesitated, but having been pestered by the curious Ikeda all the way back, he finally answered, "Go check at the General Staff. There's definitely a file on Miss Morita. As for who that person is, I really can't say."

Ikeda nodded and committed this to memory.

When he woke up the next day, Ikeda had forgotten about it. After breakfast, he hurried to the General Staff and picked up the *Asahi Shimbun*, only to find no news about the White Russian Provisional Government. This disappointed Ikeda greatly.

By late morning, arriving at his office, Ikeda checked the latest edition again. Finally, he found the news in an inconspicuous spot on the first page. However, the placement was quite different from the massive coverage Lieutenant Colonel Ikeda had expected.

Looking at this inconspicuous spot, Ikeda suddenly remembered the news about the female reporter, Morita. Unable to restrain himself, he actually ran to the archives and asked the person in charge to help look for a file on a young woman named Morita.

The officer in charge listened to the details and asked for confirmation with a confused look. Ikeda replied, "That's right, a girl about twenty years old."

The officer looked carefully at the official request Ikeda had brought, then went into the archives without a word. Ikeda thought the search would take a long time, but less than five minutes later, the officer walked out, holding a file.

Ikeda took the file with great suspicion. Flipping to the first page, he was dumbfounded.

The very first entry in the file stated clearly: "Sworn Brother: He Rui."

As a graduate of the Army War College and a staff officer at the General Staff, Ikeda knew exactly *which* He Rui this was.

Ikeda had never imagined that the female reporter Morita's backer was actually the Chinese warlord He Rui.
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Takahashi Korekiyo took the business card handed over by his secretary and looked at the name 'Fukada Mitsuko', then at the title: *Asahi Shimbun* Reporter. Minister Takahashi was momentarily puzzled as to when the *Asahi Shimbun* had started recruiting female reporters. At least judging by the name, Fukada Mitsuko was a woman.

Before Takahashi could think much more, the secretary said, "Excellency, it was you who wrote the recommendation letter for this Miss Fukada, recommending her to take the entrance exam for Tohoku Imperial University."

Even though Takahashi was busy with work every day, he still had an impression of this event from three years ago. Takahashi sighed, "Has it been three years already?"

The secretary did not say anything this time. He knew very well that Finance Minister Takahashi Korekiyo was not asking anyone; the remark was merely a lament over the passage of time.

Sure enough, Takahashi continued to ask, "What did the *Asahi Shimbun* send her here for?"

"I heard from Miss Fukada that the *Asahi Shimbun* wanted to interview Prime Minister Hara, but was refused by His Excellency. So Miss Fukada wanted to come and ask for your assistance."

Takahashi thought for a moment, then ordered, "I happen to be going out, so please ask Miss Fukada to join me in the car."

Fukada Mitsuko left Takahashi with the impression of being 'very polite'. That is to say, aside from the customary greetings, Fukada Mitsuko only explained that she had been assigned to interview Prime Minister Hara, and did not take the initiative to say another word after that.

Takahashi Korekiyo also did not mention the interview at all, simply inquiring about Fukada Mitsuko's studies at Tohoku Imperial University. Hearing that Fukada Mitsuko had graduated with straight As, he praised, "Miss Fukada has not failed Professor Taira Toyomori's expectations."

Fukada Mitsuko replied, "Receiving such grace from Your Excellency and Professor Taira, other than my grades, there is nothing that can prove my gratitude."

Takahashi's evaluation of Fukada Mitsuko rose even higher. With a faint smile, Takahashi spoke no more. The interior of the car fell into silence for the time being. It was not until the car stopped outside the Prime Minister's official residence that Takahashi asked Fukada Mitsuko to remain in the car first, while he got out and went straight to Prime Minister Hara Takashi's office.

Seeing Takahashi enter, Hara Takashi stood up. Takahashi smiled and said, "Excellency, I have had an audience with His Majesty. His Majesty does not support a full-scale war."

"That is wonderful!" Hara breathed a long sigh of relief, but a moment later, his expression turned worried again. He asked, "Is His Majesty's health stable?"

At this, even Takahashi Korekiyo could not help but show a look of regret. The current Emperor of Japan, Taishō, was seen as a wise ruler by both Hara and Takahashi. He possessed very clear judgment regarding Japan's political development, especially with his clear recognition of Japan's movement directly toward party politics.

However, this inevitably offended the old Japanese forces of military background. Therefore, open and secret attacks regarding Emperor Taishō having mental illness had never ceased.

Even so, Emperor Taishō did not retreat because of this. He continued to strive to stabilize the direction of Japan's political development and push Japanese society toward a more open direction. The fact that the Hara cabinet could come to power was the result of this progress.

But the greater the progress, the greater the resistance. The attacks on Taishō had now reached an unscrupulous level. Yamagata Aritomo had publicly stated that Emperor Taishō had suffered from meningitis as a child and had not fully recovered, and now had mental illness.

How would the Japanese citizens have the opportunity to contact the Emperor? At the very least, Hara and Takahashi were quite angry at such claims. Yamagata Aritomo and his ilk were already trying hard to get close to the princes and trying every means to influence the young royals. If Taishō were driven from power, the next Emperor would very likely be a monarch who shared the same mindset as the military men.

Although his heart was heavy, Takahashi still replied, "His Majesty is in good health. Would Your Excellency be willing to accept an interview with the *Asahi Shimbun*?"

Hara hesitated for a moment before asking, "Is that reporter reliable? How is their ability?"

Takahashi Korekiyo then recounted Fukada Mitsuko's background to Hara. Hearing that the interviewing reporter was a woman and had a deep relationship with He Rui, Hara remained interested even while facing immense pressure at this time. "Then please invite this Miss Fukada in."

Waiting for the secretary to go and bring the person in, Hara sighed, "Excellency Takahashi, Japan has not easily achieved today's state of enlightenment; I will absolutely not allow the era to turn back!"

Takahashi Korekiyo only nodded slightly and did not speak. Because there was nothing to say. If he were not like-minded with Hara, there would have been absolutely no need for Takahashi to have gone to the lengths he had. Takahashi was working for a shared ideal, not working for Hara.

Soon, Fukada Mitsuko was led into the Prime Minister's office. It could be seen that Fukada Mitsuko was somewhat nervous. But this did not make her lose her composure. Seeing Fukada Mitsuko's graceful and natural demeanor, Prime Minister Hara, who had been a reporter for many years, could not help but feel joy in his heart. *This* was what Japan's future ought to look like; Hara hoped that more Japanese women could become like Fukada Mitsuko.

Upon learning that she was permitted to interview Prime Minister Hara, Fukada Mitsuko was stunned for a moment. She immediately asked, "Excellency, could you please allow me to go out and prepare for a few minutes?"

Hearing this, Hara could not help but recall his own feelings when he first interviewed a big shot. That excitement, unease, and the mixture of expectation for his own success and fear of failing the interview—it had taken Hara a great deal of effort to calm himself back then.

Since Fukada Mitsuko had made the request so sincerely, Hara agreed. It was a good opportunity to discuss some small matters with Takahashi Korekiyo. After Fukada Mitsuko was led out by the secretary, Hara asked, "The workers at Kawasaki Shipyard have already won the eight-hour workday. How many people within the Seiyūkai want to implement the eight-hour workday across Japan?"

Takahashi Korekiyo's expression grew solemn. "Only a minority want to legislate it; the majority do not wish to see it."

Hearing that the eight-hour workday had not become a policy-making issue within the Seiyūkai, Japan's current 'ruling party', Hara relaxed. The nationwide Rice Riots in Japan had led to the collapse of the Terauchi cabinet, allowing the Hara cabinet to take the stage.

Hara knew the intense emotions of the Japanese populace, and also knew the desire of the opposing dignitaries and capitalists to suppress them with all their might. As Prime Minister, Hara absolutely could not let the situation deteriorate. Otherwise, the Hara cabinet would collapse directly. To quiet the populace while also making the dignitaries and capitalists make certain concessions—to achieve such a result, Hara had already exhausted his mental efforts. There absolutely could not be a new flashpoint now.

Just as they finished this topic, a knock sounded at the door, and the secretary led Fukada Mitsuko in. Although Takahashi could have left, he stayed, sitting to the side to watch this interview.

Fukada Mitsuko posed the first question: "Excellency, will the government use all means to support the White Russian Provisional Government?"

Hara shook his head. "The Japanese government is paying close attention to the Russian Civil War, but we will not let the Japanese military and citizens risk intervening in the Russian Civil War for the sake of Russia."

"Excellency, do you believe that the overthrown Tsarist government and the current Soviet Russian government, when the situation is unfavorable, will differ in their attitudes when ending a war?"

Hearing this question, Hara felt that it sounded tricky, yet was actually a softball question.

Looking at Fukada Mitsuko, he saw that this young girl had a somewhat petite figure and a sweet, round face. She looked very cute.

When Hara was a reporter, he was at the *Mainichi Shimbun* and did not have a deep understanding of the *Asahi Shimbun*. So Hara could not be sure if this question was thought up by Fukada Mitsuko herself or set by the *Asahi Shimbun*.

Thinking of the female reporter Fukada Mitsuko's academic background, Hara decided to gamble. The General Staff Office had already started using newspapers to stir up the emotions of the Japanese citizens; if he wanted to counterattack, Hara also had to utilize the propaganda power of the newspapers.

So Hara replied, "From the intelligence we have obtained so far, the Bolshevik government is an extremely radical Russian political organization. And the Russian domestic populace has already fallen into radical emotions. Under such emotions, it is impossible for Russia to make a decision to cede territory and pay indemnities."

"Excellency, in the latter stages of the Russo-Japanese War, it was heard that Russia was transporting troops to the Far East. Meanwhile, Japan's economy at the time was being maintained by loans. Was such information accurate?"

Hearing this question, Hara understood. The *Asahi Shimbun* was prepared to stand on the anti-war side this time, which meant standing on Hara's side. Since that was the case, Hara analyzed the comparison of strength between the two sides behind the Russo-Japanese War. And coordinating with Fukada Mitsuko's questions, he continued to expound that if war broke out with the Bolshevik government of Soviet Russia now, the result would be no different from the Russo-Japanese War.

Russia could afford to drag it out, whereas if Japan could not achieve a decisive victory in the short term, the country would be crushed by massive military expenditures.

More importantly, even if war broke out with Soviet Russia and the Japanese army advanced continuously in the Far East, achieving some military victories, they could not hit Russia's core heartland in Europe. Soviet Russia could continue to fight the Japanese army indefinitely.

The result of the Russo-Japanese War proved that as long as a vast major power continued to fight, its costs would be much lower than that of Japan, hanging alone overseas, sending troops to the continent.

Finally, the interview was completed. Fukada Mitsuko closed her notebook and asked, "Does Your Excellency have anything else to add?"

Hara was in a much better mood by now and smiled, "When can Miss Fukada write up the interview article?"

Fukada Mitsuko did not have confidence that her news piece would quickly pass the editor-in-chief's review, so she replied, "I will bring the first draft the day after tomorrow. Please have someone review it, Your Excellency."

For Hara, who had been a reporter for several years, reviewing and editing drafts was once a daily meal. He encouraged her, "I will be waiting to see Miss Fukada's masterpiece."

After the secretary saw Fukada Mitsuko out, Takahashi sighed, "I didn't expect a young girl to have such insight. The people at the General Staff are inferior even to such a girl."

Hara was also speechless, yet helpless.

The Japanese populace's attitude toward war was very simple: as long as they could win the battle and make the defeated country cede territory and pay indemnities, allowing the people to catch their breath, the Japanese populace supported the war. If the result of the war could not achieve this goal, the Japanese populace would vent all their anger on the Prime Minister.

If this was the mood of the Japanese people during the Russo-Japanese War over a decade ago, the situation Hara faced now was even more difficult. The resistance of the Japanese people was becoming increasingly intense. Because the small parties had to rely on the radicals, in order to cater to the dissatisfaction of the people, the political slogan of 'Universal Suffrage' had been shouted by the small parties for several years.

Hara said helplessly, "Actually, the future development of democracy is a terrifying thing. regarding this, I share the same worries as the bureaucratic forces. The difference lies in the fact that the bureaucratic forces want to block this trend, whereas I want to prevent this trend from developing too fast, channeling it so that it does not cause great chaos. The Qing Dynasty collapsed under excessively radical reforms."

Takahashi Korekiyo expressed agreement. However, what Takahashi thought of in his heart was He Rui. He Rui had cut through the knot of landlords and gentry in the Northeast with a sharp knife, resolving the mess, and immediately pushed through extremely radical policies. The Bolshevik government had seized national power in Russia within an extremely short time. The situations on both sides were quite good. Takahashi felt that whether a policy was radical or not did not have as much influence as imagined. The key lay in whether power was unified.

It was said that the Bolshevik leader, Lenin, held the leading power of the Bolshevik party. As for He Rui, more evidence proved that He Rui held absolute leadership status within the Northeast Government.

Yet Hara, this Prime Minister, had to maneuver among various forces. Not only could he not command other forces, but he also had to negotiate with them to coordinate relationships.

Two days later, Hara received the interview news. Just as Hara had hoped, this exclusive interview was very well-written. More importantly, it was an easily understandable news draft. By comparing it with the Russo-Japanese War, the interview clearly wrote out the huge losses the Russo-Japanese War brought to Japan and the reasons behind them, so that even ordinary people could understand.

The entire article did not lack praise for the victory of the war, not being annoying in the slightest. Similarly, the price the Japanese people had to pay was also described vividly. After all, the Japanese who had experienced the era of the Russo-Japanese War were mostly still alive.

After the Russo-Japanese War, Japan owed huge foreign debts. It was not until the Great War in Europe two years ago that they paid them off due to the sudden explosion of exports.

Reading it once more, Hara felt that the article's sense of propriety was grasped extremely well; no problems could be found in the writing style or content. Thinking of the reaction of those people at the General Staff after seeing this article, Hara only felt some anticipation.

Just as Hara expected, after General Uehara Yūsaku, Chief of the General Staff, finished reading the article in the *Asahi Shimbun*, he was so angry that he directly called Lieutenant Colonel Ikeda, who was responsible for leaking information to the *Asahi Shimbun*, and scolded him directly: "Ikeda, is this how you contact the *Asahi Shimbun*?!"

Ikeda endured General Uehara Yūsaku's scolding and did not particularly care. As a major newspaper in Japan, the General Staff really had no way to order the *Asahi Shimbun* to be submissive. After General Uehara finished scolding, Ikeda asked for the newspaper. After reading it and seeing the pen name 'Fukada Rui' written in the author column, he felt he probably knew who the author was.

Originally, Uehara Yūsaku's anger had not yet subsided, but hearing that the author was actually a female reporter with a deep relationship with He Rui, his other thoughts were immediately put aside. Uehara knew that He Rui was favored by Takahashi Korekiyo, and could not help but think that Takahashi had suspicions of colluding with foreign countries.

A few days later, He Rui, who was considered to be colluding with Takahashi Korekiyo, received a piece of intelligence: Japanese Chief of General Staff Uehara Yūsaku had submitted a request to Emperor Taishō to go to war with Soviet Russia during an audience, and was directly refused by the Emperor. This left Uehara in a very awkward position.

He Rui put down the urgent intelligence delivered to him and continued to assign work to Director Zhou of the Foreign Affairs Department. "If the Bolshevik side sends someone to contact us and asks if the Soviet Red Army can pass through our territory, you tell the Soviet Red Army representative to contact the comrades responsible for foreign affairs in the Northeast Army."

"We are going to let Soviet Russia pass through?" Director Zhou was greatly shocked by this news.

He Rui shook his head. "We absolutely cannot allow any foreign army to pass through China's borders. This concerns national dignity and is a matter on which we absolutely cannot back down."

Hearing He Rui answer this way, Director Zhou finally relaxed. Then he heard He Rui say, "Therefore, regarding this matter, if the other party does not raise such a request, we must not raise it either. And Director Zhou must pay attention: you cannot converse with the representative of the Russian Red Army. This is not a matter of whether you can talk or not, but concerns the principle of diplomatic reciprocity."

Director Zhou did not quite understand. But since He Rui spoke this way, he could only obey orders. Then he heard He Rui continue, "Director Zhou, from now on, we must be particular about diplomatic reciprocity. This is not about personal face, but if we don't do this, we will be considered unprofessional."

Hearing the word 'unprofessional', Director Zhou immediately replied with a hundredfold spirit, "Yes!"

In the Civilization Party's current definitions, the most serious offense was 'unserious'. This referred to issues of cognition and attitude.

And while 'unprofessional' referred to issues at the execution level, it was a very severe criticism within the execution level.

With the matter discussed, Director Zhou, facing He Rui who was dressed in ordinary clothes convenient for going down to the fields, knew that the Chairman was going to the countryside for inspection. Director Zhou said, "Please rest assured, Chairman. I will do as the Chairman requested. Once there is anything I don't understand, I will also contact the Chairman."

He Rui shook his head. "Don't consider contacting me first. Hold party meetings, hold departmental meetings. Three cobblers equal a Zhuge Liang; as long as the direction is correct, there is strength in numbers."

Hearing He Rui speak amusingly, and thinking of the situations where everyone spoke at once during meetings, Director Zhou could not help but ask jokingly, "Chairman, if the direction is correct, there is strength in numbers. What if the direction is incorrect? Will we fall apart?"

Unlike what Director Zhou thought, He Rui's expression was solemn, and his tone was also solemn. "If the direction is correct, there is strength in numbers. If the direction is incorrect, the more knowledge one has, the more reactionary one becomes."

The word 'reactionary' was an even more serious matter within the Civilization Party. Unserious and unprofessional referred to internal problems, while reactionary referred to contradictions between the enemy and us. That was a matter of determining victory or defeat, or even life and death.

Just then, someone came in from outside. It was a staff member from the telegraph room. "Chairman, we received a telegram. General Kolchak wishes to request an audience with the Chairman. I wonder if the Chairman has time?"
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Even without He Rui answering, Director Zhou of the Foreign Affairs Office already looked displeased. He glanced at He Rui, and seeing the rather dismissive expression on He Rui's face, he asked, "Did Kolchak really ask if we have time over here?"

Hearing Director Zhou raise such a reasonable question, He Rui simply took the telegram, then called the telegraph office and instructed them to send foreign telegrams to the Foreign Affairs Office first in the future.

After that, He Rui made a call to the Military Commission, ordering them to strengthen border defenses. Only then did he head out for his grassroots inspection. It was now September, and He Rui's inspection began in Siping, Jilin Province. As the city with the highest level of industrialization in the entire Northeast, Siping's scale had probably reached its limit. The urban population had reached one million.

Getting off the train here, He Rui didn't stay but headed straight for a town called Majiaji. In all the reports He Rui had seen, Majiaji was one of the very few towns still carrying out water conservancy construction right before the grain harvest. He Rui didn't know why they were doing this. Precisely because of this, He Rui really wanted to come and see.

Since there was no notification, the cadres of Majiaji didn't know He Rui had come; they had only heard that a chaotic inspector had been sent from above.

Coming to welcome He Rui was a simple and honest middle-aged man surnamed Ma. Officer Ma was very sincere and didn't speak much. He seemed a bit cramped when meeting He Rui and the others. When He Rui asked about the specific work in the town, Officer Ma's answers were equally cramped. According to Officer Ma's account, He Rui went to inspect it personally the next day. From a distance, he saw many colorful large flags planted on the high ground of the construction site, and the masses were divided into several teams, working around the different colored flags.

It was obvious that the town relied on flags to guide the grouping of work.

When He Rui reached the high ground, people came hurrying over. These few people were wearing clothes covered in mud, and the red scarves around their necks revealed their identity. They should be the town's leading cadres.

Sure enough, when the leader saw He Rui, he shouted in surprise, "Chairman He, why have you come?"

In the report, it was stated that this cadre was named Ma Dayou. He Rui felt that Ma Dayou should have participated in training and seen him. But He Rui had given lectures to thousands of cadres and had no impression of this one. So he asked, "Comrade Ma Dayou, which training session were you in?"

Hearing He Rui say this, Mayor Ma Dayou answered happily, "Reporting to the Chairman, I am a cadre from the third session, and I also participated in the sixth session of training."

He Rui nodded and continued walking towards the high ground. Ma Dayou and other cadres followed He Rui. Ma Dayou tentatively asked, "Does the Chairman have any comments on our work?"

"I heard you started work before the harvest, I just came to see what was going on," He Rui replied.

Ma Dayou looked puzzled. "Chairman, didn't the Mayor tell you?"

He Rui shook his head. "I just came to look. I didn't see the Mayor after arriving in Siping."

Ma Dayou hurriedly explained, "Chairman, the river in our town has very little water. After consulting with the water conservancy cadres, they said this place isn't suitable for building ponds and that it would be best if we could connect to water from other reservoirs. The city said they wanted to organize collective training, so I submitted a report to the city saying that instead of collective training, it would be better to dig a water channel here."

Only then did He Rui understand what was happening. Local collective training was a requirement of the Military Commission. The purpose was to prepare for drawing personnel during wartime. Although the troops would train new recruits, daily organizational discipline was still completed through training carried out at the grassroots level. Just like how students in every school have to run exercises every day during the school term.

Knowing the reason for Mayor Ma Dayou's unusual action, He Rui didn't evaluate the matter but stood on the high ground looking at the project. Just as Mayor Ma Dayou said, the masses of the town were building a water conveyance channel connecting to the Banshan Reservoir. After watching for a while, He Rui asked about preparations for the autumn harvest.

Ma Dayou hurriedly explained, "Chairman He, all the sickles and farm tools are ready. I've checked every single household."

He Rui nodded slightly. In the training received by village and town mayors, only a few courses were about political and ideological work. Most of the learning content was about how to engage in production more effectively and how to organize the masses for production.

After so much training and accumulated experience, the village head checking production preparations door-to-door was one of the simplest and most effective methods. After checking the autumn harvest preparations, when the harvest began, the village and town heads would personally take the lead in starting the reaping.

If the villagers were left to arrange production themselves after the land distribution, someone would definitely mess it up. Only with such a degree of organization could it be ensured that many things would not go awry.

After inspecting Majiaji, He Rui stayed in Majiaji that day, preparing to see the next day if the specific work was as Mayor Ma Dayou had said.

As for the specific content of the work, it was originally a tutorial written by comrades within the party based on actual work. It was taught to these cadres during school training. He Rui didn't need to ask at all to know what the village and town heads were going to do.

Early the next morning, He Rui was woken up by his secretary, who looked nervous. "Chairman, there has been some conflict with the White Russians on our border."

He Rui asked, "Through what channel was the news sent?"

The secretary hurriedly answered, "Chairman, it was sent via the telegraph line."

"Oh..." He Rui felt very satisfied. The current technical level was far inferior to the 21st century, and naturally, it was impossible to have telephone and network access in every village. However, He Rui still tried his best to connect telegraph lines between counties and towns. At this time, border information being transmitted directly via telegraph lines was indeed much more convenient.

Although he learned that a conflict had broken out on the border, He Rui's itinerary remained unchanged. In the Northeast Government and within the Civilization Party, He Rui was indeed in a leadership position. But this did not mean that all matters had to be decided by He Rui. Establishing various party schools, military academies, and cadre training schools was for the purpose of enabling party members, the army, and cadres to possess the ability to solve problems.

Going with Ma Dayou to see the farm tool preparation area first, he saw that the farm tools in the warehouse were arranged very neatly, and the various records of borrowing and the hand tags for borrowing were prepared very completely.

On the way to the farmers' homes, the sound of children reading aloud came from a place. He Rui stopped and pointed there. "Is that a school?"

Ma Dayou hurriedly answered, "Yes. The kindergarten has also started classes. Does the Chairman want to see?"

He Rui decided to go to the kindergarten first. As soon as he entered the door, he heard children crying loudly. Walking in, he saw a comrade who looked very fierce leading some old men and middle-aged women in looking after a group of little cuties.

Not all the little cuties were crying; some were just crying along instinctively because others were crying. After crying a few times, the little cuties stopped.

Seeing the Mayor come in, the comrade with the fierce appearance hurriedly came up to welcome him. Seeing He Rui, the comrade with the fierce appearance shouted in surprise, "Chairman He!"

He Rui felt this comrade looked a bit familiar. Thinking carefully, he remembered. "Is it Comrade Ma Wenliang?"

Ma Wenliang was overjoyed and hurriedly came up to salute. "Chairman, I took the toddler training course!"

He Rui nodded. "That's right, I lectured on child psychology in that course. I still remember you."

After exchanging a few words, it was confirmed that Ma Wenliang was the town's kindergarten director. The kindergarten director had been to the city to receive training; this was the arrangement. Ma Wenliang couldn't help but sigh that the content learned in class had all been proven correct when taking care of the children. "Chairman, the teachers in the school said that children are about the same as small animals. Children need company, but adults may not necessarily be able to do it."

At this point, Ma Wenliang looked at the group of attendants around him and the Mayor standing beside him, hesitating to speak.

He Rui looked at Kindergarten Director Ma Wenliang and had no intention of forcing him to speak out about his difficulties. This visit was for inspection, to see if the grassroots had completed organizational construction according to the party, government, and military arrangements. It was not to solve the problems encountered by grassroots cadres. So no matter what difficulties Ma Wenliang encountered, they were not the purpose of He Rui's trip.

So He Rui said, "When is your next training?"

Ma Wenliang shook his head. "Chairman, I haven't received the notice yet."

"Hmm... is there a study meeting in the city?" He Rui still hoped that there could be better training within kindergartens and schools.

Ma Wenliang replied, "I haven't heard of that either."

He Rui nodded but didn't say anything more.

Leaving the kindergarten, he went to look at the school. He saw that the teachers in the school were all young people under twenty. The children were noisy, and their relationship with the teachers looked quite good.

When asking the school teachers about the training time, the teachers immediately stated, "Report, we rotate training once every two months. Our next training starts in two months."

Regarding study meetings, the primary school teachers also had relevant arrangements.

Although He Rui didn't know if the lack of subsequent training arrangements for kindergarten teachers was a problem in the Siping area, at least he had discovered such a problem. Leaving the school, He Rui recorded it, planning to go back and ask.

Just as the inspection reached this point, someone came running quickly towards them. After questioning by the guard, it was learned that new news had arrived. He Rui took the telegram and saw that the previous border conflict was not a simple friction; subsequent fighting had already occurred.

Right in the area of the Tumen River mouth, the Northeast Army border defense troops intercepted a unit of the Russian White Guard attempting to enter Chinese territory, and fighting broke out between the two sides.

He Rui still took no action regarding this. The army had its own organization, and He Rui was not a master of micromanagement; there was absolutely no reason to intervene.

Of course, with the current organizational structure of the Northeast Army, if He Rui were to intervene, almost all officers from top to bottom in this unit would have to be held accountable. Even if not all were dismissed, they would at least have to be suspended for investigation.

After learning the latest news, He Rui continued his inspection work. Majiaji's work arrangement was not particularly outstanding, but there were no organizational flaws either. Every leading cadre had participated in relevant learning and applied what they had learned to their work. From an organizational standpoint, this was a qualified village/town. As for the effectiveness of the work, that would have to wait until He Rui held a symposium with the masses to know.

By evening, a new telegram had arrived. Five conflicts had broken out on the border due to the White Guard attempting to enter Chinese territory. Chief of Staff Cheng Ruofan was preparing to raise the border defense level.

With things at this stage, He Rui still had no intention of changing his itinerary. Various previous intelligence reports indicated that Kolchak indeed felt cornered, but Kolchak had absolutely no reason to invade the Northeast.

Although the Russian Maozi were savage and impulsive, they were not stupid. They knew very well what a full-scale war with the Northeast meant. Unless the Maozi were truly forced into a desperate situation.

That day, He Rui didn't sleep early. Organizing the results of the inspection, He Rui corresponded all the training content with the relevant work in Majiaji. After finishing writing, He Rui couldn't help but yawn. The secretary asked, "Chairman, it's getting late, rest."

He Rui nodded, but walked out of the room yawning. There were quite a few small insects outside the house, but He Rui was already used to it.

Just as Mr. Lu Xun from another timeline wrote in *Mr. Fujino*: '...early winter is already quite cold, but there are still many mosquitoes. Later, I covered my whole body with the quilt and wrapped my head and face with clothes, leaving only two nostrils to breathe. In this place where breath is unceasing, the mosquitoes had no way to insert their mouths, and I actually slept soundly.'

This is the characteristic of the era. Urban young people in the 21st century always have romantic fantasies about the countryside, but few pay attention to the fact that in the reinforced concrete forests of Beijing and Shanghai, the average life expectancy is far higher than in Guizhou.

The so-called longevity villages are not non-existent. He Rui had never traveled to those 'longevity villages' in propaganda and didn't know their true appearance. However, He Rui always believed that it was all commercial propaganda.

But one thing was correct: the temperature in the Northeast in 1920 was lower than in the 21st century. He Rui didn't believe in the theory of global warming, but the overall temperature in the 21st century being higher than in the same period in the 20th century should be correct.

Since the temperature was low, one could wear thicker clothes. He Rui was wearing long sleeves and trousers. He just waved away the small insects, lit a cigarette, and stood quietly in the yard. In the clear sky, the hanging crescent moon was slender and beautiful. This was a sight unseen in 21st-century cities. Such a clear and transparent sky reminded He Rui of the night sky he saw at a space observation scenic spot in Tibet while traveling there.

After a brief relaxation, He Rui drove his thoughts back to reality. The training of kindergarten teachers was not in place, which made He Rui very concerned.

Preschool education is a very troublesome job, but it is also an extremely important one. A saying became popular in the 21st century: 'Fortunate people are healed by their childhood all their lives, while unfortunate people spend their whole lives healing their childhood.'

But knowing this doesn't mean it can be solved. Because a person's childhood is by no means something that can be solved by simple social nurturing; family and living sphere are all the most important things. Unlike the current era, what industrialization talks about is reproduction—not just 'giving birth', but also saving them, and even more so, educating and nurturing them.

But this requirement is too high, completely beyond what the current Northeast economic level can afford...

While he was considering this, the secretary had already walked out. "Chairman, are you still going to continue working?"

"Hmm... I'm thinking about how to hold tomorrow's symposium," He Rui told the truth, but not the whole truth.

The secretary didn't expect what He Rui was thinking about. He waved his hand to drive away the insects outside, then asked, "Chairman, I saw something seems wrong with the bathhouse in this town today."

"What's wrong?" He Rui asked about this content which fell under the scope of medical and health care.

Bathing can very effectively meet hygiene conditions and is also a good public place for relieving emotions. So the Northeast Government had made certain arrangements. However, He Rui hadn't noticed anything wrong with the bathhouse.

The secretary hesitated a bit before saying, "The fuel arrangement for the bathhouse is provided by the village now. I didn't see any coal over at the bathhouse."

Hearing this, He Rui immediately understood what the secretary had observed. However, it was hard to say whether this matter was a problem of organizational arrangement, or simply because of some problem with coal transportation.

Since he couldn't determine if it was an organizational problem, He Rui decided not to touch upon these issues for now.

Waking up the next day, He Rui immediately received a telegram. The Executive of the White Russian Provisional Government, Kolchak, requested a meeting with He Rui regarding the military conflict.

He Rui finished reading the message and couldn't figure out if this conflict was arranged by Kolchak or if Kolchak's subordinates were acting on their own.

Both were possible. Kolchak, an Admiral, had a very good image and reputation. Just based on these two items, He Rui could understand why Kolchak once fought to the vicinity of Moscow but was beaten to pieces by the Red Army temporarily organized by Trotsky.

An Admiral couldn't possibly command hundreds of thousands of army troops. And Kolchak's own reputation was very good, which further proved that this guy definitely hadn't engaged in much practical work in the army.

As the saying goes, "Even a dog detests the one who has been in charge for three years." He Rui himself felt this deeply. Even though He Rui felt he had tried hard to pay attention to working methods, the accumulated various problems made many comrades quite 'afraid' of He Rui.

So He Rui still made no arrangements. This matter had not yet reached the point where He Rui needed to come out and state his position directly. The Military Commission and the Party Standing Committee both had to discuss this and speak at the meeting.

He Rui felt that by now, it should be time for everyone to be able to make some decisions on their own. When Xu Chengfeng and others graduated in 1915, they were considered undergraduates. Five years had passed; even if they were in a combined Master's and PhD program, they should have graduated with a PhD.

Zhao Tianlin and others were outright PhDs.

It would be too ridiculous if a group of PhDs were still 'waiting for the teacher's instructions' like elementary school students.

The symposium went much better than He Rui imagined. The masses had many opinions, really many. Hearing them, Ma Dayou and other town cadres' faces changed color. He Rui even felt that the fact Ma Dayou didn't directly argue with the masses already proved they were very qualified cadres.

He Rui didn't criticize Ma Dayou because of the masses' criticism. The masses' complaints were basically because Ma Dayou and other town cadres managed too strictly, affecting everyone's daily life. And the masses found that some arrangements provided by the town were neither understandable nor effectively usable. So they had opinions on the work of the town cadres.

When the masses in the town spoke of the judgment of the 'Mobile Court' and felt it wasn't fair enough, He Rui was even somewhat delighted.

The masses' views on the law were naturally different from those of Zhao Tianlin and the gang of law PhDs who studied in the United States; this required adjusting working methods. But the fact that everyone could bring up the Mobile Court already proved that the Mobile Court was operating normally and had judged many cases.

Even though the Northeast had flat terrain and convenient transportation, He Rui was quite satisfied that organizational work had been completed to such an extent. It was even beyond He Rui's imagination.

With the degree of organization reaching this level, He Rui's confidence in fighting a major war with Japan became much firmer.

However, just as the meeting ended, a new telegram was sent. The Military Commission requested He Rui to return to Shenyang to preside over a meeting.

This time He Rui did not refuse. At this stage, convening a meeting was just right.
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Before attending the meeting, He Rui quickly browsed through various reports, including a letter sent by Kolchak. In the letter, Kolchak politely expressed "regret" regarding the military conflict that had occurred on the border.

The armed forces that had encroached upon the Chinese border were indeed Russian; Kolchak did not deny this. However, Kolchak stated that these small armed groups had broken away from the jurisdiction of the Kolchak Provisional Government and were acting on their own. Within the areas managed by Kolchak, these people had also been designated as "bandits."

He Rui felt that this might indeed be the case. Kolchak might indeed covet the Northeast, but for any competent leader, war is fought to be won. Given Kolchak's strength, He Rui did not believe the current White Russian Provisional Government had the capability to invade and occupy the Northeast.

Since there was no possibility of victory, Kolchak had no reason to drive these people to conduct probing attacks.

However, at the meeting, the comrades' views were not entirely consistent. Xu Chengfeng also believed that the White Russian Provisional Government had no intention of war at present. However, half of the food for Kolchak's troops currently came from humanitarian relief organizations jointly formed by Britain, France, and the Northeast. The Vladivostok region had no way to provide enough food for the remaining 500,000 people. Hunger was the norm.

Xu Chengfeng voiced his judgment: "The White Russians have always looked down on Chinese people and are used to being domineering. It's not strange that some of them think they can loot us now."

He Rui could not say Xu Chengfeng was wrong. Reality is always more absurd than fiction because people in reality can disregard logic entirely. But...

Xu Chengfeng continued, "The interrogation records have been sent up. Those White Russians stated that they wanted to cross the border line to grab a haul from our side."

He Rui still couldn't quite believe the White Russian bandits had reached such a frenzied level and asked, "How much barbed wire has been deployed on the border now?"

Xu Chengfeng was somewhat helpless. "We've only deployed it in some key areas. These White Russians didn't force their way through the barbed wire. We just sent out word to investigate whether any White Russian expatriates provided any guidance to the White Russian Provisional Government."

Since it was under investigation, He Rui could only wait for the results. The Military Commission meeting moved to the next item. Xu Chengfeng passed a letter from the Soviet Russian Red Army to the Northeast Army. In the letter, they very politely stated that the Red Army was preparing to launch an offensive against the White Russians and hoped the Northeast Army would not misunderstand the large-scale military conflict in the border region.

"Since the Red Army is coming, will the Japanese Army participate in the war?" Xu Chengfeng asked the question he was most concerned about. Other members of the Military Commission stared at He Rui. Everyone had discussed this many times, with varying opinions. Many people had different views at different times, and there was really no way to unify their perspectives.

He Rui thought for a moment and had someone bring a Chinese translation of an article from the *Asahi Shimbun*, passing around the article written under the pen name "Fukada Rui."

He Rui, of course, knew this was an article written by Fukada Mitsuko. Although he couldn't say it at this time. Seeing that Mitsuko could already write such excellent news reports and analysis, He Rui was truly happy in his heart. Even though this article clearly had the writing style of Professor Taira Toyomori of the Imperial University of Tokyo's Faculty of Law in it, He Rui still felt that Mitsuko had a promising future.

Xu Chengfeng and the others initially didn't expect He Rui to bring out content from a Japanese newspaper, but after reading for a while, their expressions changed. The article was written clearly and briskly, especially the analysis of Japan's desire to expand its territory in the Far East.

Even though the provisional government of Kolchak had reached a land cession agreement with Japan, the Kolchak government had no way to maintain the provisional government's existence on its own capabilities. The Soviet Russian government would certainly not recognize this agreement. If the Japanese government wanted Soviet Russia to recognize it, they would have to completely defeat the Soviet Russian Red Army through war. Engaging in a national war with Russia was already beyond the capacity of Japan's national power.

Even if Japan maintained military superiority within two hundred kilometers of the coastline and wanted to ensure the execution of the agreement through treaties, they would still have to face the question of whether Britain, France, and China would recognize it.

In Britain and France's world planning, they would not allow a country to rise rapidly and change the situation in the Far East. So even though Britain and France were currently at war with Russia, they would not allow Japan to swallow this land and thereby become a continental power in Asia. As soon as the conflict between Britain, France, and Russia ended, Britain and France would certainly not support Japan on the issue of Soviet Russia's war against Japan.

Since Soviet Russia's naval strength was extremely weak, Britain and France did not have to worry that Soviet Russia would attack Japan once Japan was defeated. So their attitude would not waver in the slightest.

Based on the reality of international politics, even if the Japanese Army could achieve various victories against the Soviet Russian Red Army, a single failure by the Japanese Army would ruin all previous efforts.

Soviet Russia could persist; as long as they recovered their territory, Soviet Russia would profit. But Japan would always be in a state of paying out, and sooner or later would have to give up because they could not see the return on their investment.

The entire analysis proceeded from the Japanese perspective, which made the comrades of the Military Commission feel unaccustomed. After all, in the view of the Military Commission comrades, Japan's attempt to gain benefits while Soviet Russia was in civil war was essentially an undignified and despicable act. This had already proved that Japan was no good.

However, the part about international politics still gave everyone a feeling of enlightenment. Xu Chengfeng finished reading first; he thought wordlessly, waiting for the comrades to finish reading. He already had a clear decision in his heart. If they wanted to recover the territories stolen by Russia after liberating all of China, they would have to consider a national war. And it would have to be a national war supported by the Great Powers.

The other comrades finished reading and also nodded one after another. Everyone's thoughts were similar: as long as Japan failed to seize the opportunity to make a big profit, the situation of maintaining the status quo was not unacceptable.

Cheng Ruofan started the next topic. "Chairman, the Soviet Russian Red Army wants to launch an offensive. The Military Commission judges that Kolchak cannot win. To what extent should we strengthen the border?"

He Rui had considered this matter. "My view is that we should start preparing shipping capacity now to transport White Russian refugees away from Vladivostok. What tonnage of ships can our shipyards build now?"

The comrades of the Military Commission looked at each other, and their gazes fell on Zheng Sirang, who was temporarily in charge of armaments. Zheng Sirang felt the atmosphere was a bit awkward, so he simply smiled and said, "Chairman, we can't build 10,000-ton steamers yet."

He Rui was amused. The comrades' first reaction was mostly displeasure, but after a moment, they could only smile bitterly. Just recently, a 10,000-ton steamer produced by Jiangnan Shipyard had been launched.

In the summer of the 7th year of the Republic of China (1918), during the First World War, the United States urgently needed ships to transport military supplies to Europe. They telegraphed their consul in Shanghai to discuss asking Jiangnan Shipyard to rush-build 10,000-ton transport ships. On July 10 of the same year, Han Li (Henley?), the Director General of Transport of the US Government, and Wellington Koo (Gu Weijun), the Chinese Minister to the US, signed a contract on behalf of both parties, confirming that Jiangnan Shipyard would build four 10,000-ton transport ships for the US government. The cost was calculated at US$195 per deadweight ton, totaling US$7.8 million for the four ships.

The steel, blueprints, and skilled workers required for construction were provided by the US side, and the procurement of equipment and receipt/payment of funds were handled by the American firm Robert Dollar & Co. The triple-expansion reciprocating steam engines used by the ships were manufactured by Jiangnan Shipyard.

For the comrades in the Northeast, seeing the Northeast accomplish so many big things unknowingly over the past few years, it was inevitable that they would look down on other places somewhat. They felt that those areas under the reactionary rule of the old world were truly incompetent.

But the news of the 10,000-ton steamer being built was like a bucket of cold water poured over everyone's arrogance. The Northeast's heavy industry had developed, but the Northeast's previous industrial foundation was too weak; the ships they could build themselves now were only eight or nine hundred tons. Although everyone said that the 10,000-ton steamers mostly utilized imported steel equipment and foreign technicians held the technical posts, they were truly unhappy in their hearts.

He Rui was indifferent. At this moment, He Rui quite appreciated Zheng Sirang's attitude: as long as we aren't embarrassed, the embarrassment belongs to others. This frank mindset was very good.

He Rui explained, "Small ships are not a problem, as long as we can stuff people in and transport them away. We can't start something and not finish it; we have already intervened to prevent a humanitarian crisis, so now we absolutely cannot quit and do nothing. Besides, if everyone envies Jiangnan Shipyard's production capacity, let's send someone to contact them and see if they can build 10,000-ton transport ships for the Northeast. After all, Jiangnan Shipyard has the experience now."

"Can we send someone?" Zheng Sirang was overjoyed.

He Rui nodded. It was not easy to make Jiangnan Shipyard truly build completely domestic ships. There were too many technical problems to be solved, but preserving China's heavy industrial strength meant that after liberating all of China, these would all be China's. He Rui was willing to make some efforts.

Just as he wanted to continue speaking, he heard Zheng Sirang say happily, "They don't even need to build 10,000-ton steamers. If they can build 2,000-ton transport ships first, it would solve many of our current problems. It's just that after war breaks out with the Japanese Army, what we need are small naval vessels. Right now, all we can build are coastal gunboats. Torpedo technology isn't up to par, so we can only lay mines."

Chief of Staff Cheng Ruofan had already prepared maritime defenses, which pleased He Rui greatly. Originally, He Rui had prepared to wait a while longer before conducting a comprehensive maritime defense assessment. After all, the Northeast's strength was still insufficient, and even allowing the Japanese Army to land on the coast to some extent was within an acceptable range. Since Cheng Ruofan had already started making plans, he might as well see the capabilities of the General Staff.

The military meeting lasted all day. Kolchak's fate was completely decided on this day.

The next day, according to the plan, the Northeast Army's external liaison department gave a reply to the Red Army. The Northeast Army would absolutely not allow any foreign troops to enter Chinese territory. Once Chinese territory was invaded, they would immediately launch a counterattack.

After receiving the reply, the Soviet Russian Red Army immediately forwarded the news back to Moscow. At this time, Comrade Stalin had already withdrawn into Russia to organize a defense line against the Polish Army's massive counteroffensive. Facing failure, Comrade Stalin, as the Front Political Commissar, could no longer express his own views.

As the creator of the Soviet Red Army, Comrade Trotsky was responsible for military dispatching for the liberation of the Far East. Seeing the Northeast Army's reply, Commissar Trotsky smoothed his lion's mane-like hair and fell into brief thought.

The war could not be dragged on any longer, so the Red Army had already prepared for the worst—it was very likely that war would break out with the Japanese and Northeast coalition forces. However, the situation was better than imagined. Although the Japanese side had made various probes, they had not publicly stated they would fight the Red Army. The Northeast Army had also expressed an attitude that they would absolutely not allow the White Army to use the Northeast as a base to attack and harass the Red Army. The situation was very favorable to the Red Army.

As for whether the Japanese Army and the Northeast Army would truly intervene, it was up to Comrade Trotsky to make the judgment.

Various thoughts collided for a moment, and heroic feelings welled up in Commissar Trotsky's chest. The Red Army had developed from the worst situation and had undergone all kinds of tests of blood and fire. They had won battles and lost battles. Even if the military operation to liberate the Far East suffered a setback, it would just mean regrouping and fighting again after being prepared.

Raising his head, Trotsky issued the order: "Order the Far East Command to launch an attack on the White Army immediately."

In Vladivostok, there was no fluctuation on the angular face of Admiral Kolchak, the ruling executive of the White Russian Provisional Government. Not long ago, hearing that some small groups of White Army troops had turned into bandits and launched attacks on villages in the Northeast border region, Kolchak immediately summoned the various units and issued a strict order that such conflicts with China's Northeast must absolutely not occur.

Kolchak was not afraid of the Northeast Army, but in the current situation, he absolutely could not make enemies. What's more, Northeast Government Chairman He Rui had been the first to propose preventing a humanitarian disaster, helping the White Army survive the long journey and arrive in Vladivostok.

Kolchak did not thank He Rui for this. Once an unplanned conflict occurred, Britain and France would very likely abandon Kolchak.

The White Russian generals all knew the current situation and agreed with Kolchak's view. It was just that some officers grunted angrily that He Rui actually did not prioritize the great cause of anti-communism and was truly a man without vision.

The White Russian generals knew these were words of anger. The real reason was that the Northeast Government did business like Jewish profiteers—never giving credit; all the White Russians' needs had to be bought with money. The British and French governments had initially provided financial support, but by 1920, the British and French governments kept urging Kolchak to counterattack as soon as possible. Seeing that the White Army was only reorganizing and not launching an all-out counteroffensive, they directly cut off the supporting funds.

The Japanese cabinet, on the other hand, proposed that Japan was willing to support a "Far Eastern Republic" led by Kolchak. This made opinions within the provisional government impossible to unify, and most generals opposed the suggestion proposed by Japan.

The Russian Provisional Government was a government covering all of Russia. What was the Far Eastern Republic? It probably wouldn't even count as a local government.

Not to mention, even if the provisional government really accepted it, could Japan send troops to maintain the security of the Far Eastern Republic? The White Army generals did not have confidence in Japan.

Finally, the meeting launched another discussion on this issue. The provisional government decided to once again submit a diplomatic request to Japan for Admiral Kolchak of the Russian Provisional Government to visit Japan. They also sent people to discuss the issue of the Russian Provisional Government with the personnel sent by the British and French ministers in China.

Before leaving, the personnel going to China were invited by Admiral Kolchak to his residence. This was an unremarkable small wooden house. Compared to other wooden houses, the only advantage brought by Admiral Kolchak's status was probably that General Kolchak only lived with two other families. Other wooden houses had several families squeezed together.

Hearing the children crying, Admiral Kolchak invited the provisional government's diplomatic personnel outside the house. Several people sat on a pile of firewood, and Admiral Kolchak said, "Please be sure to let Britain and France know that we will definitely launch a counteroffensive next year."

This was the provisional government's decision. This year, 1920, the originally loose White Russian army and populace were reorganizing while completing their control and management of the Far East region. The troops had broken free from the edge of annihilation. After reorganization, the morale and organization of the troops were recovering rapidly. By next year, 1921, the provisional government could implement a counteroffensive.

If Britain and France believed the provisional government's morale had dissipated and thus stopped supporting them, the nearly completed preparations would be wasted.

The diplomatic personnel felt that Admiral Kolchak actually didn't need to explain this specifically; everyone knew it clearly in their hearts. The entire White Army knew now that even if they didn't counterattack next year, the Red Army would attack.

But knowing this was so, the White Russian Provisional Government's diplomatic personnel simply stated solemnly, "Your Excellency, we will definitely do our best to persuade Britain and France. We will definitely defeat the Red Bandits next year and counterattack back to Siberia."

Kolchak nodded. He had wanted to invite these diplomatic personnel for a drink before they parted. But the extreme scarcity of supplies made alcohol extremely rare. Kolchak had always been strict with himself; since his subordinates didn't have alcohol on ordinary days, he didn't use his authority to get himself cheap Northeast-produced vodka.

Finally, Kolchak stood up and shook hands with the diplomatic personnel one by one. In his helplessness, he could only use words to express his encouragement. "I look forward to you all completing your diplomatic mission."

Although the diplomatic personnel were all moved, beyond the emotion, these diplomatic personnel also knew what a difficult situation they would face.

People in this line of work could make reasonable predictions based on experience alone. After the group traveled thousands of kilometers to arrive in China's capital and met with the British Minister to China, Jordan (Zhu Erdian), who was responsible for British Far Eastern affairs, they felt things were not good.

Jordan listened to the Russian diplomatic personnel's account very coldly and then ended the meeting. It was clear that Jordan did not believe, or at least did not fully believe, the White Russian Provisional Government's claims about a counteroffensive.

How could they persuade this old man? The White Russian diplomatic personnel could not think of any other way.

However, the White Russian personnel did not expect that Jordan was actually very concerned about this matter, so he sent his secretary to the Northeast Government's Office in Beijing at Wudaokou.

After several years, the Office in Beijing at Wudaokou had expanded considerably. In addition to the Beijing Branch of the *Northeast Daily* which had come with the Office in Beijing, various trade offices were also quite complete.

The person in charge of the office had changed several times. The current person in charge was named Xi Bale. Xi Bale was a fellow who had studied in Britain. His British-accented English was very different from the American accent common in the Northeast Government. It made Jordan's secretary feel very affectionate.

The two sat down, and someone served a bottle of rum. This type of liquor made from molasses had a fragrant taste and was quite smooth. Although it couldn't compare to sherry, it was also a top choice for chatting.

After taking a sip, Jordan's secretary asked, "I wonder what the Northeast Government's view is on the possibility of a White Russian Army counteroffensive?"

"You've heard news of a counteroffensive?" Xi Bale asked with interest.

According to the custom of diplomatic intelligence exchange, the secretary first told the news of the White Russian envoys' arrival. After Xi Bale finished listening, he evaluated it in his heart for a moment and then replied, "As far as we know, the White Army is indeed preparing for a counteroffensive."

The secretary nodded but didn't interrupt, waiting for the second half of the sentence starting with "but."

Sure enough, Xi Bale said, "But, we believe that the defensive system laid out by the White Army to defend against the Red Army's attack may have to undergo a test of actual combat."

The secretary savored the flavor in the intelligence before continuing to ask, "Have you heard specific news that the Red Army is going to attack the White Army?"

"We've heard that they seem to be launching an attack, but the specific numbers are not yet clear."



★


Chapter 206 White Russian Provisional Government (7)

Volume 2 — Chapter 98

❧ ❧ ❧


Inside the Northeast Office in Beijing, Director Xi Bale chatted with the secretary of the British Minister to China, Sir John Jordan, for a short while before stopping to check the clock. He offered a suggestion, "It's noon. Stay for a meal."

Jordan's secretary froze, his instinct screaming to refuse, when he heard Xi Bale add, "We have spicy hotpot."

The secretary felt the muscles in his face begin to twitch involuntarily. The Northeast Office had previously held a banquet inviting various diplomats. Xi Bale, being a native of Sichuan, had prepared spicy hotpot. The red soup base contained a massive amount of Sichuan peppercorns. Including the secretary, every person who had bravely challenged this food had found their facial muscles trembling from the flavor.

However, the food cooked in that red pot seemed to possess a magical quality. Whether it was duck intestines, duck blood, tofu, or meat slices, the taste presented an irresistible allure. It was truly a mixture of pain and pleasure.

Recalling that sensation, the secretary felt fear, yet he found himself unable to refuse.

Xi Bale laughed with a British accent flavored with Sichuan dialect, "Don't be afraid. Once you start eating, there's nothing to worry about."

Jordan's secretary could only console himself silently: *this is the price that must be paid to obtain intelligence on the Soviet Red Army.* He stood up, wearing an expression of tragic heroism, and followed Xi Bale to the Office's dining hall.

Though called a dining hall, it was actually a restaurant. It was divided into front and back sections; the respectable front store was open to the public, while the simple rear dining area provided meals for Office staff during lunch and dinner.

They sat down in a small room, and before long, the hotpot arrived. Summoning his courage, the secretary first cooked a slice of Northeast-produced luncheon meat in the boiling red soup. He ate it with a slight frown, followed by a piece of duck blood. Then came several chunks of fish from the Northeast.

By the time he started eating the meat slices, the secretary had entered a state of fearlessness. Although he hadn't reached the level of daring to drink the soup directly, throwing green vegetables straight into the pot no longer scared him.

Xi Bale quite liked the British secretary's character. In some ways, this fellow was truly British—putting on airs on the outside, but clear-headed inside. A smart man.

As they drank *baijiu* and grew slightly tipsy, Xi Bale asked, "Has London lost confidence in supporting Kolchak?"

The secretary seemed not to hear the question. He picked up a plate of potatoes and dumped half of the potato slices into the hotpot. He suppressed a hiccup before saying, "Does the Northeast Government have high expectations for Kolchak?"

Xi Bale chuckled lightly. "Heh, in that case, what does Mr. Jordan wish to know?"

"Mr. Jordan wishes to know what has happened, and then convey that news back to London."

Xi Bale could be reasonably certain that the Russian Provisional Government represented by Kolchak had been abandoned. Or rather, given up on. In the Northeast Government's assessment, Kolchak was not only incapable of achieving victory, but he couldn't even hold the Far East.

As he considered how to phrase it, he saw the British secretary take off his vest. In the September weather, he was wearing only a shirt soaked with sweat. Xi Bale offered, "Shall I get you a tank top?"

The secretary shook his head. "Mr. Xi, regarding the information you've received, how many troops has the Red Army dispatched?"

"I truly don't know that. Do you have an estimate?"

"You speak first," the secretary refused to yield.

Xi Bale spoke slowly, "My own guess is 200,000 men."

The secretary wiped the sweat from his forehead with a handkerchief and asked in confusion, "The fighting in Poland is fierce. Can the Red Army still mobilize 100,000 troops?"

"I heard the Bolsheviks have conscripted five million men," Xi Bale recounted the information.

"Truly a brutal regime that engages in militaristic aggression," the secretary sighed. After speaking, he ate a leaf of green vegetable before asking, "Northern China is currently suffering from a drought. Hearing of this, citizens of my country wish to donate to the Northeast."

Xi Bale rejected it without hesitation. "The Northeast has the capacity to handle the disaster situation. If there are donations, please direct them to the Central Government of the Republic."

Even though he was rejected, the secretary felt no displeasure. Instead, he raised his glass. "Personally speaking, I feel great admiration for the Northeast Government's efforts in disaster relief."

***

The meal concluded, and the secretary left in a drunken stupor. Xi Bale had also drunk a bit too much and felt dizzy. However, he persisted in his work and wrote a report. Afterward, he lay down on the bed in the adjacent lounge and fell asleep.

When he woke up, it was already evening. Taking advantage of the cool night breeze, Xi Bale returned to his office, took out the unfinished 'Northern Drought Report,' and continued working.

Recalling the drought conditions he had witnessed with his own eyes, Xi Bale paused occasionally. Born in Sichuan, it was the first time in his life he had seen land 'barren for a thousand miles.' It wasn't that the disaster areas centered on Beijing and Tianjin lacked water entirely; there was water, and as long as wells were dug, people wouldn't die of thirst. But there was no water to irrigate the fields. Farmers watched helplessly as their crops failed, the year's harvest turning to nothing. To avoid starvation, they had to flee to other places.

The Northeast was already a region of immigrants, and at this time, it had thrown its doors open to accept refugees. As long as they could reach the liaison stations receiving disaster victims in the Northeast, they wouldn't starve.

However, this didn't mean the victims were willing to go to the Northeast. Many just wanted to survive the disaster in their hometowns, waiting for it to pass so they could continue tilling the land of their home villages next year.

Thinking of this, a sudden sorrow rose within Xi Bale, blurring his vision. He stood up, clasped his hands behind his back, walked out of the room, and gazed at the deep, distant starry sky.

The Northeast Government did not lack grain, but it had no way to implement disaster relief in the five provinces. Duan Qirui wanted to coordinate relief efforts, but the 'Marshals' of Shandong, Shanxi, Henan, Hebei, and Shaanxi agreed in words while resisting in practice.

What they resisted was naturally not the free grain, but the fact that they wanted the Central Government to simply give them the grain, leaving them with full authority to dispose of it.

These people's attitudes were so firm that even Duan Qirui was embarrassed to say too much to the Northeast Government. When Xi Bale inquired about grain distribution, Duan Qirui equivocated. In the end, it was one of Duan's subordinates who told Xi Bale about the reactions of the Marshals in the five provinces.

Upon hearing the account, Xi Bale slapped the table and cursed in rage, "Even when ordering slaves around, one wouldn't be this cruel!"

Duan Qirui's subordinate sighed and actually didn't respond. Seeing his helpless expression, Xi Bale could understand that this man also knew the situation couldn't be changed.

Xi Bale finally quelled his anger, returned to his desk, and continued writing by candlelight: "Viewing this disaster, if one wishes to save China, one must thoroughly sweep away the warlords, as well as the landlords and gentry who collude with them. In this great disaster, the warlords are certainly a scourge, but the scourge of the gentry is ten or a hundred times that of the warlords. During the disaster year, the various actions of the landlords and gentry are all destroying the people's productivity, striving to annex land and turn the populace into tenant farmers. Even if unintentional, they are following the routine methods of the landlord-gentry class..."

The report was quickly sent to Shenyang and then forwarded to He Rui. To the secretary's surprise, after reading it, He Rui merely ordered it to be filed and did not use it as educational content as he had before.

This made the secretary hesitate, and he reminded him, "Chairman, should we send this to the Party School?"

"Send it to the Party School... forget it, let's not send it for now," He Rui's tone was unenthusiastic.

The secretary didn't know why this was, but he obeyed and left.

He Rui hadn't expected the secretary to notice this point. Indeed, in the first two years after arriving in the Northeast, during the phase of constructing ideology, it was natural to heavily publicize the inherent reactionary nature of landlords and gentry to coordinate with land reform. But the current focus of work was already military struggle.

The war with Japan was preparation for the liberation of China. In the current world, the only country that would directly intervene in China's civil war on a large scale was Japan. Rather than fighting the Japanese Army during the civil war, it was better to go to war with Japan first.

Precisely because of this, excessive political struggle propaganda might cause some muddled-headed individuals to act recklessly. Large-scale political propaganda targeting the overthrow of landlords and gentry had best begin when the war situation was stable and nearing its end.

Before long, the secretary brought another piece of news. The information came from Europe, and the provider was surprisingly the German intelligence service.

Budyonny's army group had abandoned the objective of besieging Lviv. His cavalry corps had turned to retreat, attempting to withdraw into Russian territory before the Polish army could complete an encirclement.

Although the German intelligence service had suffered massive reductions following the Treaty of Versailles, it was still able to provide He Rui with valuable intelligence. Seeing this confirmable news, He Rui understood that the Polish-Soviet War was about to end. Kolchak's doomsday had arrived.

Having determined this, He Rui ordered, "Tell the logistics department to prioritize completing the transport of the grain Kolchak purchased. Deliver it all as soon as possible."

The secretary felt puzzled again. "Chairman, why is that?"

He Rui decided to test this comrade's level. Within the Northeast Government, 'secretary' was not a staff advisor role but a position. Those judged to be promising comrades had to serve in the secretary position. So He Rui asked back, "What is your view on this news?"

"If Russia and Poland sign a truce, Soviet Russia will attack Kolchak with full force," the secretary answered somewhat hesitantly.

Since the secretary could make such a judgment, He Rui explained, "Commercial credit is established through various practical actions. We could, of course, withhold the supplies for Kolchak and wait for him to be finished, then we wouldn't have to give these things. But would others not know about such a thing? I believe the value of commercial credit is far higher than this small amount of supplies. Moreover, I am not optimistic about Kolchak's strength; they may not necessarily be able to hold out until the end of the contract period."

The secretary was amused. But a moment later, a sense of sorrow arose spontaneously. The purpose of rushing to complete the commercial contract was actually the fear that the recipient, the Kolchak regime, would be destroyed too quickly. Kolchak was a significant figure, yet he was being treated like a funeral arrangement. It was truly sorrowful.

But the secretary said nothing and merely hurried to complete the work. According to the contract, many supplies were to be delivered within two months. Suddenly advancing the schedule was not something the Northeast Government could accomplish easily.

***

Kolchak had been considering how to get all the purchased supplies from the Northeast Government as soon as possible. Although the Northeast Government had always provided weapons and grain with guaranteed quality and quantity, Kolchak had recently discovered that he might have to advance his counteroffensive. Only by achieving military results could he obtain continued support from Britain and France.

However, the conflict that had occurred not long ago made Kolchak worry that the Northeast Government would use it as an excuse to cut off supply. Just as Admiral Kolchak was considering whether to order someone to contact the Northeast Government again or to lead a delegation to visit the Northeast himself, his Chief of Staff appeared hurriedly outside his residence. Seeing Kolchak, the Chief of Staff spoke directly without even saluting, "Your Excellency, latest news. The Northeast Government has delivered a portion of the supplies ahead of schedule."

Kolchak was overjoyed, yet still somewhat alert. A wary look appeared on Admiral Kolchak's angular face. "Did they give a reason?"

"Your Excellency, the person sent by the Northeast Government explained that the attack incident that occurred previously proved our army's lack of supplies. The Chinese have a habit of... solving key problems. As long as the supplies arrive, these problems can be solved." The Chief of Staff tried his best to clarify the issue.

Kolchak felt the reason was baffling. In the Russian cultural tradition, there was no logic to providing help at such a time. If Kolchak and the Northeast Government were to swap places, he would insist that the other party pay compensation first.

Seeing Kolchak's doubt, the Chief of Staff confidently offered his own view. "The Chinese likely did this because they fear our army."

Kolchak couldn't quite accept that. But on second thought, it seemed reasonable. Since the Qing Dynasty, China had been weak like this, using appeasement as a means to solve problems.

Just as he wanted to order the Chief of Staff to receive the supplies immediately, he heard the Chief of Staff sigh, "If it weren't for fighting the Red Bandits, we could actually send men to attack the border. Perhaps we could make China sign a treaty with us."

For a moment, Kolchak thought his Chief of Staff had gone mad. But listening to his tone, it was mostly a lamentation, not that he really intended to do it. Kolchak understood his subordinate's mindset; if they could win a battle against the Chinese Northeast Army, it would be helpful for boosting the White Russian Army's morale.

But that absolutely could not be done right now. From any perspective, it was necessary to maintain friendly relations with the Chinese Northeast Government. Kolchak had always felt that at this stage, the Chinese Northeast Government had the flavor of being a 'white glove' for Britain and France.

The grain and supplies were quickly delivered to the White Russians. Kolchak immediately telegraphed Britain and France, stating that the White Russian Army would advance north before winter to control strategic points.

Almost at the same time, Jordan had also received news from British intelligence personnel in Vladivostok that the Northeast Government had provided a large amount of grain and supplies to the Russian Provisional Government.

This puzzled Jordan greatly. Although He Rui was reliable, doing this was very unreasonable. Could He Rui have reached some secret agreement with Kolchak?

Jordan ordered the consulate to raise the question with the Northeast Government. The Consul at the British Consulate in Shenyang hadn't been able to see He Rui for two years; the person meeting him this time was a Deputy Director of the Foreign Affairs Office. Even Director Zhou of the Foreign Affairs Office didn't make an appearance.

The Deputy Director told the British Consul in Shenyang, "We merely fulfilled a commercial contract. We did not reach any agreement with the White Russians."

Although the Consul didn't believe it in his heart, there was nothing he could do. Before having any actual evidence, no matter how much suspicion the British side had, they could only accept such an official statement.

Since the Consul knew diplomatic protocols, Minister Jordan naturally knew them even better. So Jordan included the news in his regular dispatch to London.

The British Foreign Office was currently discussing the war issue intensely. The Foreign Secretary was merely the head of the Foreign Office, not a diplomatic expert. The real experts were that group of civil servant secretaries.

The secretaries knew the Foreign Secretary was waiting for a result, but they couldn't immediately sort out a line of thought.

As the setter of the current world order, British intelligence work was far more powerful than the remnant German intelligence service. And since Britain was fully supporting Poland, they were clear about the war's progress.

Budyonny's cavalry had been obstructed in their advance toward Lviv, so they took a route through an area where Polish defenses were weak, arriving at Zamość on August 29 and attempting to capture it. On August 31, Budyonny abandoned the siege of Lviv and switched to attempting to support the Russian Northwestern Front retreating from Warsaw. The Russian army was defeated by Polish cavalry at the Battle of Komarów. Although Budyonny's First Cavalry Army escaped encirclement, it suffered severe casualties and a massive drop in morale. The remnants of Budyonny's First Cavalry Army retreated toward Vladimir-Volynsky on September 6 and were defeated by the Polish army again not long after.

Tukhachevsky formed a new defensive line, but the Polish army forced the Russians to retreat again at the Battle of the Niemen River. The Polish army continued to push east across the board.

Now only two armed forces remained for the White Russians: one was Kolchak, and the other was Petliura in southern Ukraine. The Ukrainian army led by Petliura occupied the left bank of the Zbruch River on September 18 and advanced further east.

The pressure Soviet Russia faced was simply sky-high. At this juncture, Soviet Russia's defeat was already inevitable, so whether to aid Kolchak became particularly tricky.

In the experience of the British Empire, the more critical the moment, the more likely seemingly valuable targets were to cause trouble.

Reading the report sent by Jordan, this group of secretaries felt no peace of mind; instead, they began to worry.

Suddenly, someone asked, "Do other forces exist within He Rui's army?"

***

At that very moment, Xu Chengfeng was meeting his father with great reluctance. His old man was even more miserable now than the last time he came; at least, nominally more miserable. His father had come under the pretense of 'fleeing famine.'

Upon seeing Xu Chengfeng, the first thing his father said was, "Are you going to sell off all our family property for that whatever-ism of yours?!"

Xu Chengfeng was already incredibly disgusted by the landlord style of his family. Seeing his father's 'resolute' expression, he couldn't help but advise, "Father, after our army liberates China, we will implement land reform across the entire country. According to land reform regulations, all land belongs to the state. Those who till the land have land use rights, but land ownership is not allowed to be bought or sold. Regarding our family's property, I'm not selling anything. The land goes to the state. I want nothing."

Hearing this, Old Master Xu immediately burst into a fit of coughing. After managing to stop the coughing with great difficulty, he forced himself to spirit up. "Chengfeng, did Marshal He ask you to do this?"

Xu Chengfeng felt that approaching from a political angle would likely be incomprehensible to his own father, so he could only tell him about the policy-making process. "Father, this is the national policy of our Civilization Party. It was passed by vote. I also voted in favor."

"You... can you trust Marshal He? Every Marshal in the Beiyang clique speaks beautifully, but they levy exorbitant taxes and commit all sorts of evil deeds..."

Hearing his father actually accuse others of 'levying exorbitant taxes and committing all sorts of evil deeds,' Xu Chengfeng closed his eyes helplessly. Xu Chengfeng had only heard about the style of the Beiyang warlords. But the viciousness of his own family when collecting rent was something Xu Chengfeng had seen with his own eyes. It was really hard to say who was more brutal.
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"Father, the trend of the world is set. Those who try to stop the chariot of history like a mantis will inevitably be crushed into powder. Within twenty years, agricultural farming that relies on human and animal power will become a lifestyle persisted in by only a small minority of farmers. Landlords and gentry who depend on this mode of production will no longer have a foundation for survival. Listen to my advice: go home and distribute the land to the landless villagers."

Xu Chengfeng's father was dumbstruck, looking at his son as if he were a patient with a brain disease.

Facing such a father, Xu Chengfeng had thought he would feel fear or find it troublesome. However, when he truly articulated the future China he was expected from the perspective of the development of productive forces—a future he was dedicating his all to realizing through war—Xu Chengfeng found that not only did he have no anxiety or fear, but he was filled with confidence and determination.

A mood that could almost be called joy overflowed in Xu Chengfeng's heart, making him suddenly realize that he was currently in a state of high spirits.

With this mood, Xu Chengfeng decided to be even more blunt. "Father, if you insist on going back to sell the land, once the land is sold, take my younger brothers and sisters abroad. Let them study overseas. That is also a very good choice."

Old Master Xu listened to his son speaking with such assurance, his shock turning into bafflement. After an unknown amount of time, the bafflement suddenly transformed into rage. He rushed forward, wanting to thrash this unfilial son.

But seeing the sturdy guard beside Xu Chengfeng, Old Master Xu did not act on his impulse. Moreover, Old Master Xu intuitively felt that his son had already made up his mind.

This caused sorrow to rise from within Old Master Xu. He pointed at Xu Chengfeng and cursed, "The Xu family has engaged in farming and studying since the Kangxi era. You want me to ruin the family patrimony accumulated over seven generations! If you are still a human being, how can you say such things!"

Xu Chengfeng felt some apology in his heart. If possible, he did not want to make his father so angry. But he had no choice. As preparations for the war against Japan were implemented step by step, Xu Chengfeng's confidence in victory was constantly rising.

The reason for fighting a tragic war with Japan was not that He Rui had any interest in tragic wars. To liberate China as quickly as possible, end the war, and let China enter a period of peaceful construction, this battle had to be fought first.

As long as Japan was rendered unable to intervene in China's liberation war, the subsequent domestic liberation war would inevitably be swift and brutal. Over the years, Xu Chengfeng had tried to find a gentler path to establish a New China while destroying as little of the old society as possible. But no matter how many times he deduced it, he could not find such a path.

The current China, from its production model to its social organization, was a purely agricultural country. The fate of an agricultural country facing an industrial country had been proven by countless bloody facts in the sixty years since the Self-Strengthening Movement.

The confidence of the Northeast's upper echelon in defeating the Japanese Army relied on an industrialized Northeast rebuilt after thoroughly smashing the old system. Xu Chengfeng simply could not find a reason to preserve the old system in his hometown of Zhoukou, Henan, after liberating China.

Even if it broke his father's heart, Xu Chengfeng could not accept such a possibility. So Xu Chengfeng calmly faced his father's angry curses. "Father, since our family has been studying since the Qianlong era, now that we have reached a critical juncture deciding the rise or fall of the nation, how can you forget the country and only think of our own family's peace? At this moment, should we not seek benevolence and gain it, turning back for nothing?"

"You..." Old Master Xu wanted to curse his son, but something choked his throat. Because the old man could see that the son in front of him was not using sophistry; he was speaking his true feelings. And his son's gaze was something Old Master Xu had never seen before—it was the gaze peculiar to great men. Old Master Xu's grandfather had been a *Jinshi* scholar; in his youth, Old Master Xu had been familiar with such gazes. Before these people spoke their thoughts, they had long since made an unshakable resolve. If the resolve of the son before him were not to scatter the Xu family fortune, Old Master Xu might have been very happy.

Suddenly, Old Master Xu felt weak all over and sat directly on the ground. Tears burst from his eyes as he wailed in sorrow, "A misfortune for the family! A misfortune for the family! Xu Chengfeng, you... will you have the face to see our ancestors after you die?"

Xu Chengfeng had the guards help his old father away, his dejected heart containing a sense of relief. That the inevitable conflict had erupted now was the best outcome Xu Chengfeng could think of.

Spending some time to calm his mood, Xu Chengfeng resumed his work. Although it was unlikely that the Soviet Red Army would suddenly attack the Northeast at this time, tactical preparations were mandatory. If the Soviet Red Army saw an opportunity, heaven knew if they would do something foolish.

Even if the Soviet Red Army had clear thinking, letting Japan see the Northeast Army being negligent in response would only give the Japanese Army some delusions they shouldn't have.

When he threw himself into work, Xu Chengfeng soon forgot everything. On the map in the headquarters, the small flags and numbers along the long border line represented thousands upon thousands of troops.

Under He Rui's tutelage, Xu Chengfeng had come to understand that the so-called "million-strong army" referred to troops executing military missions on the front line. Behind this million-strong army, at least two million conscripted recruits had completed military training, ready to be integrated at any time into units withdrawing from the front, or even to replenish the units fighting fiercely on the front line in emergencies.

The miniature General Staff sent by Germany had only stayed in the Northeast for three months, but in those three months, the upper echelons of the Northeast Army had confirmed that the German General Staff operated the German Army in exactly this way.

The German Army displayed astonishing strength in the tragic European war, relying on Germany's powerful industrial capacity. Behind the three million frontline and reserve troops in the future war lay the more than thirty million people of the entire Northeast. From the moment He Rui arrived in the Northeast, he had been building the Northeast Government and the Northeast Army with such a scale of war as the goal.

Finally understanding what kind of war he was dedicating himself to, Xu Chengfeng felt that his family's meager assets were insignificant and completely unworthy of wasting his precious time.

If anything was more valuable than this war, it was the future where China would return to the peak of the world after total liberation.

It was not just Xu Chengfeng; the high-ranking officials of the Northeast Government and the Northeast Army shared the same thoughts. Everyone was doing their best to complete their work, preparing to witness the destruction of Kolchak and the subsequent temporary stabilization of the Far East situation.

In late September, the vanguard of the White Guard began to move north. The division commander leading the troops was Major General Pavlov. There were not many people seeing them off in Vladivostok. Standing in the most prominent position were the Orthodox bishop and priests, wearing their vestments and praying loudly, "Lord, please bless God's warriors to defeat those atheist Red Bandits..."

Apart from the priests praying with great effort, only some women walked out of the wooden houses. They held no flowers to wish for victory in their hands, but handkerchiefs to wipe their tears.

Major General Pavlov did not see his wife and daughter, although the General had instructed them not to come to see him off. But when he truly set out for the battle line, the Major General regretted it. Initially, he worried that seeing his wife and daughter would shake his resolve to fight to the death, but before rushing to the battlefield, the Major General realized he was wrong.

If he was destined to die on the battlefield, why couldn't he look at his wife and daughter one last time?

But until the Major General left Vladivostok, he did not see their figures. When the troops boarded the train, the Major General looked back once more. Women were weeping, children were weeping, and the soldiers in the army were also weeping.

His Excellency the Major General had once fought fiercely with the Soviet Red Army near Moscow but fell short of success. After experiencing a series of defeats, he finally fled to Vladivostok. This was already the last base of the White Russian Army. The purpose of going north this time was to seize key points before winter, buying time for the great counteroffensive next year.

Turning his head back, the Major General finally stopped considering any lingering attachments. If there was anything more terrible than losing one's family, it was losing Russia—letting those vicious mud-legged Red Bandits become the masters of Russia.

After the White Russian troops departed, He Rui received the news. The Military Commission was disappointed that they couldn't send observers; only by seeing the combat effectiveness of the White and Red armies with their own eyes could they know the enemies they might face in the future.

He Rui didn't care. The advantage of the Soviet Red Army lay in its ability to arm an army of tens of millions and exchange blows one-on-one with Germany. As for the violent aesthetic elements in Soviet military equipment, it proved the Soviet talent for system integration. But that was all.

Moreover, after the collapse of the Soviet Union, the subsequent Russian Federation returned to the feeling of Czarist Russia. As far as He Rui knew, even in 2018, the Russian military high command submitted a report on the 1992 Gulf War as if presenting a treasure, analyzing US tactics and expressing Russia's profound agreement with "informationized warfare."

What hope could one have for such a country?

Although He Rui did not subscribe to the idea of national character, the sedimentation of national culture did exist. Regarding the collapse of the Soviet Union, there was a very harsh comment: "The demise of the Soviet Union is the collapse of 'Barbarian regimes do not last a century'." This statement was indeed harsh, but it described a certain fact and truth.

Spending effort caring about this was less useful than taking this opportunity to verify the Northeast's total mobilization system.

So He Rui issued an order: "The troops deployed in the second line are to begin comprehensive military exercises."

He Rui's order was quickly executed in the army. After all, the judgment had been made that fighting the Red or White Army was a low-probability event, so the troops placed on the front line were new recruit units. A large part of these soldiers were conscripts with half a year of service. Apart from military training, they were made to experience long-distance marching drills.

The true core field units were troops who had been conscripted at least twice. In every village in the Northeast, water conservancy maintenance was carried out during the farming off-season. The village militia had to concentrate in the towns to be responsible for the safety of the water conservancy projects. And every village had to have at least two people serve as conscripts, joining the county troops. After completing military training, they would conduct various field drills within a range of a hundred or even several hundred *li* from their homes.

Although only four people from each village participated in the draft each year, these people were not repeated. The number of soldiers who had participated in two drafts already exceeded 500,000.

Excluding soldiers identified as unqualified, the Northeast indeed had 300,000 troops with sufficient training experience that could be mobilized.

As a member of the second-line troops, Gao Shitou moved through the plains of the Northeast with his unit. Suddenly, a gunshot rang out. The unit immediately halted. The reconnaissance unit moved forward under cover towards the direction of the gunshot, while the squad leaders tried hard to judge the location where the gun was fired.

Gao Shitou knew this was a military exercise; he had participated in such training after being conscripted for the second time. The opposing unit was playing the role of the Japanese Army, using Japanese weapons.

Hearing the gunshot, Gao Shitou had already pinpointed the sound and looked towards the five o'clock direction relative to the line of march. But the reaction of the squad leader and the combat group leader was a bit slower. However, the squad leader and other combat backbones had already directed the troops to crouch down, ready to receive orders at any time.

At this moment, the messenger sent by the platoon leader shouted, "The enemy is at the 5 o'clock direction! First Squad, follow the Platoon Leader to outflank the enemy from the south. Seize the high ground and be ready to engage the Japanese outflanking force at any time."

Hearing the order, the squad leader stood up and shouted loudly, "Comrades, drop packs, carry weapons, move out."

Gao Shitou and his comrades had already pulled the rifles from their packs; they immediately piled their packs together and began to advance with the squad leader.

The so-called high ground was just a small hillock. When the troops reached the side of the hillock, they didn't charge up immediately. The troops paused, and the reconnaissance unit pushed forward. Gao Shitou and his comrades watched as a squad's worth of troops groped their way up the hillock. Just as they reached the bottom, gunshots rang out from the top.

A comrade beside Gao Shitou said anxiously, "Why are there people up there?"

Hearing this, Gao Shitou wasn't anxious. In the exercise, let alone every high ground, every gully, including a small grove or a few dilapidated houses, could be a position set up by the Japanese Army.

Facing such a situation, what Gao Shitou had learned was how to judge how the Japanese positions were deployed.

This had to be determined based on the scale of the Japanese force, to figure out exactly how many rifles and machine guns this group of Japanese had, and whether it was possible for them to receive artillery support from the Japanese behind them. Or even whether this Japanese unit carried artillery.

So every battle was not a simple fight, but a battle of wits and courage. Gao Shitou had made wrong judgments many times, but he still didn't want to give up. He very much wanted to make the correct judgment and then achieve victory together with his comrades.

At this time, the platoon leader's order came down. "Judge that the defenders are a Japanese squad. While the unit's mortars provide suppressive fire, First Squad goes east, pay attention to striking the Japanese machine gunners. If the Japanese machine gun is deployed on the west side of the high ground, First Squad will launch an attack."

After listening to the order, Gao Shitou looked at the high ground in front of him and already understood the reason for the arrangement.

Under the simulated Japanese rifle fire, First Squad passed through the terrain and approached the high ground occupied by the Japanese. Suddenly, the sound of machine-gun fire rang out from the west. This was the sound of blanks, very different from live ammunition. But Gao Shitou had no mind to dwell on this; he was already prepared, just waiting for the squad leader to order the attack. However, the squad leader was pricking up his ears to listen, making Gao Shitou anxious. He couldn't help but shout, "Squad Leader, the machine gun position isn't facing us, let's go up quickly!"

The squad leader was already anxious about making a judgment and felt nervous. Hearing this, he still wasn't too clear on the Japanese machine gun deployment. Just as he wanted to listen again, he heard Gao Shitou urging him again and couldn't help cursing, "If you shut your mouth and don't make a sound, will it suffocate you!"

Gao Shitou frowned, feeling that this squad leader was really useless; he couldn't even distinguish such simple movement.

Fortunately, the deputy squad leader supported Gao Shitou's judgment and said, "Squad Leader, the machine gun is deployed in the west. Let's set off."

The squad leader wanted to confirm once more, but the gunfire stopped. There was no way to judge anymore. Not long after, the platoon leader ran over personally and asked loudly, "Why didn't you attack?"

The squad leader immediately wilted and hurriedly explained, "Platoon Leader, I didn't hear clearly. Can we do it again?"

The platoon leader stomped his foot in anger. "Go back and practice more."

Seeing the squad leader's appearance, Gao Shitou felt very vindicated. Once the platoon leader left, the squad leader lowered his head with a dark face. When he looked up, he shouted at Gao Shitou, "Next time speak up earlier, don't talk while the guns are firing. I didn't hear clearly this time because you caused a delay."

A surge of anger rose in Gao Shitou. He didn't hear clearly himself, so how could he blame the person who did? But the other guy was the squad leader after all, so Gao Shitou had no choice. He could only turn his head away and stay silent.

As a result, the squad leader wouldn't let it go and shouted, "Did you hear me!"

The deputy squad leader hurriedly smoothed things over. "Forget it, Stone, just say yes."

Gao Shitou could only hold back his anger and responded.

The next day, during the summary meeting, after the platoon leader finished speaking about tactical points, he called up the First Squad Leader. "I want to ask you, First Squad Leader, what does it mean that you shouldn't talk while listening to gunshots?"

The First Squad Leader was stunned, and his gaze immediately turned to Gao Shitou and the others. However, the platoon leader gave the First Squad Leader no chance. "Not hearing clearly is nothing, but as a squad leader, you absolutely must not push the matter onto others. If everyone did this, wouldn't it mean that if I didn't figure something out, I could say you ruined things!"

The First Squad Leader hurriedly smiled apologetically and replied, "Platoon Leader, if you blame me, I'll take responsibility."

Gao Shitou was very disdainful of these words but didn't want to cause trouble. After all, he still had to serve under him. But the platoon leader did not let the First Squad Leader off because of these soft words. The platoon leader's expression became angry. "First Squad Leader, I order you now: you are immediately relieved of your duties. Report to the Personnel Department. The reason is that you have no willingness to take responsibility. Go now!"

Gao Shitou was stunned. Gao Shitou was naturally happy to see the First Squad Leader's end. But he really hadn't expected such a severe punishment.

There were many things Gao Shitou hadn't expected. For example, the issue of internal struggle was not unique to this one platoon in the Northeast Army.

In Moscow, the defeated Bolshevik Red Army was also undergoing an internal debate.

Pilsudski ordered an attack on Kiev on April 12, 1920, starting a military action to demand "lands occupied by Russia" from Soviet Russia. This greatly offended the patriotism of Soviet Russia and equally damaged the passion and yearning for "World Revolution" held by almost all leaders of Soviet Russia. How could Poland, regarded by Soviet Russian leaders as the "Red Bridge" for the world revolution, become a "thoroughfare" against Soviet Russia? Thus, Polish patriotism collided with Soviet Russian patriotism.

On April 29, the Central Committee of the Russian Communist Party (Bolsheviks) issued a proclamation calling on workers, peasants, and "respected citizens of Russia" to rise up and defend the Soviet Republic. The traditional Russian patriotism that Lenin had criticized, and the concept of Russia itself, were viewed by the Soviet regime for the first time as weapons to win the war against Poland. Moreover, under this banner of Russian patriotism, what was to be achieved was not merely victory in the war against Poland.
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The sense of defeat did not affect Comrade Lenin, but he had to face the contradiction between "World Revolution" and "Patriotism". At the Bolshevik Party Congress in September 1920, Comrade Lenin observed the changing mood of the committee members.

Comrades who believed that victory could be achieved continuously as long as the banner of "World Revolution" was raised suffered the greatest shock. No matter how inspiring the revolutionary ideals were, in the cruel reality, the Red Army was defeated and had to withdraw from the "disputed territories" claimed by Poland. This border line was even two hundred kilometers further east than the "Curzon Line" proposed by the British. Even from the perspective of nationalism and patriotism, Soviet Russia had suffered major losses.

Commissioner Nikolai Bukharin was a comrade who understood self-criticism quite well. His speech focused on reflection on this defeat. This speech had already brought Comrade Lenin to the verge of an outburst. Next, Commissioner Trotsky spoke with eloquence about his persistence in the World Revolution. Lenin finally could not bear it anymore and interrupted Comrade Trotsky's speech, "Please stop for a moment, Comrade Trotsky."

Under the gaze of all the Bolshevik committee members, Comrade Lenin stood up. "Comrades, what exactly this failure proves will take a longer time to understand. Forced explanations will only cause more confusion. What needs to be done now is to end the civil war as soon as possible and begin Russia's internal construction. This is the theme of this meeting."

After speaking, Comrade Lenin looked at Trotsky, "Now, Comrade Trotsky, you may continue your speech."

Trotsky did not want to end this topic. The World Revolution was Trotsky's proposition. Although the leadership responsibility for the defeat in Poland was borne by Tukhachevsky, Stalin, Budyonny, and others, Trotsky still could not accept that the concept of World Revolution had suffered such a huge blow.

But Comrade Lenin's prestige was so immense that since he had set the tone for the meeting, the meeting had to proceed in that direction.

Trotsky could only say, "Let other comrades speak first."

Now the topic could not continue. Obviously, Comrade Lenin already had his own ideas, and the various committee members wanted to know Comrade Lenin's judgment on this matter first.

However, the committee members were wrong. Comrade Lenin was only determined to solve the problem of the failure of the war against Poland as soon as possible while ensuring unity within the party. Comrade Lenin had not yet determined a line of thought for the analysis of this matter.

Moreover, what Comrade Lenin cared about was the analysis He Rui had made of this war beforehand. Poland had three factors for inevitable victory, and Soviet Russia had three factors for inevitable defeat.

At that time, Comrade Lenin was very dissatisfied with He Rui's prediction. This was also human nature. What He Rui said was nothing new beyond human wisdom. Undoubtedly, Poland had nationalist sentiments, British support, and the convenience of interior lines of operation.

The Soviet Russian army was fighting on exterior lines, the logistical pressure was too great, and the grasp of intelligence on Poland was insufficient. The number of field armies capable of fighting in foreign countries was extremely insufficient.

From the results, He Rui had precisely grasped the "degree". Compared to the Bolshevik Central Committee, He Rui's judgment of the Soviet Russian Red Army's strength was more precise.

Just as other committee members finished speaking, Comrade Lenin stated his own view, "The Red Army fell short of success in Poland. Innumerable problems can be found. Innumerable wrong orders can be listed after the event. From the perspective of dialectics, it was insufficient strength that led to these problems, not these problems that led to the defeat."

Logic is often counter-intuitive, so the committee members initially could not accept the fact of the Red Army's "weakness". But logic can defeat intuition precisely because once its validity is proposed, it can be proven by reality.

After depressed, resentful, and even angry discussions, the committee members finally accepted Comrade Lenin's judgment.

With this judgment, the Bolshevik Central Committee meeting finally concluded that the comrades in the war bore work responsibilities. This was a fairly mild judgment for the Bolshevik Central Committee at this time. Work responsibility meant that everyone was a good comrade. As for the problems that occurred, who in the entire Bolshevik party had not had problems in their work?

After the meeting ended, Comrade Lenin had to make a decision and asked Commissioner Joffe to return to his office with him. As soon as they entered the office, Comrade Lenin stated his decision, "Dear Comrade Joffe, are you willing to go to Northeast China again?"

Kolchak was about to be annihilated, and the Trans-Siberian Railway had been controlled by the Red Army. Joffe felt that this trip would be much easier. But thinking of the difficulty of dealing with He Rui, the biggest warlord in China, Joffe thought for a moment before asking, "Comrade Lenin, are we going to sign a secret treaty with He Rui?"

The Treaty of Brest-Litovsk was signed under Joffe's responsibility. Lenin had great confidence in Joffe's working ability. Since Joffe already understood what to do, Comrade Lenin went straight to the point, "Although He Rui is currently a local leader in China, I believe he will become China's future leader. I hope to understand He Rui's judgment on the world situation."

"Comrade Lenin, do you believe in He Rui?" Joffe asked an ambiguous question.

"From all of He Rui's works and speeches seen so far, his attitude is very honest. Moreover, he bears no malice towards the World Revolution. He Rui has the ability to formulate and execute economic policies. The Northeast Government he leads is composed of many people from different backgrounds. Although the class background of these people lacks revolutionary character, in terms of economic construction, they have not shown a tendency to represent the interests of feudal landlords or capitalists..."

Comrade Lenin recounted his judgment of the Northeast Government. While persuading Comrade Joffe, he was also persuading himself to some extent.

Comrade Joffe was obviously persuaded. In the process of the Russian Revolution, Comrade Lenin's judgment played a decisive role. It not only allowed the revolution to succeed but also led the revolution from one victory to another.

Although the failure of the war before them was unexpected, Comrade Lenin's judgment on the failure also allowed Joffe to see the current situation more clearly, which actually strengthened Joffe's confidence.

So, Joffe asked a question, "Comrade Lenin, are we going to propose border demarcation to He Rui?"

Comrade Lenin knew the relationship between China and Russia. Especially Tsarist Russia and even the Bolshevik government two years ago hoped for the independence of Outer Mongolia. From Russia's perspective, this was a means to ensure security. But from China's perspective, this was an act full of hostility. From the patriotic sentiments of the people, this was an act that created hatred.

To eliminate hostility, some sincerity had to be shown.

"We are willing to discuss the treaties imposed on China by Tsarist Russia." Comrade Lenin gave a vague answer.

Commissioner Joffe knew the meaning of these words very well, so he did not ask more about this sensitive issue. Instead, he asked about Comrade Lenin's expectations for He Rui.

After talking for a while, Joffe received the appropriate scope of authorization and rose to leave. Before setting off, Joffe specifically asked about the recent situation on the front line. The news he received was not very good. After half a year of reorganization, the White Russian army withstood the first wave of the Red Army's offensive. They did not collapse at the first touch as before. In the battle reports received in Moscow, the White Russian army even recovered the courage to engage in bayonet fighting from the early days of the civil war, engaging in fierce hand-to-hand combat with the Red Army when they rushed into the trenches.

Comrade Joffe returned to his office and immediately held a meeting to arrange work. The members of the Foreign Affairs Committee felt Commissioner Joffe's urgency and raised their confusion. Since the war was not over yet, why rush to Northeast China? It would be easier to talk after the war ended.

"Comrades, if we can make He Rui interrupt his support for the White Army, how many casualties can our Red Army soldiers reduce?" Joffe asked in return.

The office of the Foreign Affairs Committee fell silent. No one could voice any opposing views. From the perspective of striving to reduce Red Army casualties, the Northeast Government, as the current source of supplies for the White Guards, had enormous influence.

Seeing that the comrades were persuaded, Commissioner Joffe made personnel arrangements and immediately contacted the train to the Far East.

The train was full of people, mostly Red Army soldiers heading to the Far East. They were ordered to go to the Far East to participate in the battle to annihilate the Kolchak White Guards. Many of the Red Army soldiers were simple peasants leaving their hometowns for the first time. Everyone discussed whether the battle would be easy to fight, and also talked about grain harvests and family situations.

Joffe did not like listening to these topics very much. The situation facing Soviet Russia was too dangerous. Even if the meeting presided over by Comrade Lenin resolved the issue of this defeat mildly, it only stabilized the Bolshevik Central Committee internally and prevented instability due to drastic personnel changes.

But Poland's victory gave Poland huge territories and more population. Moreover, Poland's victory allowed Britain and France to fully support Poland to threaten the Soviet Russian regime. Now, the Red Army must deploy more troops on the Russian-Polish border to guard against possible attacks by the Polish army.

Even if the war did not continue to break out, Soviet Russia could not reveal any opportunity for exploitation. This would be a heavy pressure.

The train advanced eastward day and night. Comrade Joffe took this opportunity to learn Chinese. Since He Rui was an unavoidable figure, reading He Rui's works directly became very important.

Before Comrade Joffe's Chinese ability improved to the point where he could read He Rui's articles alone, he arrived at the Sino-Russian border. The cities here had been burned by the flames of war. A considerable number of Red Army soldiers in the city were wounded, showing that cruel battles had taken place.

The person responsible for receiving Commissioner Joffe was a division political commissar. When sending Joffe to the border, he couldn't help but curse the Northeast Government.

"Those damn Chinese provided countless weapons to the White Army, from rifles to artillery. Every time we capture a position, we can seize a large amount of weapons and ammunition! Comrade Commissioner, China is our enemy!"

Seeing so many wounded, Commissioner Joffe could guess that the war situation was not easy. Kolchak had once collapsed like a landslide, and millions of people risked crossing thousands of miles of winter roads to avoid fighting the Red Army.

Now that the White Guards could cause such huge casualties to the Red Army, the weapons and ammunition provided by the Northeast Government were a very important reason. Moreover, the White Guards now held a front line. This front line relied on the Songhua River originating from China, starting from the Sino-Russian border in the west to the Sea of Japan in the east. The Red Army had been blocked by the front line.

Just as Comrade Joffe was considering how to talk to He Rui, he heard the division political commissar continue, "Comrade Commissioner, if we enter Chinese territory directly and launch an attack from the side and rear, we can easily defeat the White Russian army. Please..."

"Shut up!" Joffe immediately stopped the Red Army division political commissar's suggestion.

The division political commissar was not scared by this shout. He continued with grief and indignation, "Comrade Commissioner, in the current situation, the Chinese army is fighting against us together with the White bandits!"

Joffe didn't say much more. He threw off the Red Army political commissar and walked forward. The boat was ready, and Joffe boarded it. However, the Red Army political commissar did not stop because of this. He continued to shout, "Comrade Commissioner, can you make China agree to our request?"

Joffe knew that the Northeast Government would never agree to this matter. If the positions were swapped, Soviet Russia would not agree to foreign troops launching attacks through Russian territory either. For any great power, this was not an acceptable thing.

The boat went further and further away, and the Red Army political commissar's voice could no longer be heard. Joffe even felt somewhat fortunate that at least the Red Army did not propose the idea of annexing Northeast China and establishing a Yellow Russia. As long as such remarks appeared in Soviet Russian newspapers, conflicts would immediately intensify.

The situation in Soviet Russia was already very bad. Except for the Arctic Ocean region which was relatively safe, all other regions faced huge threats without exception. Compared to all neighbors, He Rui was already the mildest one. Even so, He Rui had already seized the Chinese Eastern Railway and completely cleared Russian power in Outer Mongolia. And he fully armed Kolchak's army. If He Rui sent troops into Russia to fight, the threat would completely shake the new Soviet Russian regime. Such a situation must not be allowed to happen.

Along the way, Joffe looked at the Northeast outside through the train window. Having not been here for only more than two years, Joffe found that the world seen outside the window had changed greatly. The density of villages had obviously increased, and patches of woods had also increased. From the neatness of the woods, these woods were all artificially planted. That is to say, the degree of land development in the Northeast had increased very much compared to two years ago.

Not only woods, but the number of pastures was also increasing significantly. From a distance, herds of cattle grazing on the pastures could be seen in the gaps between the woods. Moreover, the Northeast he saw was not experiencing war. Everything looked so peaceful and comfortable, a world of difference from Russia which was undergoing a large-scale war.

Arriving in Shenyang, as soon as Commissioner Joffe walked out of the train station, he saw trams appearing on the main road. This definitely appeared recently. When Joffe passed here last time, the road in front of the bustling train station was full of horses and very few cars.

The trams were full of passengers, and the people on the street were dressed much better than before. Especially that feeling of vigor and vitality made Comrade Joffe feel the changes taking place in the Northeast.

However, He Rui was not in Shenyang. The Director of the Foreign Affairs Office who received Joffe told him that He Rui was inspecting the local areas and would return within two days. These two days were just right for Comrade Joffe to have a good rest.

Regardless of whether Joffe thought He Rui was playing a game of displaying authority, in fact, He Rui was really inspecting the local areas. More accurately, He Rui was inspecting the troops that had completed this round of combat exercises against Japan.

Exercises were not acting. Since they were to fight Japan, the troops had to conduct various targeted training against the combat organization of the Japanese army. At this time, He Rui was inspecting the 8th Army. According to the plan, 1 million troops would be used for the operation against Japan. An army had three divisions, about 40,000 men. The Northeast Army had already organized 25 armies.

With the characteristics of the PLA, the designations 1, 2, and 3 were not given to army-level organizations, so the troops started from the 4th Army and went all the way to the 28th Army.

The army commander and political commissar accompanied He Rui to inspect the troops' daily training first. He Rui remained silent. After seeing the general situation, He Rui spoke. Pointing to a platoon in front, He Rui ordered, "Start digging defensive positions for fighting the Japanese army in plain areas now."

Hearing the order, the army commander did not say much and immediately ordered, "Commander of the 2nd Division, order your troops to execute the mission."

The Commander of the 2nd Division immediately conveyed the order, "Commander of the 3rd Regiment, I order this platoon of your regiment to start digging defensive positions for fighting the Japanese army in plain areas."

Gao Shitou did not expect that one day he would be able to dig trenches in front of Chairman He Rui. When the order arrived, Gao Shitou immediately lined up in front of the platoon leader with other troops.

"1, 2, 3, 4..." Counting finished. As the squad leader of the 1st Squad, Gao Shitou immediately reported, "Report to Platoon Leader, 1st Squad has 10 people, 10 people present."

After the three squads confirmed the number of people, trench digging began. Soon, sweat appeared on the officers' and soldiers' foreheads, and their breathing became rapid. But everyone's hands did not stop at all. With the digging, a defensive position gradually appeared.

This was a position belonging to the overall defense system, divided into three lines of trenches, with communication trenches connecting them. There were even anti-artillery holes.

When Gao Shitou rotated with the soldiers, he looked in He Rui's direction and saw Chairman He Rui listening to the officer beside him whispering something. But Chairman He Rui remained silent. That calm expression made it completely impossible to understand what Chairman He was thinking.

Just standing there, He Rui seemed to become the core of all matters, and the people around him were revolving around Chairman He Rui. And judging from the attitudes of the army commander, political commissar, chief of staff, and others, these people truly admired Chairman He.

Unbuttoning his collar, Gao Shitou breathed as hard as he could to allow his physical strength to recover quickly. Gao Shitou himself also wanted to become one of these people around Chairman He because Gao Shitou himself also admired Chairman He.

Bullying was the most common thing in the countryside. Gao Shitou had been bullied by the squad leader a month ago. Compared to those people in the village, the squad leader was already considered not bad, at least he didn't go on endlessly.

However, the squad leader was removed from his post. The platoon leader told the soldiers including Gao Shitou directly, "The Northeast Army will never accept shifting responsibility to others. The squad leader's actions violated the tradition of the Northeast Army. That's why he was handed over to the Personnel Department."

Gao Shitou could see that the platoon leader was not bullying the squad leader. If he wanted to bully the squad leader, it would be beating, scolding, and mocking. Just this one thing made Gao Shitou feel that he had fallen in love with this "tradition".



★


White Russian Provisional Government 10

Volume 2 — Chapter 102

❧ ❧ ❧


The position excavation was complete. Gao Shitou originally thought Chairman He Rui would just take a look, but he didn't expect Chairman He to jump into the trench and start measuring with a tape measure. Gao Shitou felt his heart beat faster; Chairman He was an expert. If there was any cutting corners, the ruler would confirm it immediately.

But Gao Shitou wasn't afraid. The length of the entrenching shovel was fixed; one didn't need a ruler. Just by comparing it with the shovel, one would know if the depth was truly up to standard.

After He Rui finished measuring the trenches, finding all depths perfectly qualified and the layout quite reasonable, he jumped out of the trench and walked past the troops lined up for inspection. The young men were all in high spirits, their faces flushed red from the heavy physical labor, looking full of vitality.

He Rui shouted, "Hello, comrades."

The officers and soldiers answered in unison, "Hello, Chief."

"Comrades, you've worked hard."

"Serve the people!"

The response was neat and fluent, showing the troops were well-trained. He Rui shook hands with the officers and soldiers one by one, asking the grassroots soldiers some questions.

Gao Shitou had heard that Chairman He was a military strategist, but he hadn't expected him not to be the kind of high-and-mighty big shot from his imagination. Just the movement of getting in and out of the trench was practiced enough to be envious of. And during the inspection, his gestures revealed vigorous movements. If He Rui personally led Gao Shitou to fight, Gao Shitou would feel very at ease.

When He Rui walked in front of Gao Shitou, Gao Shitou grasped He Rui's hand, feeling that the palm was warm, dry, strong, and powerful. Such a hand holding a rifle would definitely achieve good results.

While he was excited, he heard He Rui ask, "How many times have you been drafted?"

Gao Shitou quickly replied, "Report to the Chairman, this is the third time!"

"Where is your home?"

"Tieling."

"How many times did you participate in water conservancy facility construction at home?"

Gao Shitou quickly recalled, but wasn't quite sure. Building water conservancy projects happened every year. Villagers not only had to participate in the village's water conservancy construction but also from the town to the village, and the county to the town. He couldn't remember exactly how many times.

However, at this moment, he couldn't stay silent, so he answered based on his impression, "...Report, probably about ten times."

He thought Chairman He would ask for details, but he didn't expect He Rui to praise, "Everyone has worked hard repairing water conservancy. Work hard, and live a good life as soon as possible."

Gao Shitou felt his heart warm up. Repairing water conservancy was indeed hard work, but after it was done, the farmers weren't so afraid of the heavens. This year there was a severe drought, but it only exhausted the water in the nearby reservoirs, and the crop harvest was still at least eighty percent of last year's. If it were in the past, the crops would likely have failed completely.

After the rain and snow later this year, the small reservoirs would fill up again. The weather was like this; after a severe drought, the weather next year would be favorable, and it would definitely be a good harvest again.

Ending the exchange with the officers and soldiers, He Rui also obtained a lot of news. The water conservancy projects were going well, especially this drought, which greatly increased the trust of these soldiers of peasant origin in water conservancy projects.

Accompanied by the Army Commander and others, He Rui went straight to the headquarters. On the way, the Army Commander asked a question, "Chairman, will the Japanese army use 120mm direct-fire guns in large quantities?"

"If the Japanese army wants to win, they will use all their firepower. I also hope the Japanese army doesn't use heavy artillery, but the Japanese army really wants to win."

The expressions of the Army Commander and other senior officers inevitably became grave. The Army Commander sighed, "If that's the case, the field fortifications must be strengthened."

He Rui could understand the Army Commander's worry. Electroslag remelting technology wasn't anything extraordinary as long as one knew the formula. The power plant in Shanghai in 1910 used turbo-generator technology, which was already relatively advanced technical equipment in the world. There was no generation gap in power generation technology.

However, electroslag remelting required a massive amount of electricity. To provide such huge energy, a large number of reliable power plants needed to be built. Organizing industrial manufacturing and production on such a scale was the real difficulty.

Just like in the 21st century, everyone said Chinese products had low technological content. This statement was already wrong. China's heavy industry could produce massive amounts of cheap raw materials; heavy industry itself was one of the few high-tech sectors in the world.

As for mass production and the ability to sell it, that was a world-class capability. If it were in the 21st century, with ubiquitous electroslag remelting equipment, easily found hydraulic presses of several thousand tons, and numerous high-pressure equipment factories providing pressures higher than artillery chamber pressure, it would be easy to assemble factories and production lines to produce 120mm artillery.

Even now, knowing the technical direction and process, He Rui barely scraped together such a production line.

The only problem was that the production line scraped together in a short time indeed cost He Rui a huge amount of fiscal revenue.

Arriving at the headquarters, the technical department responsible for inspecting fortification construction reported to He Rui on the fortification test under 120mm artillery bombardment.

He Rui didn't say anything after listening. Seeing the comrades looking a bit anxious, He Rui smiled, "My train of thought wandered a bit. I was considering that such a battle would be a phase of the overall campaign. Please forgive me, comrades. Organize a live-fire drill; I'll take a look too."

Hearing this, the group of senior military officers and technical branch officers were not surprised but became more interested. The 8th Army Commander immediately asked, "Chairman, what period of the entire campaign will this phase be?"

"The battlefield environment applicable to 120mm artillery is certainly a stable front line. And regarding the quantity of 120mm artillery and ammunition supply, it depends on the judgment between us and the Japanese army. If it's our side, it's very likely to be used in brigade or regiment-level battles. But the Japanese army's organizational scale is relatively large; their brigades, which correspond to our division-level operations, would use them. Or they would only enter a counterattack after discovering our army using 120mm artillery..."

He Rui explained the general laws of campaign development. Especially now that the entire war was determined, its progress could be predicted...

The class sparked a lot of discussion as soon as it started. In the evening, He Rui's secretary finally found a chance to ask about Joffe. He Rui had actually forgotten about Joffe; compared to the current work, Joffe really counted for nothing. He Rui smiled, "Then please ask Comrade Joffe to come here. If we let him continue to wait, ten days or half a month isn't much."

Thus, Joffe appeared at a garrison point whose location he couldn't figure out at all, having traveled by train, car, and horse.

In the distance, smoke from cooking fires could be seen, and the town along the road had a peaceful atmosphere. Joffe was led into a house resembling a Russian village office. After waiting for a moment in one of the rooms, He Rui strode in.

Compared to the He Rui in Joffe's memory, the current He Rui didn't look much different. However, his clothes were covered in quite a bit of dust, looking not like he came out of some decent office, but more like he had returned from the countryside.

But these things were no longer important. Even if He Rui was dirty all over now, Joffe wouldn't mind. If two years ago, Joffe cared about a suddenly rising Chinese Northeast warlord, now He Rui was the representative of a political organization with military industrial production capabilities. With the area of the Northeast plus Inner and Outer Mongolia, it was second only to Russia in Europe, exceeding the Austro-Hungarian Empire.

After exchanging greetings and conveying Comrade Lenin's regards to He Rui, Joffe straightforwardly asked a question, "Your Excellency, what position do you think China holds under the international order established by Britain and France?"

"I think it doesn't change much from Russia's status. If China wants to complete unification, it will certainly meet with opposition from Britain and France."

He Rui's answer didn't excite Joffe; he felt He Rui must be able to understand this. So Joffe continued to ask, "Then why does the Northeast side continue to support the White Army?"

"We have ended all trade content with the White Army. Next, the White Army will be unable to purchase any weapons and supplies from the Northeast."

This was good news for Joffe. In international negotiations, there were various misdirections, even nonsense, but rarely outright deception. Relationships between regimes were not interactions between people; the degree of seriousness far exceeded individuals. Even in interactions between ordinary people, bluffing for the sake of face was understandable. But lying meant the relationship had degraded to the bottom line.

Arrogance, ostentation, coldness, cruelty. These counted for nothing in the diplomatic field. But deception was unacceptable. Between nations, once deception was proven, it meant serious consequences. Consequences so grave that even an Imperial Chancellor couldn't bear them. Even an Imperial Emperor often couldn't bear them.

So if He Rui dared to say this, Joffe, facing a regime's diplomatic head, had to believe He Rui's words. Otherwise, there was no need for Joffe to travel over ten thousand kilometers to meet with He Rui.

Joffe also stated his diplomatic mission, "Comrade Lenin believes that China is a great country, the temporary division will not last, and China will definitely be fully unified again."

"Comrade Lenin's vision is commendable. There is a saying in China: 'The empire, long divided, must unite; long united, must divide.' All Chinese people, including my comrades, look forward to complete unification."

Joffe smiled slightly and continued, "In the process of China's unification, I wonder if Russia can provide help?"

"I look forward to a more lasting good relationship," He Rui smiled. Regarding the Soviet Union, He Rui had nothing much to say. Perhaps because of He Rui's changes, the Soviet Union wouldn't disintegrate.

"Comrade Joffe, regarding Russia, I have a suggestion. Both sides should retain police forces on the border and not station troops. There is a long border between China and Russia; even reciprocal garrisoning would only be a waste of national strength. Personally, retaining garrisons on such a long border of thousands of kilometers is a meaningless military arrangement."

Joffe was stunned; He Rui's suggestion could only be described as abrupt. So Joffe didn't answer but tried to think about what He Rui's purpose was.

Finally, Joffe responded from the most well-intentioned angle, "Your Excellency He Rui's view of hoping for peace between the two countries is admirable."

"Peace is precious, naturally the longer the better. As long as both sides try their best to maintain it, I believe China and Russia can possess long-term peace."

The conversation went on for a long time, and Joffe increasingly felt that He Rui before him had excellent strategic vision. Peace between China and Russia had immense benefits. He Rui was very clear about this. And He Rui was also very clear about the current situation in Europe; the pressure Soviet Russia faced also left it with no ability to ask for exorbitant prices.

Moreover, He Rui was very clear that Soviet Russia and Tsarist Russia were not the same country. So He Rui expressed strong indignation at Tsarist Russia's aggression against China but also expressed appreciation for Soviet Russia's communist path.

Talking about Tsarist Russia, He Rui stated that he would absolutely not accept any treaties after 1870.

The biggest territorial change between China and Russia was before 1870; afterwards, the territory Tsarist Russia obtained from China wasn't large. Although Comrade Lenin's view was the willingness to abolish the unequal treaties between Tsarist Russia and China after 1900. He Rui's statement made Joffe feel the asking price was high, but the pressure wasn't great.

More importantly, He Rui's statement proved that he had no thoughts of attacking Russia. This was good news for Russia.

However, He Rui's words couldn't be taken as goodwill. Joffe asked, "Then what is Your Excellency He Rui's view on Kolchak?"

"I think the Red Army can win and can achieve victory in the short term. The strength of Kolchak's army is being consumed rapidly; a desperate battle based on fear cannot be sustained for too long."

Joffe looked solemn, "But Kolchak's army is still using weapons and ammunition produced in the Northeast to fight."

He Rui smiled slightly and said a few words to his secretary. Shortly after the secretary left, he brought a document. He Rui handed it to Joffe, "Comrade Joffe, this is the weapons and ammunition provided by the Northeast to Kolchak within half a year. Based on battlefield consumption, I think this ammunition won't last too long..."

Joffe took it and looked: 300,000 rifles, 220 million rounds of ammunition, 600 mortars. Just this number made Joffe feel immense pressure.

He Rui was indifferent. This little amount of weapons and ammunition, especially that pitiful number of mortars. For a modern war, it really wasn't much use.

Six hundred mortars. Now every platoon of the Northeast Army was equipped with a 60mm mortar. In the recent construction of defensive positions, He Rui proposed several platoon-level circular positions of WWII standards. Mortars were deployed in the center of the three-trench circular position.

According to the Northeast Army's "three-three" system, one corps had three divisions, one division had three regiments, and so on. A Northeast Army corps, just the mortars moving with the infantry, numbered 243. If counting the mortar platoons of battalion-level combat units, as well as all artillery companies, artillery battalions, and artillery regiments of the regiment, division, and corps levels, a corps of 40,000 men had hundreds of guns.

Kolchak's army, claiming to be 700,000 strong, had only a little over a thousand guns. This firepower intensity could be described as not worth mentioning.

This was modern warfare; what was fought was industrial strength. Taking the circular position provided by He Rui as an example, for a platoon to hold fast, every squad had a squad machine gun, and the platoon was added with two mortars and a heavy machine gun.

As long as the Japanese army didn't use 120mm guns to bombard this position, a Northeast Army platoon of just over 30 men was enough to defend against a standard Japanese company of 194-250 men. Even if this company brought mountain guns, it would be difficult to break through this circular position. Not to mention, the Japanese army wouldn't assign mountain guns to a Japanese company.

And the Northeast Army, with current arrangements, had mortars and heavy machine guns that could be assigned to frontline infantry platoons at any time during battle.

In a defensive battle, a platoon of just over 30 men would fire thousands of rounds of ammunition. 220 million rounds of ammunition to supply a White Army claiming 700,000 men. Allocating a total of over three hundred bullets per person could only be called 'pitiful'.

He Rui had absolutely no intention of explaining to Joffe. Joffe was a civilian official; it was normal not to understand. If the Soviet Red Army didn't even have military men who could fully understand the value of this list, then the Soviet Red Army wouldn't have survived until now. Even less would it have the value for He Rui to bother choosing to unite with.

It was getting late, and Joffe went to rest first. The next day, Joffe met with He Rui again. With the discussion with his entourage at night, the atmosphere of this meeting was much more relaxed.

Just as He Rui expected, there were people in Joffe's entourage who understood the value of this list. The White Army's frantic counterattack was indeed a spent force; it wouldn't be long before the White Army, attempting to overwhelm the Red Army with firepower, wouldn't be able to continue fighting.

Since there was communication on the imminent issues, Joffe asked about He Rui's considerations for China's future political system.

"We in China will aim to achieve communism and follow the socialist path." He Rui wasn't sleepy when talking about this. "Mr. Marx was a great scholar of economics. His monumental work has, to this day, made those capitalists understand what 'Scientific Capitalism' is."

Hearing this, Joffe almost choked. The term "Scientific Socialism" was the universal comment on Marxism. He Rui's phrase "Scientific Capitalism" was unheard of, at least to Joffe.

He Rui didn't feel he had pioneered anything. In 21st-century China, this was a relatively consensual view. Before Marx's *Das Kapital* appeared, the so-called capitalist world hadn't conducted a scientific exposition of capitalism itself.

The motive driving those capitalists was the fear of bankruptcy. Whatever the capitalists did was just to linger on for a while longer. Of course, those who could understand this counted as outstanding capitalists. Those who could implement it were even fewer.

Facing the astonished Joffe, He Rui continued, "Developing productive forces requires the advancement of the social system. So China's social system is bottom-up. Not top-down."

Joffe felt He Rui was high-spirited at this moment, with a kind of impassioned generosity in his heart.

But He Rui really didn't think so. The problem with the Soviet Union was that its social system was top-down, vastly different from the bottom-up Chinese revolution led by Chairman Mao. The reason for saying these things was that He Rui actually also had expectations of letting this group of Soviet leaders see another institutional model.

Chairman Mao's bottom-up approach started from the grassroots. That is, "From the people, to the people."

Concentrating forces to do big things was not in conflict with educated youth going to the mountains and countryside, connecting every village with roads, electricity, and the internet.

But if the system were top-down, it would be done for. The barbarous grain requisition and forced agriculturalization produced by the Soviet Union were all inevitable.

The collapse of the Soviet Union was really not caused by just a few bad people making it completely collapse. The communist system in the Soviet Union developing to the point where the masses could not draw strength from communism and being abandoned by people was the real reason.
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Admiral Kolchak arrived at the front lines in late September. The temperature in the Far East was higher than in Moscow, and the temperature in Northeast China was slightly higher still.

In Siberia, the first snows had already begun to fall. Admiral Kolchak dismounted and walked through the trenches of the White Guard positions. Upon seeing the Admiral, many White Guards immediately saluted, while others sat leaning against the cold trench walls, looking dejected.

To those soldiers who stood and saluted, the Admiral returned the salute. As for those numb and stupefied by the torment of war, Admiral Kolchak did not disturb them, simply passing by their side.

Walking through trench after trench, the Admiral’s chiseled face showed no change in expression. By evening, Admiral Kolchak returned to the frontline headquarters. Before he even entered, he could hear the argument inside.

"Vladimir, what gives you the right to make my division hold for two more days! Where are your troops!"

Admiral Kolchak quickened his pace. As he entered the door, he heard the accused Division Commander Vladimir shout back angrily, "My troops are preparing the defense line, it's impossible for them to come up immediately!"

A group of White Guard generals were watching the two men at the center of the conflict. Hearing the sound of the door being pushed open with force, some turned their heads. Seeing Admiral Kolchak walk in carrying a gust of cold air, they hurriedly saluted.

Admiral Kolchak ignored the salutes and walked straight to the center of the room. A map was spread out on the table here. Kolchak pointed to a defense line on the map and said, "Once the river freezes, the Red Bandits are likely to launch a full-scale offensive. At that time, we will withdraw to the next line of defense."

These words shocked the White Guard officers. The weather was getting colder and colder, which was very unfavorable for the Red Army attacking across the river. Once they fell into the water, even Russians could not withstand the bone-chilling current. Although the ice surface allowed infantry to pass, it was not solid and was very slippery. Attacking soldiers who fell into ice holes would surely die.

From any angle, defending along the river was extremely advantageous. Was it really appropriate for Kolchak to abandon the river defense positions?

Kolchak had already made his decision. "It is best for our frontline strength to maintain only five divisions so that we can have sufficient rotation for rest and reorganization. This war must persist until next summer before it is possible to receive support from Britain and France. Although this line along the river looks advantageous, it has exhausted our troops. How long has it been since the units have been able to rest?"

Once this was said, the two White Guard generals who had been arguing fiercely lost their previous intensity. Kolchak had spoken to the heart of the problem. The troops were spread out along the front, and although they had withstood the Red Army's attacks, they truly could not hold on under the immense pressure.

In the freezing trenches, too many soldiers were falling ill. A war with no visible chance of victory was further eroding the soldiers' fighting will. Many soldiers had already said things like, 'Even if I die, I want to die in a bed in Vladivostok.'

Kolchak did not give these men a chance to object. He continued, "I want to lead everyone to victory, not lead everyone to their deaths. Since we have survived the long expedition, we must continue to live!"

These officers had all participated in the thousands of kilometers of retreating from Siberia to Lake Baikal, and then from Lake Baikal to Vladivostok. It was exactly Admiral Kolchak who had led them through this almost certain-death expedition. Hearing the Admiral's encouragement now, the officers saluted one after another.

Major General Vladimir, the division commander, said loudly, "Please rest assured, Admiral, we will certainly obey orders."

As soon as his voice fell, the whistling sound of shells tearing through the air suddenly rang out outside. A moment later, explosions sounded. It was the movement of the Red Army shelling the White Army.

The White Army officers were already accustomed to this and continued to discuss the defense arrangements. However, the sound of shelling continued uninterrupted and became increasingly violent. Looks of astonishment spread among the White Army officers.

Admiral Kolchak walked out of the command post and saw the red glow of exploding shells flashing on the Russian positions. He could even vaguely see soil and some unidentifiable objects being blown into the air by the shells. He began to calculate in his heart.

At this moment, the Red Army artillerymen felt somewhat surprised by the newly arrived shells. The fact that there were relatively sufficient shells at the front was strange enough in itself, and the shells had no markings. They could only act according to the artillerymen's sense for the caliber of these brand-new shells and the orders conveyed by the commissars.

The commissars soon discovered the problem and got some paint to write the caliber and applicable artillery on the shells.

Aside from these doubts, there were no problems with the shells themselves. They exploded when they hit the White Army positions across the river. Those flames were the proof. With such ample ammunition, the Red Army artillerymen swept away their previous depression and began to fire fiercely, venting all the anger accumulated from unfavorable battles into their shooting.

The shelling continued sporadically throughout the night. The purpose was not simply bombardment or venting anger, but to keep the White Army awake all night and force them to move troops into the shelled areas.

Before dawn the next day, the shelling ended. Three hours later, in the direction of the Red Army's determined crossing point, massed artillery began a violent bombardment. The White Guard positions were immediately plunged into earth-shattering firepower strikes. The prepared river-crossing fleet surged toward the opposite bank under the cover of artillery and local fire.

When the boats crossed the river surface and established a beachhead, earth-shaking shouts of 'Ura' immediately rang out from the Red Army positions. Although the White Guards also launched a counterattack under artillery bombardment, the shells caused heavy losses to the counterattacking White Guards, making the return fire very weak.

Red Army soldiers began to cross the river in boats. Having stopped in front of the White Russian defense line for so long, the Red Army had prepared many river-crossing tools. Large and small boats carried a large number of Red Army soldiers across the river. Red Army soldiers constantly fell into the water, and blood began to dye the river surface red. But nothing could stop the Red Army from forcing their way across the freezing river.

More and more Red Army soldiers landed on the opposite bank with rifles and began to launch attacks into the distance. At this time, the Red Army's shelling finally weakened. If such dense firepower continued, it would accidentally injure the landing Red Army troops.

Even if they didn't care about such losses, the Red Army's shells were not enough to maintain such dense firepower.

Soon, news of victory was transmitted to Moscow. Having been blocked at the White Guard's Songhua River defense line for too long, the Red Army commanders responsible for the offensive could finally hold their heads high.

Comrade Lenin did not make any statement regarding this. He Rui's construction achievements in the Northeast left this wise and resolute revolutionary leader unsure of how to judge. The weakness of the Qing Dynasty was a reality. When Comrade Joffe sent back news that He Rui was willing to help the Red Army, the Bolshevik Central Committee basically ridiculed it. In the end, it was Trotsky who proposed letting the Northeast Government provide a batch of shells.

Then things proceeded as such. The Northeast Government directly sent a batch of shells. The price was fair, and payment could be made later. Thus, the Red Army, lacking shells, relied on this batch of ammunition to smash through the White Guard's defense line.

If one ignored the fact that the Northeast Government was a local government in China, Comrade Lenin would have to treat the Northeast Government as an industrial region, just like the Czech region of the Austro-Hungarian Empire.

At this moment, the Bolshevik Central Committee members felt surprised by such an event, but Comrade Lenin had already begun to adjust his mindset. Soviet Russia's socialist revolution had succeeded only a few years ago, even shorter than the time He Rui had occupied the Northeast. Yet, after several years of construction, He Rui had already enabled the Northeast local government to possess its own industry. It was easy to verbally criticize He Rui as a bourgeois reformist, but the progress in Northeast China could not be ignored. That is to say, the positive significance of socialist revolution was being demonstrated in Northeast China.

This was a very valuable change. In a sense, it even increased Comrade Lenin's confidence in the socialist revolution.

In the following days, Comrade Lenin did not mention this matter again. Because battle reports came one after another, news of the White Guards' collapse came constantly. The White Guards who abandoned the riverbank defense line retreated south all the way, just as they had constantly retreated in Siberia.

Many Bolshevik members, including Commissar Trotsky, were looking forward to the news of the Red Army capturing Vladivostok.

However, at this time, Comrade Lenin received a telegram from Commissar Joffe. Looking at the content of the telegram, Comrade Lenin could not help but frown. After thinking for a while, Comrade Lenin convened a meeting of key comrades. In the current Bolshevik Central Committee, Commissar Trotsky had many supporters, but Commissar Stalin, who had lost a battle, also had his own firm supporters.

Regarding the current war situation, Commissar Trotsky was like a lion that had already won victory, until Commissar Stalin raised a question, "How many prisoners were captured? Is there accurate information?"

Commissar Trotsky paused for a moment; this was a question he hadn't considered. Moreover, the front line was pursuing; how could there be time to compile statistics?

Seeing that Commissar Trotsky couldn't answer, Comrade Stalin's slightly bloodless cheeks still showed a resolute expression. "Kolchak's subordinates are the most determined counter-revolutionaries; they will never give up opposing the revolution. Only by thoroughly exterminating them can the problem be solved. It is a very dangerous signal that the frontline troops have not yet been able to determine how many prisoners have been captured."

Commissar Trotsky did not answer, but looking at his expression, Comrade Lenin suspected that Commissar Trotsky would say, "Is this your experience from the Polish campaign?"

As a result, just as he thought this, Commissar Trotsky asked this question. However, there was no mockery in Commissar Trotsky's tone, which was truly rare. Only then did Comrade Lenin determine that Commissar Trotsky attached extreme importance to victory, an importance that surpassed everything else.

Commissar Stalin might have been somewhat surprised, but it couldn't be seen from his expression. Facing Commissar Trotsky's sincere request for instruction, Commissar Stalin replied, "Only by thoroughly exterminating Poland's reactionary soldiers and literati can the Polish problem be solved. Those who support the Polish reactionary regime are this group of people, not the Polish masses."

As if to echo Comrade Stalin's answer, another battle report was delivered. From the text, it could be seen that the Red Army commander and commissar attacking Kolchak were very delighted. After several days of pursuit, the Red Army once again encountered the White Army's death throes. The desperate White Guards formed a defense line again and began to resist the Red Army's attack. The Red Army was confident of thoroughly defeating the White Guards and liberating Vladivostok. To thoroughly annihilate Kolchak in 1920.

Looking at this news, a trace of mockery couldn't help but appear at the corner of Commissar Stalin's mouth. Comrade Lenin did not like Commissar Stalin's reaction; it was a mixture of a simple and crude style of acting and arrogance. But Comrade Lenin could not ignore Commissar Stalin's reaction. Unlike Commissar Trotsky, Commissar Stalin's style of action was simpler and more practical; he would not rest until he achieved his goal. Therefore, all of Comrade Stalin's successes and failures would become nutrition for his growth. In comparison, Commissar Trotsky was more like a person above the clouds.

"Comrade Trotsky, do you think the expectations in this report are credible?" Comrade Lenin asked.

Determination flashed across Commissar Trotsky's face, but he hesitated for a moment. This hesitation disappointed Comrade Lenin somewhat. Although being simple and crude was Comrade Stalin's shortcoming, compared with other committee members, this shortcoming was a huge advantage. Making a decision at a critical moment is a challenge that a national leader must face. Even if the decision is wrong, a decision must be made.

Moreover, from the perspective of dialectics, there are never completely wrong decisions in the world. There are only decisions that can be executed and decisions that cannot be executed.

At this time, Commissar Trotsky replied, "Comrade Lenin, I think the credibility of the expectations in the frontline report is very high."

Hearing Comrade Trotsky's reaction, Comrade Lenin had already made a decision. "Then let the troops resolve Kolchak as soon as possible."

When the meeting ended, Comrade Lenin called Commissar Stalin to his office. "Comrade Stalin, I want to buy a batch of shells from He Rui to supply the Red Army front lines."

Some doubts appeared in Commissar Stalin's eyes, but he answered decisively, "Will He Rui sell?"

Comrade Lenin laughed, "If he refuses to sell, we can ask for his reasons."

Commissar Stalin asked, "Comrade Lenin, do you think He Rui needs the Soviet's goodwill?"

"Yes. In the process of unifying China, He Rui needs to mobilize millions of troops. He does not have much strength left to guard the Manchuria and Mongolia regions."

"Then what kind of goodwill can He Rui provide?" Commissar Stalin asked with a resolute expression.

Comrade Lenin smiled and asked, "Comrade Stalin, do you wish to see a divided China?"

Comrade Stalin hesitated for a moment, then nodded decisively.

Comrade Lenin was not surprised. From the perspective of ensuring a security zone, a divided China was very advantageous for Russia. Especially at present, when China's most powerful warlord, He Rui, shared a long border with Soviet Russia.

Comrade Lenin was well-versed in international politics and knew the ways of imperialism incomparably well. Because of this, after profound reflection, Comrade Lenin believed that dealing with He Rui in such a way would only trigger hostility.

The current He Rui still looked very weak, but He Rui was not soft. Most importantly, He Rui was a modern politician, not like other political forces within China that were still dominated by very backward political concepts.

Up to now, He Rui simply refused to sell out China's interests. If Soviet Russia pushed He Rui too hard, He Rui might make huge concessions to imperialism in order to unify China. More extremely, if He Rui were controlled by nationalism and turned into a thug for imperialism to go to war with Soviet Russia, the threat would definitely not be smaller than the current Poland.

The Poland before them was already troublesome enough.

Thinking of this, Comrade Lenin asked, "Comrade Stalin, how are the negotiations with Poland going?"

If it were Commissar Trotsky bearing the responsibility of defeat, facing this question, he would definitely be sitting on pins and needles. He might even fly into a rage. But Comrade Lenin saw that only a pained expression crossed Commissar Stalin's face; the immense pain only affected Comrade Stalin to this extent.

True to his name, Commissar Stalin was simply a revolutionary made of steel and iron.

Commissar Stalin, who had sorted out his mood in a very short time, replied, "Reporting to Comrade Lenin, I do not agree with Comrade Tukhachevsky's accusations against the army. This was by no means a simple military failure..."

The failure of the war between Soviet Russia and Poland caused a great shock among the Soviet Russian leaders. From September 22-25, 1920, at the 9th Conference of the Russian Communist Party (Bolsheviks), the reasons for the war's failure and the prospects for world proletarian revolution were discussed intensely.

Tukhachevsky criticized the performance of the Southwestern Front in the war, and the Front's Commissar Stalin made a special statement on September 23, 1920, expounding his views on the failure of the war and explaining his responsibility.

Comrade Lenin was indeed somewhat in a dilemma. Facing the fact of defeat, Comrade Lenin had to admit that the failure of the war might have been a strategic error, but on the other hand, he believed that the failure was mainly due to subjective reasons.

Most of the participants, Trotsky, Zinoviev, Dzerzhinsky, Bukharin, Kamenev, Stalin, etc., held the above views.

Even after the meeting ended, Comrade Lenin was still somewhat unsatisfied. This kind of mud-slinging explanation did not touch the essence of the matter.

If looked at purely from a military perspective, He Rui's 'Three Must Wins, Three Must Loses' regarding the Russo-Polish War had already explained the course of the war militarily.

Up to now, only Comrade Stalin's comment at the meeting just now about 'only by thoroughly taking out Poland's old society elites can Poland be truly transformed' made Comrade Lenin feel a certain degree of hitting the nail on the head.

And Comrade Stalin was currently combining the two. He believed that if, after the rapid victory in the early stages of the war, the Red Army had stabilized the logistics line, thoroughly physically eliminated the Polish old elite elements in the occupied areas, and quickly established a new Polish local people's government, the failure of the war could have been avoided.

It was precisely because they focused on military victory that the Soviet Red Army suffered a complete defeat. Although the Polish people in the areas liberated by the Red Army did not openly resist the Red Army, they were still greatly influenced by the local Polish old elites. This led to the situation where the Red Army was immediately surrounded by enemies on all sides after the failure, and finally completely defeated.

The failure to fully combine political means with military means, and pinning political victory on the spontaneous support of the Polish people and the deterrence of military victory, was the real reason for the defeat.

Comrade Stalin finished speaking, and Comrade Lenin was organizing his thoughts. Before Comrade Lenin could speak, Comrade Stalin spoke again, which made Comrade Lenin decide to continue listening.

Commissar Stalin's voice was steady, "Comrade Lenin, I somewhat understand your attitude towards He Rui."

Comrade Lenin was very satisfied. Neither military means nor political means could solve He Rui; this was a practical problem. Since this was the case, Soviet Russia had no reason to adopt a stance of opposition against He Rui.

To a certain extent, it was even necessary to cooperate with He Rui. At least in the contact between Commissar Joffe and He Rui, it could be determined that He Rui was very clear that one of the main enemies of China's liberation was Britain and France.
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Before the penultimate line of defense, the Soviet Red Army had attacked fiercely for three days without success. Just as the Red Army troops were exhausted, they faced a counterattack from the White Guards. As in the Polish campaign, the Red Army was forced to retreat.

Northeast Army observers witnessed the entire battle firsthand. In their reports, these observers did not stint on their praise for the Red Army's combat effectiveness. Even when facing near-suicidal odds, the Red Army launched attacks that nearly collapsed the White Army's battle line.

However, flesh and blood are, after all, only flesh and blood. The White Guards relied on a well-prepared defensive system to withstand the Red Army's offensive. Moreover, as the weather grew colder, the hardness of the log-built fortifications increased, causing significant trouble for the Red Army's artillery.

The Northeast Army Headquarters took these reports seriously, but not with undue alarm. The problems the Red Army encountered during their offensive had already been considered by the Northeast Army. So far, the Red Army had not demonstrated any performance that defied the laws of physics.

Therefore, the Northeast Army Headquarters conducted an in-depth discussion on a previously debated issue. This discussion had no "pro" or "con" sides. Regarding the frequency of troop rotation and rest, there was no room for debate. After contracting their defenses, the White Guards only maintained five divisions on the defensive line.

The entire 500,000-strong White Guard force could fully replenish and rotate this force of less than 100,000 men. Any unit that suffered 10% casualties could immediately withdraw to the rear for rest and refitting. Although the White Guards had various problems, after implementing this rotation model, the morale of their frontline troops remained at a very good level.

In contrast, although the Red Army's morale was high, the impact of sustained combat was real. Even if filled with soaring fighting will, once a unit's losses exceeded 20%, a fully rested and fully equipped White Guard unit could still pierce through that Red Army unit's battle line.

This reality made the Northeast Army's political commissars very unhappy, but reality is reality. The commissars had to admit that spiritual power could not simply and cleanly override material force.

Because the commissars felt this problem so intensely, He Rui had to convene a meeting with them. At the meeting, He Rui spoke directly about their work: "Knowing who you are fighting for is not a one-sided act of self-satisfaction. Combat itself is based on equipment. Only when the equipment basis is equal can we consider the influence of ideology on combat. Our future Chinese People's Liberation Army must be an army armed to the teeth as much as possible. Injecting the power of ideology into such an army is to achieve the goal of having 'plenty of steel and plenty of spirit'."

The commissars savored these words, unsure for a moment how to respond. He Rui simply used the development of New China in another timeline to directly clarify the issues worrying them. "If the speed of industrial development in the Northeast and liberated China fails to meet expectations, the people will not be able to accept the pain brought by industrialization. Many comrades perhaps have a misunderstanding, thinking that industrialization itself is a broad, open road lined with exotic flowers and rare herbs, and that the road itself is incomparably smooth, leading straight to the other shore of happiness. What I can say is that such a view is wrong. Looking at the industrialization process in Europe and America, for the people swept up in it, industrialization is painful and helpless—a process where one simply does not know what will happen ahead."

The commissars busily took notes. He Rui's words were not empty rhetoric; the materials cited in their political courses all reflected the terrifying impact brought by industrialization. In the slavery of the American South, every slave had to pick hundreds of kilograms of cotton daily. In the industrial competition between Britain and Sweden, 30% of child laborers in Sweden died in the factories, while in the British textile industry, workers on the production lines did not live more than three years.

This was the known process of human industrialization, and it was also the path the Northeast Government strove to pass through in the shortest time and at the lowest cost.

He Rui continued to expound on war. "In the era of line infantry tactics, soldiers could fire blindly, their life and death left entirely to fate. Now, in our army's combat mode, troops must brave the enemy's concentrated fire and press forward to destroy the enemy, knowing full well what lies ahead. Officers and soldiers naturally know that moving forward brings a high probability of death. At such times, how to maximize survival rates and let the officers and soldiers understand *why* we fight—that is the purpose of political work. This political work is not about creating an image of an undying superman, but helping the officers and men recognize clearly what they must do and how to overcome the laziness brought by the flesh itself. Thereby increasing the survival rate and thoroughly destroying the enemy."

He Rui was not afraid of the commissars feeling discouraged. If there were political officers who felt that way, it would be better for them to get out quickly. Political work required people with their feet on the ground—neither the top-down political officers of the Soviet Union nor the chaplains of Britain and France who only knew how to use empty, useless rhetoric to numb the soldiers' fear.

The mountains of corpses and seas of blood in World War I were definitely not because the military chaplains of European countries had the ability to talk the dead back to life, but because every participating soldier believed they were not fighting for themselves alone, but for their entire country.

In the future war between China and Japan, both sides would step onto the battlefield holding the same conviction. At that time, how to keep soldiers calm in combat and maximize their combat effectiveness would be the key to victory. This was exactly what political officers needed to do.

While He Rui was conducting study and training with the political staff, the Soviet Red Army sent personnel over again to purchase more artillery shells. The person in charge was no longer Commissioner Joffe, who had returned to Moscow, but a Red Army cadre with considerable seniority. He called himself "Katrev." He Rui had no intention of inquiring about the real name of this Red Army cadre, who obviously had rich combat experience. Facing the cadre's request, He Rui asked a single question.

"Does the Red Army know the White Army's disposition?"

Comrade Katrev was stunned for a moment, then nodded. "We are very clear about the White Army's arrangements."

He Rui fired off a series of questions like a cannonade. "Comrade Katrev, can you tell me the unit designations of the White Army forces recently engaging the Red Army? Who are their commanders? What are their combat characteristics? How long have they been in combat?"

These were the questions He Rui posed to mid-and-high-ranking commanders of the Northeast Army during exercises. By now, the intermediate officers of the Northeast Army no longer needed to be told; they knew this was what combat required.

Modern warfare had not become a myth because of the use of more advanced weapons; modern warfare was simply the more efficient execution of the essence of war. Tracing it to its source, it was not significantly different from the wars of the past few thousand years.

Clearly, Comrade Katrev did not fully understand this. He Rui also saw the Red Army's problem in this senior cadre. In history, the Chinese Red Army fulfilled all the requirements He Rui proposed during the war, and their degree of completion far exceeded what He Rui casually mentioned. That was why the Red Army and the Eighth Route Army, which lacked sufficient equipment to even fight regiment-level battles, were able to survive in incomparably arduous warfare and grow stronger with every battle.

That glorious yet rugged experience was the foundation for He Rui's groping forward. He Rui would never let those experiences, condensed from fresh blood, be wasted.

Comrade Katrev thought for a moment and asked, "Chairman He Rui, do *you* know that intelligence?"

He Rui found this strange. "Shouldn't this be the first priority to achieve on the battlefield? The Red Army has captured so many White troops; you should have confirmed this intelligence long ago. Even if the White Army is a group composed of many warlords, this information isn't hard to obtain."

Comrade Katrev hesitated for a moment before replying, "We have obtained quite a bit of the intelligence you asked about, but the speed of the White Army's reorganization exceeds our imagination. And their equipment has been comprehensively strengthened with the support of the Northeast Government."

He Rui paid no mind to the accusation in these words. The Northeast Government had no reason to make unilateral sacrifices for the interests of Soviet Russia. This remark really was full of the *Maozi* style—simple, barbaric. He Rui smiled. "Then, is Comrade Katrev here to inquire about the White Army's equipment situation?"

It must be said that Comrade Katrev really hadn't thought that way. He came to He Rui's place to know if He Rui would continue to support the White Army. The combat ferocity of the White Army had already exceeded the Red Army's imagination. More importantly, the Red Army commanders wanted to resolve the war within the time expected by Commissar Trotsky; no matter what, Kolchak's armed forces had to be destroyed within this year.

But given the combat effectiveness the White Army had displayed so far, it would be difficult for the Red Army to complete the mission. Within the Red Army, there were indeed people who believed He Rui had continued to provide support to the White Army.

Seeing that Comrade Katrev remained silent, He Rui could understand the predicament of these Red Army cadres. In the Northeast Headquarters' wargames, the White Army could clearly hold out until after next spring. Because the White Guards still had a hope: that Britain and France would give them massive material support, just as Britain and France had given the Polish army unrestricted weapons and equipment.

As long as an army still has hope and enough manpower, it can persist. On this point, there was no difference between the White Army and the Red Army.

Seeing He Rui not speaking, Comrade Katrev could only continue, "Chairman He Rui, can we receive your ammunition support?"

"Please have Moscow contact the Northeast Government regarding this matter," He Rui gave a direct and clear reply. Regardless of whether such a rude request came from a hint by Moscow or the spontaneous action of a frontline commander, He Rui could not possibly accept it.

The news quickly traveled back to Moscow. This matter was nothing to the Bolshevik Central Committee; for victory, for the survival of the Soviet regime, far worse things had happened. Such a small probing attempt was completely not worth mentioning.

The only thing of value was that He Rui was well-versed in organizational structure; even the Bolshevik government was unable to cause this shrewd fellow to make the slightest misjudgment. He Rui would never try to curry favor with anyone just to gain a so-called face-saving victory.

And an obsession with "face" was precisely one of the deepest impressions left on Tsarist Russia by the negotiating officials of the Qing government.

Comrade Lenin did not criticize Commissar Trotsky's supporters for this. For the interests of Soviet Russia, any attempt was valuable. Especially since He Rui himself was an outstanding politician and wouldn't mind these little tricks.

Since so much preliminary preparation had been done, Comrade Lenin had also made a decision to conduct a frank negotiation with He Rui, this local power. Although the Bolshevik government was already the regime of Russia, negotiating with a local regime did not conform to diplomatic rules.

Negotiating with He Rui as the future leader of China avoided such diplomatic problems. What the two sides were to sign was not an "agreement" or a "peace treaty," but a document titled a "Memorandum." In the memorandum, there was a clear timeline. If He Rui could complete the tasks within the time described in the memorandum, this memorandum would become a "Secret Treaty." If He Rui could not complete them, this memorandum would just be a document that didn't need to be known by anyone.

He Rui actually hadn't expected this matter to come so quickly. When Director Zhou of the Foreign Affairs Department, who was responsible for receiving the Russian envoys, informed He Rui after the meeting that Soviet Russia wanted to sign a memorandum with the Northeast Government, He Rui was momentarily unsure whether to have Director Zhou handle the matter.

But ultimately, He Rui decided to let the young comrades handle it. Before the negotiations proceeded, He Rui held a meeting with the comrades of the Foreign Affairs Department to explain the diplomatic key points.

The saying "the Communist Party has many meetings" became "many study sessions" with He Rui. There was an exam after every meeting, so the answers from this group of Foreign Affairs Department cadres were perfect. After all, those who couldn't pass the exams couldn't obtain civil servant qualifications.

Seeing that everyone's answers were fine, He Rui asked, "How many times has the negotiation rehearsal been conducted?"

Director Zhou immediately replied, "Three times completed."

"Demonstrate it for me," He Rui requested.

The Foreign Affairs Department personnel immediately divided into groups and began the demonstration. After watching, He Rui felt there were some issues with the details, so he raised a question: "Why are the comrades responsible for the demonstration so aggressive?"

Director Zhou immediately replied, "Report to the Chairman: We feel that the Russians still look down on us Chinese. In this negotiation, we suspect the Soviet Russian representatives will split hairs with us on many matters to obtain maximum benefit."

"...Alright. Then practice it again in a more gentle manner." He Rui couldn't really refute that. The biggest problem with the Qing and the Republic was that they didn't understand international politics, so they were easily hoodwinked by foreign diplomatic missions.

In reality, the diplomatic missions sent to China by various countries were just a group of low-ranking civil servants; there was no need to take them seriously. If one wanted to screw with them, one could just nitpick using diplomatic protocol and rules. If one wanted to ruin these diplomats' reputations, it was even simpler. Send an official document directly to the foreign Ministry of Foreign Affairs questioning the competence of these diplomatic officials, publicly stating that these personnel had no ability to fulfill their diplomatic mission and that their political judgment was a mess.

Sending such a document to those countries' foreign ministries would be enough to get such diplomats kicked out of the diplomatic world forever.

Unlike the Qing and the Republic, New China's diplomatic system was very clear about such methods, they just didn't use them often. But there were exceptions—for instance, the former US Secretary of State Pompeo. Because his diplomatic ability was proven to be a mess, it directly caused his value to plummet. A dignified Secretary of State couldn't even complete the most basic "revolving door" transition in the US; after ending his term, absolutely no large companies were willing to offer former Secretary of State Pompeo a well-paid position.

However, He Rui didn't nitpick overly much; small trees eventually grow up. As long as they didn't go down the wrong path.

Leaving this matter to the Foreign Affairs Department, He Rui continued to the grassroots for inspection. In the rural areas, the grain harvest was already complete. This year's harvest was truly encouraging. Despite the disaster situation, the grain yield in the entire Northeast and Inner and Outer Mongolia exceeded 15 billion *jin*, and meat production reached 400,000 tons.

The stock of livestock had exploded. Although these livestock were mainly breeds that ate green fodder, the livestock in Inner and Outer Mongolia were primarily cattle and sheep anyway. Both could eat green fodder.

Of course, there were problems. The development of Inner and Outer Mongolia directly led to a labor shortage, and quite a few tribes reverted to the tradition of kidnapping people. That is, snatching men from the border regions. As long as no one was paying attention, they just grabbed people and left.

Such actions caused great indignation in the local governments of the agricultural regions. Complaint letters were written directly to the provincial level. Some who had channels delivered letters to He Rui's office.

Time was fast approaching November, just when the Northeast Government's Assembly was due to convene. He Rui had his office reply to these government officials that such matters should be raised directly by the assemblymen at the Assembly.

The Assembly convened on November 3rd. The local assemblymen, holding back a bellyful of anger, submitted the Inner and Outer Mongolia kidnapping cases as their first proposal, and it received support from a sufficient number of assemblymen.

The Assembly almost immediately turned into a struggle session. The assemblymen from Inner and Outer Mongolia hadn't expected this at all. Most of the Mongol assemblymen were leaders recommended by small herdsmen tribes, and they absolutely refused to show weakness on such a matter.

When some Mongol assemblymen expressed the response that "Mongolia has its own Mongolian characteristics," the assemblymen from the agricultural regions immediately exploded. A crowd of assemblymen almost jumped up, impatiently indicating they wanted to speak.

The Speaker was an old man from the old Northeast government. He had only mixed his way into this position because he was steady and prudent in his work and well-versed in the ways of the world.

Seeing this posture, the old man understood that the meeting could not continue like this no matter what. The Assembly was indeed a place for arguments, but it was absolutely not a place to engage in internal ethnic strife.

Especially with this matter, the old man knew very well that if he let both sides go on, not only would the problem not be solved, it would intensify the conflict. If not restrained, it would become a full-scale confrontation between Hans and Mongols.

The old man didn't hesitate; he swung the Assembly Chairman's gavel and began to hammer the sounding board fiercely. The loud noise stunned the assemblymen, and the old Speaker shouted into the microphone, "This issue is suspended temporarily. Hand it over to the Party Caucus for a proposal."

As for the Party Caucus, so far, there was only the Civilization Party. Among the Northeast local people's assemblymen from the agricultural regions, quite a few were not Civilization Party members. But in the Northeast Government Assembly, only one-third were not Civilization Party members.

If the Party Caucus made the proposal, this matter would become a standoff between the Civilization Party, the ordinary assemblymen, and the Mongol assemblymen. And the Civilization Party itself possessed immense influence.

Immediately, some non-Civilization Party assemblymen shouted loudly, "The Speaker is biased!"

With this shout, many assemblymen joined in the clamor. The Speaker was quite calm, completely ignoring the assemblymen's noise as if he heard nothing, and repeated into the microphone, "Please return to your seats, all assemblymen! Please return to your seats, all assemblymen!"

There was no lack of young and aggressive members among the Civilization Party assemblymen, but under the signal of the Party Committee's senior cadres, everyone sat back in their seats one after another. Just when the other assemblymen still refused to behave, the Speaker shouted, "Please ask the Assembly Guards to come and maintain order."

Using the Assembly Guards was the Speaker's power. Even if assemblymen broke the law, it had to be submitted to the Assembly of that level to first strip them of their assemblyman status before they could be handed over to the public security organs. This was the right of an assemblyman.

Under public circumstances, with one order from the Speaker, the Assembly Guards could be used to restore order. If the Assembly Guards, armed with clubs, beat disobedient assemblymen in the Assembly, it was judged as law enforcement. Theoretically, the Assembly Guards didn't need to take responsibility.

Seeing these fiendish-looking police appear, those assemblymen immediately returned to their seats. Even the most mischievous assemblymen only dared to shout objections from their seats, not daring to be unruly again.

It wasn't as if no foolish assemblymen had ever been beaten. And after assemblymen who disrupted order were beaten, they were stripped of their status afterward.

He Rui was never soft on guys who broke discipline.

The Speaker knew his duties and didn't attempt to create anything on his own initiative. His gaze turned to He Rui, and He Rui felt he had indeed learned some things. Sharp contradictions were not suitable for resolution in the Assembly, because not only would the matter not be resolved, it would intensify the conflict.

When the day's Assembly content ended, He Rui immediately called the regional assemblymen involved in this matter together and said straightforwardly, "How do you prepare to handle this?"

Seeing there was no chance to be prickly, the assemblymen all behaved. An assemblyman from the agricultural region immediately stated, "We ask Chairman He to provide a plan."

He Rui looked at the assemblymen from Inner and Outer Mongolia. "To what extent has the division of pastures in Inner and Outer Mongolia proceeded?"

This question made the Mongol assemblymen reveal looks of difficulty. The pasture division had too many problems; content that should have been finished according to the plan was still riddled with issues.

He Rui slammed the table. "If the local areas can't solve it, we will send troops to take charge of solving it!"
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The councilors and party members from the agricultural regions hadn't expected He Rui to be so blunt in proposing that the army take charge of demarcating pastures. This would undoubtedly stir up conflict. The participating councilors looked toward the regional councilors dressed in Mongolian attire, only to see these individuals first show surprise, then their narrow eyes widened, revealing expressions of pleasant surprise. The leader among them couldn't help but ask joyfully, "Is it true? Chairman, you want the troops to be responsible for demarcating the pastures?!"

He Rui stood up. He was tall, a full head taller than many of the Mongolian councilors. Standing before the blackboard, he commanded the attention of everyone present.

"Sending troops is not just to demarcate pastures, but also to solve the problem of transitioning from nomadic herding to livestock farming," He Rui stated.

The councilors from the agricultural regions had all seen the newly built feedlots in their local areas. In everyone's impression, feedlots involved fencing off flat land with barbed wire. The land was covered in grass, and the cattle and sheep lived in pens for the majority of the time. Whenever the weather was good, they were driven out to the pastures to graze. If the weather was bad, they ate prepared hay and fodder in their pens.

The pig farms, on the other hand, were quite bizarre. Entering a pig farm was like entering a restricted military zone; one had to change into specialized clothes and wear specialized shoes, a process called 'disinfection and sterilization.' The food for those pigs also underwent 'strict sterilization,' seemingly to prevent the pigs from catching swine fever.

In ordinary households, a person raised one pig on average. In the heavily guarded pig farms, one person raised dozens of pigs on average. The pigs in the farms were confined in small pens, unable to even turn around. They could only stand up and lie down. The purpose was to fatten the pigs as quickly as possible and send them for slaughter.

From what He Rui was saying, it seemed he intended to do the same in Inner and Outer Mongolia. The councilors from the agricultural regions simply felt that He Rui's attitude was firm, indicating he had made up his mind.

Looking at the councilors from the Inner and Outer Mongolia regions, every one of them looked delighted. Although the councilors from the agricultural regions didn't know the reason, they knew that He Rui's proposal had struck a chord with the councilors from the pastoral areas.

He Rui, of course, knew that the councilors from the pastoral areas were greatly looking forward to such changes. The process of establishing grassroots organizations in the pastoral areas was similar to that of the Northeast Government. After political background checks, personnel went into the grassroots level to select small tribes that were law-abiding and had no obvious history of looting. From these, leaders were chosen to serve as grassroots organizations and personnel.

The natural environment and production model of the pastoral areas determined the cruelty of survival. Trying to find prestigious good people using the standards of the agricultural regions was a very difficult task. However, at least these selected people hoped to obtain a stable life through honest production. That was enough.

Just as He Rui had anticipated, the pastoral councilors were truly inspired with positive emotions by the future He Rui described. There was light in their eyes, the light of expectation. For herdsmen, nomadic life was an activity full of danger.

In the cruel environment of the steppe, plunder became a necessary means to possess a higher probability of survival. The more powerful a tribe was, the more it could obtain resources by plundering others, allowing itself to live better.

The small tribes had suffered enough at the hands of the large tribes. Once settled ranching could be realized, coupled with the suppression of the Northeast Army, the large tribes would no longer be able to commit crimes against the small tribes as they had in the past. The benefits therein were simply earth-shattering.

These small tribes had resisted, shed blood, and experienced a cruel past. Therefore, they knew exceptionally well that they could not change the traditions of the steppe by themselves; a more powerful military force had to intervene.

The subsequent meeting did not mention military struggle. The councilors from the agricultural regions were not quite clear on how the military struggle would erupt. The councilors from the pastoral areas, however, decided to hand over the military struggle for changing the pastoral areas to the Northeast Army. As small tribes, they would simply provide assistance to the Northeast Army in exchange for a better future.

He Rui likewise did not mention military struggle, only recounting the better future of the pastoral areas.

If these oppressed people could not be made to understand the future and believe in the future, the Northeast Army's military operations would only turn into a war against the entire pastoral region.

The general direction was formulated by He Rui. After listening to He Rui's narrative, the councilors all felt that such a future was completely acceptable. Then, other specific work would be the responsibility of specialized departments.

After He Rui left, regarding the issue of kidnapping, the councilors from the agricultural and pastoral regions were no longer in an adversarial stance. Although for different reasons, both sides reached a consensus on combating crime and optimizing public security. They began to propose bills regarding this issue, preparing to submit them to the Northeast Assembly.

The councilors from the agricultural regions felt that things would improve from here on out, not realizing what scale of struggle was hidden under the proposal to improve public security. This struggle would thoroughly change the production model of Inner and Outer Mongolia.

He Rui was very clear about such changes, so he was very confident that Zheng Sirang, who was responsible for this matter, could complete the task. Although Zheng Sirang had lost interest in galloping across the steppe—his attention having been captured by industrialized warfare, in which he never tired—as a senior officer, he had to undertake the tasks handed down by the organization.

He Rui's task was to assess the final bloody battle between Kolchak and the Red Army.

Kolchak did not know He Rui's thoughts. At this moment, His Excellency the Admiral was directing fierce fighting. He contracted the defense lines, shortening the distance between the front lines and the rear. After the troops received sufficient rest and replenishment, they would return to the front to replace the exhausted frontline troops and continue fighting.

Winter brought many troubles to the war. The White Army, with shorter battle lines and supply lines, demonstrated a huge advantage. The Red Army was exhausted, while the White Army troops were full of energy. They would often launch sudden counterattacks just after the Red Army had finished a battle in a state of exhaustion, causing more losses to the Red Army.

Even if the Red Army knew the White Army's tactics, they had no special countermeasures. Deploying more troops to set up secret sentries instead provided convenient conditions for the White Army to ambush the sentries and capture prisoners.

By interrogating prisoners, they obtained the Red Army's unit designations, troop sizes, and operational times. With this intelligence, they could judge the Red Army's combat effectiveness level and specifically strengthen the troop deployment on the defense lines.

On the snow-capped plains, in the crisscrossing trenches, the White Army soldiers cursed the weather and the Red Army. When they saw Admiral Kolchak inspecting the front lines in person, the White Army soldiers still had the spirit to stand up and salute Kolchak and his entourage.

This made Admiral Kolchak very satisfied.

Even though he knew that the White Army soldiers actually loathed the war, and even though he knew that some in the White Army believed victory was impossible, these were not jobs for Admiral Kolchak to be responsible for; the officers of the various units would solve these problems naturally. What Admiral Kolchak had to do was let the White Army soldiers see that the supreme executive of the Provisional Government had not only not fled but was walking in the frontline trenches, standing together with the White Army soldiers.

Admiral Kolchak walked among the White Army soldiers in the winter wind, encouraging them, while simultaneously looking forward to the arrival of spring in his heart.

At this time, the vast land of Russia was also wrapped in silver. In Kiev, All-Union Communist Party member Nikolai Ostrovsky was stomping his feet on the freshly frozen ground. His thick foot-wraps were cold, wet, and slippery. Comrade Nikolai looked down to see a large hole in the front of the leather boot on his right foot, which was covered in thick mud and stains. This pair of leather boots was a trophy he had seized in his second or third battle, belonging to a tall White Russian officer. This pair had followed him from Kiev, participating in many battles and traveling many roads.

It had been patched many times in between. This time, the boot finally couldn't hold out any longer. It wasn't a simple matter of patching it up to use again; the entire boot was too severely worn. Many places were worn to the point where inserting a coarse string would tear off a piece of leather.

The auntie who cooked happened to come out to call the Komsomol members working with Comrade Nikolai to eat. Seeing Nikolai's boots, the auntie crossed herself over her chest. "Oh God, Comrade Nikolai, I have a boot here, please change into it. This weather, you are suffering too much."

Comrade Nikolai Ostrovsky hurriedly followed the auntie into the dining area. At this time, the beet soup was already cooked, emitting a hot fragrance from the pot. He filled a bowl and ate wolfishly. The auntie had already brought a boot over and handed it to Nikolai.

Nikolai quickly took it and took off the boot on his right foot. Perhaps he used a bit too much force, but he actually tore the entire sole of the shoe like paper.

Seeing this pitiful state, the auntie couldn't help but cross herself again. "Mr. Nikolai, you'd better take off your foot-wraps too. I have a dry strip here, put it on. Oh God, you really are working too hard."

Soon, Nikolai received a brand-new foot-wrap, dry and warm. After carefully wrapping his foot and putting on the new boot, all fatigue seemed to fly beyond the highest heavens.

Comrade Nikolai felt himself filled with confidence again. Entrusted by the Kiev Party Branch and the Komsomol Branch, he was building a temporary railway leading to the timber factory to provide firewood for the city of Kiev, which had almost completely cut off its fuel supply.

Sitting back in his seat, Party member Comrade Nikolai continued drinking his borscht. The comrades participating in the construction work got up one after another and entered the canteen to eat.

At 8:30 in the morning, the Party members and Komsomol members who had been rolling in the mud for a month were already busy at the construction site. The frozen ground was much better than before; they only needed to lay the sleepers and fix the rails on the sleepers. Such a railway would have all sorts of problems when it thawed next spring, but that was not a problem that needed to be considered. Comrade Nikolai believed that when tomorrow's spring arrived, everything would get better.

At lunch time, everyone packed the canteen until water couldn't trickle through. The auntie had also resumed her identity as a strict maintainer of order. Her loud voice was clearly audible in this small space, making all the unruly lads behave themselves.

Many people even revealed smiles. Compared with the cold weather, the heat in the canteen, the comrades squeezed together, and the auntie's scolding actually gave a feeling of home.

Comrade Nikolai finished his meal, walked out of the canteen, and prepared to head to the construction site. Just then, someone walked over quickly from outside and shouted, "Comrade Nikolai, please wait a moment."

The newcomer was the Deputy Secretary of the Kiev Youth League, also named Nikolai. As soon as the two Nikolais met, Assault Team Leader Comrade Nikolai asked directly, "Secretary Nikolai, we need supplies. The rails and sleepers are running out."

"Rest assured, Captain Nikolai, these will arrive immediately," Secretary Nikolai displayed a rare straightforwardness.

Assault Team Leader Nikolai was stunned. For this Secretary Nikolai to be so straightforward meant that a batch of supplies must have arrived. Since that was the case, Assault Team Leader Nikolai felt he absolutely could not let the Secretary Nikolai before him walk away so easily. "Comrade Secretary Nikolai, are there any leather boots and gloves? We need foot-wraps too, and underwear. We lack everything right now."

Secretary Nikolai sighed deeply, his face full of smiles. "Captain Nikolai, please rest assured. Send someone to the warehouse with me now. The things you mentioned, a batch has just arrived. I will prioritize providing them to you."

Such a straightforward answer gave Captain Nikolai confidence. To dare to say this, it must be true. Assault Team Leader Nikolai felt that perhaps the problems of Soviet Russia would be solved without waiting for next spring.

The people sent out returned to the camp with a small cart not long after, piled high with paper boxes. Everyone gathered around. Opening the paper boxes, they saw all kinds of leather boots in all sizes. Besides that, there were thick gloves.

Amidst his joy, Assault Team Leader Nikolai continued to open boxes one after another. However, he didn't see the foot-wraps he wanted. With anticipation, Assault Team Leader Nikolai opened the bottommost box. As soon as he opened it, he smelled a special scent. It was the smell of the wool scarf worn by Assault Team Leader Nikolai's ex-girlfriend, the engineer's daughter Monika.

In the bottommost box, a whole box of wool scarves was neatly arranged. The comrades of the assault team cheered, distributed the scarves, and replaced the cotton scarves wrapped around their necks and faces.

These cotton scarves were already tattered beyond recognition, and even their original colors could no longer be seen. Putting on the brand-new wool scarves, they immediately felt warm.

Just then, someone opened another box and took out a short wool thing in surprise. This thing was short and wasn't a scarf. But they didn't know how to use it.

Assault Team Leader Nikolai looked over and was somewhat startled. At first glance, he also thought this box contained wool scarves or something, but looking again, he realized they were actually wool socks. These were the wool socks his ex-girlfriend Monika had worn.

For a moment, a faint sorrow pervaded Assault Team Leader Nikolai's heart. If he hadn't chosen to participate in the war, the war for the Russian Motherland, Assault Team Leader Nikolai would have had the chance to marry Monika. On that night, Monika shyly took off her leather boots, revealing wool socks.

Assault Team Leader Nikolai felt as if he knew, yet seemed not to know. In short, he had left that young girl just like that. He hadn't looked back.

"Captain, what is this?" The team members had already discovered that this thing could be put on their hands. But the wool socks didn't have separate fingers, so they could only simply be put on the hands.

Captain Nikolai silently took off his two boots, which were vastly different in appearance and color, untied the heavy, wet foot-wraps, and revealed his pale bare feet. He took the wool socks from his teammate's hands and put them on. That soft and tight sensation was something he had never experienced before. Just putting them on, he felt the chill on his feet diminish significantly.

He found a pair of leather boots from the shoe box and put them on himself. Captain Nikolai stood up amidst everyone's admiring expressions. This feeling... was very unfamiliar. Brand-new wool socks and leather boots were truly unfamiliar.

Captain Nikolai shouted loudly, "Comrades, hurry up and change. This is sent to us by the Party; we cannot let the Party down."

Seeing the captain do this, the comrades also hurriedly picked out leather boots suitable for their foot size. The wool socks didn't matter much; different sizes could wrap the freezing feet very well.

There was no Russian on the paper boxes, but rather some block characters that Assault Team Leader Nikolai had never seen before. However, Assault Team Leader Nikolai didn't care. Hurrying to complete the temporary railway leading to the timber factory was the most important thing at the moment, and Captain Nikolai also needed to work desperately to dispel that indescribable emotion in his heart.

This emotion made Captain Nikolai feel an increasingly strong sadness. The captain didn't want his comrades to see him crying.

Captain Nikolai didn't recognize the block characters on the boxes, and there weren't many people in the Central Committee of the All-Union Communist Party who recognized Chinese block characters either. But these were not important. When Commissioner Joffe conveyed the All-Union Communist Party Central Committee's opinion on redemarcating the border to He Rui, the Northeast Government immediately expressed willingness to provide a portion of daily necessities.

This batch of supplies included daily necessities like leather boots, socks, towels, and enamel mugs. There was also a portion of grain.

What surprised the All-Union Communist Party was that the Northeast Government also stated they could provide medical supplies, including 'measles vaccines.' In particular, there was a drug named 'Sulfanilamide' among them. This so-called Sulfanilamide was a specific drug for treating streptococcal infections.

Since it was aid, this batch of supplies was free, and the Soviet Russian Central Committee didn't need to exchange any materials for it.

After the train loaded with goods arrived in Moscow, the unloaded supplies were completely identical to the list. Comrade Lenin was not happy because of this; he immediately agreed to accept a batch of 'Sulfanilamide' trial drugs.

The Northeast Government's official documents had already stated the composition of Sulfanilamide very clearly. This compound was not manufactured by the Northeast Government. One only had to flip through the German Chemical Annual Report to find information about Sulfanilamide, a compound extracted from coal tar.

The drug was immediately tested in Moscow hospitals. There were too many patients infected with streptococcus, and Soviet Russia's currently frail medical system had absolutely no way to cope.

Even so, health experts still introduced the symptoms generally caused by streptococcus to Comrade Lenin.

The most obvious streptococcal infection would cause purulent inflammation. Bacteria invaded through skin wounds, causing purulent inflammation of the skin and subcutaneous tissue, such as furuncles, carbuncles, cellulitis, erysipelas, etc.

Acute tonsillitis and angina, spreading to the surroundings to cause abscesses, otitis media, mastoiditis, tracheitis, pneumonia, etc., were often caused by streptococcal infection.

Scarlet fever, which was difficult for doctors to treat, was also caused by streptococcus.

Comrade Lenin did not explain the reason for his concern to other comrades, because Comrade Lenin felt that He Rui was conveying a message to the Soviet Russian government: the Chinese Northeast Government possessed strong power. This power was not only manifested in the Northeast Government possessing strong agricultural strength, but also industrial strength. Even in the field of medicine, which was at the cutting edge of science, they also had sufficient strength.

Since He Rui had expressed such an attitude, it was naturally necessary to verify it. In Moscow's winter, there was never a lack of patients.

In the following days, good news came one after another. Patients who used 'Sulfanilamide,' whether suffering from pneumonia or scarlet fever, not only had their conditions controlled but were also improving rapidly.

Initially, these drugs were given to those patients who were clearly beyond saving. Soon, the scope of use expanded to all patients who needed medication.

Almost without exception, the patients' conditions began to improve. Especially those sick Bolshevik Party members, many comrades escaped danger.

Initially, Comrade Lenin would smile because of the good news, but as more and more good news came, Comrade Lenin's smiles decreased.

Commissioner Joffe felt he could understand Comrade Lenin's mood. If the Northeast Government were not so strong, but rather a power with industrial and technological levels weaker than the Soviet Russian government, perhaps it would be a truly good thing.
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Commissioner Joffe thought Comrade Lenin was worried about China's growing strength and was considering how to discuss the matter, when a report was delivered. Comrade Lenin's eyes scanned the document back and forth, and soon, his usual confident and composed expression returned.

His gaze swept over the final line, and Comrade Lenin handed the document to Commissioner Joffe. With curiosity, Commissioner Joffe read it earnestly. The document was short; He Rui proposed that the Northeast Government and Soviet Russia exchange trade delegations, or hold a commodity trade exhibition in a certain city, or simply have their respective trade delegations directly visit cities where the other side could provide goods.

He Rui also stated that if there were urgent needs in the short term, they could contact each other directly via telegraph.

Joffe paused his reading here. Recalling the current state of destitution in Russia, Commissioner Joffe did not know what a Russia in such a state of scarcity could offer to trade with Northeast China.

Just as he hesitated, Comrade Lenin spoke in that confident tone: "Comrade Joffe, I hope this is the means by which He Rui communicates with us."

Commissioner Joffe was even more confused. However, there was still a section he hadn't finished, so he continued reading.

In the second half of the letter, He Rui wrote: "Based on the Northeast's experience, the Northeast Government has not made any profit from foreign trade over the past few years. However, by fully participating in international trade, through normal trade exchanges, the Northeast has greatly improved its productivity levels, expanded industrial capacity, increased people's income, and improved their standard of living. Both China and Russia are large countries with their own different industrial and product advantages. Establishing extensive trade can promote faster economic development for both countries."

Reading this, Commissioner Joffe was somewhat astonished. Judging by Comrade Lenin's reaction, he was already inclined to establish foreign trade relations. Would this lead to more problems for Russia? After all, Russia was currently in a state of scarcity and really couldn't bring out anything tradeable.

However, Comrade Lenin seemed to have already made up his mind, and asked, "Comrade Joffe, if you were to participate in drawing up the trade list, what do you think we need to import in the near future?"

Commissioner Joffe thought for a moment, and a thought suddenly popped out: "Can we import vodka?"

Comrade Lenin was stunned for a moment, sighed, but said nothing.

Three days later, at a provisional meeting of the Bolshevik Central Committee, Comrade Lenin put forward his views on comprehensive trade with the Northeast Government. The reaction of the committee members was beyond Commissioner Joffe's expectations; no one opposed it fiercely. Most members were either hesitant or at a loss.

It was Comrade Trotsky who broke the silence: "Comrade Lenin, what do we export to the Northeast?"

Commissioner Joffe listened earnestly, wanting to know the answer to this question that also troubled him. He heard Comrade Lenin reply: "If comrades do not oppose this decision, we can dispatch a trade delegation to the Northeast to see what Russian products the Northeast Government needs."

With neither opposition nor support, a Soviet Russian trade delegation was formed and arranged to negotiate with the Northeast Government at the border.

The negotiation process was very unfriendly. The head of the delegation, Shevaryov, was of worker background and responsible for logistics. Entrusted with a heavy responsibility by the Party organization, Comrade Shevaryov decided to negotiate a list that would be absolutely worthy of the Party organization.

The Northeast side was very polite at first, but once they got to the specific details, the atmosphere of the negotiation quickly became tense. Finally, the other side dropped a sentence: "Let's exchange the negotiation records and end this round of talks."

Comrade Shevaryov was enraged by these words. especially the other side's direct demand for the negotiation records made Comrade Shevaryov feel that his efforts had been treated with immense contempt.

Isn't this just filing a complaint?! Who's afraid of whom!

After hastily exchanging negotiation records, Comrade Shevaryov ordered the trade delegation to return to Moscow to report. The train had traveled until the next day when they received a telegram from Moscow ordering Comrade Shevaryov to take the negotiation records signed by the other party to the Novosibirsk region and await a comrade sent by the Central Committee.

Now Comrade Shevaryov was a bit confused. Why did they need the negotiation records signed by the other party? Was that necessary?

However, the Party organization's orders must be obeyed. Comrade Shevaryov had to get off the train. Since the train was not a special train, it could not wait for Comrade Shevaryov. He could only take two delegation members, ride a horse-drawn sleigh, and brave the wind and snow for three days before returning to the border.

Comrade Shevaryov thought it would require a lot of formalities to get the other party's signature. Comrade Shevaryov had made up his mind that even if he had to chase them to the ends of the earth, he would get the meeting records with the other party's signature.

A telegram was sent to the opposite bank, and the other side actually responded immediately. The Chinese negotiator who crossed the river handed over a document with a cold face. Comrade Shevaryov finished reading it; the negotiation records were all signed by Chinese personnel. Especially in some parts where the two sides had differences, the Chinese personnel had also made annotations. Either 'language translation issue' or 'recorded angry words', done very carefully.

At the end of the document, there were the signatures of the Chinese personnel.

Comrade Shevaryov could understand that the Chinese personnel were waiting and hadn't left. This sentiment was not bad. However, those annotations made Shevaryov greatly unhappy. Writing in such detail was definitely for the convenience of filing a complaint and accusing Shevaryov of being at fault.

And the Chinese personnel did not give Comrade Shevaryov a pleasant look either. After completing the document receipt, he took the signed receipt and turned to leave. Not a single extra word was spoken.

Watching the back of the Chinese personnel, Shevaryov couldn't help but curse in a low voice.

The Chinese personnel did not hear the curse, because Han Haitao, the Director of the Price Bureau responsible for this matter, was also cursing in his heart.

As a former teahouse owner and now Director of the Price Bureau, the Party organization felt that Comrade Han Haitao understood prices very well and had rich experience in dealing with people, making him suitable to be responsible for this negotiation. Han Haitao himself felt that the Party organization's trust made sense, so he reluctantly accepted the appointment.

All along the way, Director Han Haitao was fuming, feeling like a frog. Upon returning to Harbin and seeing He Rui, who was inspecting work in Harbin, even Director Han Haitao exploded directly.

The Russians were just as domineering, rude, and savage as the rumors said. Especially lacking in manners. After angrily denouncing the Russians' various behaviors, Director Han Haitao gave a direct evaluation: "Chairman, the Russians are unreliable!"

He Rui listened to Director Han's accusations with a smile, unable to help being amused several times in the process. Especially regarding the exchange of 'negotiation records' at the end, He Rui was amused to the point of laughing out loud.

Director Han thought He Rui would be very angry after laughing, but heard He Rui evaluate: "Comrade Han Haitao, if our own comrades haven't received training, they might not necessarily do any better than the Russians. In the process of industrialization and modernization, we are all young students."

Han Haitao was stunned, not knowing how to respond for a moment. He Rui's words didn't sound like they were blaming anyone, nor could they be called agreement. Just like He Rui's usual speeches, there was a healthy and upward feeling. For a moment, Han Haitao's anger also dissipated a lot. But Director Han Haitao still mentioned one thing: "Chairman, after the head of the Russian negotiation delegation heard us talk about the actual value of full employment, he said we were threatening them. I'm very concerned about this."

Seeing He Rui's interest in this, Han Haitao continued to recount the sequence of events and flipped to that part of the meeting records, "...Chairman, when the Russian negotiation representatives stated that ordinary trade was not as important as we thought, we told them about the impact of full employment on the national economy. The head of the Russian delegation immediately stated that we were threatening them. I don't know what that person was thinking."

He Rui chuckled lightly, not thinking it was anything big. Since the name of this Russian trade delegation head was very unfamiliar, He Rui didn't think he could mix into any significant high-level position. That is to say, this member of the Communist Party of the Soviet Union (Bolsheviks) likely had a view of the commodity economy that had not stepped out of the scope of an agricultural society.

In an agricultural society, commodities that are large in quantity relative to the number of small-scale peasant producers, but also cannot find buyers, often appear. This is normal in a production environment where commodity information is very undeveloped. In an agricultural society, the way people dispose of this portion of commodities is very intriguing.

Precisely because the value of this portion of commodities is unknown, two extreme handling methods easily appear. Either sell extremely cheaply, or insist on selling at a high price. Anyone who is serious, facing products into which they have already put labor, tends to want a high price.

Since the other party was not a high-ranking official, nor would be in the future, his understanding of the economy was likely like this.

The clearer the use value of a commodity, the easier it is to reach a consensus on price. This was also the reason for choosing Price Bureau Director Han Haitao as the negotiation representative. If He Rui were responsible for this matter, even if He Rui could speak with a lotus tongue in theory, he really didn't know what price a commodity would actually sell for in the market.

He Rui hadn't spent much money for himself in this era either. In another timeline, due to online payments, he hadn't touched cash for a very, very long time.

The few large and small supermarkets nearby with good supply channels and prices completely determined He Rui's cognition of ordinary prices.

He Rui sighed: "Thank you for your hard work, Comrade Han Haitao. Cool down. Next time Russia changes its negotiation representative, we'll still need an experienced comrade like you to talk to them."

Han Haitao's anger was half due to the Russians' attitude, and half due to worry about being held accountable for the failure of the talks. Since even He Rui wasn't pursuing it, Han Haitao felt relieved. Another question naturally popped up: "Chairman, will the Russian side really change people? Will they replace him with someone even worse?"

"Comrade Han Haitao. The Russian nation was born very late, the concept of a Russian nation probably only began to appear during the Kangxi reign, and it has only been about 200 years until now. This is a young nation, and its external reactions are naturally similar to those of young people—there's a kind of 'stunned youth' foolishness where they feel uncomfortable all over if they aren't the big brother. Given such national characteristics, how do you think they will choose when they want to accomplish something?"

Hearing He Rui's words, Han Haitao understood what would happen with a little thought. Stunned youths would not choose to bow their heads. If some force had to suppress them and force them to submit, the stunned youth would either wilt, go through the motions, and be completely trapped in inner loss, or pretend to bow their head and admit their mistake, while doing their best to push things toward a solution.

Whichever it was, the former teahouse owner Han Haitao felt he could deal with it. After all, the former self was just a small teahouse owner, but now Price Bureau Director and negotiation representative Han Haitao represented the powerful organization of the Northeast Government. There was no reason to be afraid of those bastards.

Comrade Shevaryov did not know Chinese negotiation representative Han Haitao's opinion of him. After getting the signed negotiation records, he braved the temperature of minus six or seven degrees and traveled on a horse-drawn sleigh. neither the cold wind of the day nor the freezing nights could stop Comrade Shevaryov's steps.

To deliver the news to the organization as soon as possible and inform the Party organization of the ill intentions shown by the Chinese Northeast Government in the negotiations—this was the duty of a member of the Communist Party of the Soviet Union (Bolsheviks).

Comrade Shevaryov had good luck. Just as he rushed back to the small town where he had gotten off the train, a train transporting wounded soldiers happened to be passing through. Everyone squeezed onto the train and hurried toward the small city in Siberia with the wounded.

The wounded were really miserable. Everyone not only had to endure the pain of injuries but also face the suffering brought by infection. Many people's wounds were festering, and they ran high fevers. Comrade Shevaryov, coming from Moscow, immediately remembered the miracle drug rumored in Moscow, so he asked the accompanying military doctors and nurses if they knew of the new drug 'Sulfa'.

After listening to Shevaryov's question, the military doctors and nurses puzzledly tried to pronounce the two syllables 'Sulfa' with Russian rolling tongues. But obviously, they had never even heard of it, and the sounds they made were extremely strange.

Shevaryov immediately sent a telegram to Moscow at the next station, requesting that Sulfa be mobilized to the station. The situation of many Red Army officers and soldiers was already very critical. If this dragged on, they would probably sacrifice their lives on the train halfway.

The first telegram sent out was almost like a stone dropped into the sea. The second telegram was sent to Comrade Shevaryov's direct leader, and finally, there was a response. The leader only said two sentences in the telegram: "Sulfa is a drug imported from China. Since you are negotiating with China, you can make an urgent request to the Chinese side as appropriate."

Shevaryov read the return telegram twice, and his whole person was stunned. He had always thought that the Sulfa that had saved so many patients in Moscow hospitals was developed by medical scientists within the Communist Party of the Soviet Union (Bolsheviks). He completely hadn't expected it to be a product of Northeast China.

His superior would not lie, especially on this matter. So the precise knowledge of the news put Comrade Shevaryov in a dilemma. Going back to negotiate with the Chinese side now was almost impossible, while the Red Army officers and soldiers around him were helplessly suffering from the torment and threat of injuries and illness.

What exactly should be done?

After being in a dilemma for a long time, Shevaryov had to decide to first go to Omsk, where the organization wanted him to go.

The train started moving again. This time Shevaryov remained silent, while those military doctors and nurses, whose expectations had been aroused by the news that 'the comrade from Moscow said there is a miracle drug', looked at Comrade Shevaryov with expectant eyes.

'The comrade from Moscow'—this identity alone was enough to give Shevaryov a completely different status in the eyes of ordinary Red Army soldiers. Not to mention, Comrade Shevaryov was also a cadre. What he said must be true.

But no one forced Comrade Shevaryov. Everyone knew the current situation of the Russian Soviet regime. If there really were such a drug, it wouldn't be in such large quantities that it could be given to ordinary officers and soldiers at any time. Especially since this drug was so effective.

Almost every day, wounded soldiers' conditions worsened due to festering infections, and every day dying wounded were carried off the train. Even so, Comrade Shevaryov found that the military doctors and nurses still had hope. Even if the comrades who had already sacrificed could not be saved, there were more comrades struggling on the line of death. As long as there was the miracle drug said to be named 'Sulfa', they could still be saved.

The train finally arrived at Omsk. This was a major station in the rear and also had the largest military hospital. As soon as the train stopped, a group of military doctors and nurses meeting the train came up. They briefly checked the condition of the wounded. For anyone who started to have a fever, regardless of the cause, they first administered a slightly grayish-yellow tablet. For those Red Army wounded who were already delirious from high fever, they pried open their clenched jaws and forced it down.

The accompanying military doctors and nurses watched such vigorous medical treatment and immediately asked if this medicine was 'Sulfa'. The military doctor meeting the train was somewhat surprised: "How did you know?"

The military doctors and nurses, as well as the wounded who got the news, immediately pointed to Comrade Shevaryov: "It was this comrade from Moscow who told us."

The military doctor meeting the train just looked at Comrade Shevaryov, nodded to him, and didn't say much more. Instead, he continued to administer medicine to the wounded with fevers and festering wounds.

Shevaryov felt that he had finally done something for the comrades on the front line, and a big stone fell from his heart. Just then, someone outside the carriage shouted: "Is Comrade Shevaryov here? Which one is Comrade Shevaryov?"

Hearing this shout, Shevaryov knew they were looking for him, and immediately remembered the failure of the negotiation. His responsibility was unavoidable, and next, he should accept severe criticism from his superiors.

Taking another look at those wounded, Comrade Shevaryov walked off the train and walked towards the reception personnel looking for him: "I am Shevaryov."

As expected, Shevaryov was subjected to severe criticism. Facing the severe criticism, Shevaryov frankly admitted: "I did not notice the imported drugs."

The superior was not Shevaryov's direct superior. Facing Shevaryov's answer, this cadre looked even more unhappy, slapping the table and speaking loudly: "This is not about drugs. The Party organization sent you to conduct commercial negotiations with the Northeast. You did not complete the mission!"

Shevaryov was not prepared to be obedient. He had his own views: "Comrade Leader, the list proposed by the Chinese side contains materials we also need at this stage. Wood, ore. Shouldn't these be used in our own factory production? We don't even have a surplus ourselves, why export to the Chinese side?"

This answer was not only Shevaryov's true feeling, he had also discussed it with the comrades of the negotiation delegation, and no one could refute these words. Because this was the fact.

The only one who expressed a different opinion on this matter was a Northeast Government negotiation representative named Han Haitao. Even now, Shevaryov could still remember the look of helpless ridicule on that guy's face—at least Comrade Shevaryov thought it was a look of ridicule.

Because Han Haitao said a sentence that Shevaryov absolutely could not accept: "Comrade Shevaryov, in this transaction, the price we give is higher than if you sold it yourselves. This is good for enlivening Soviet Russia's economy."

Comrade Shevaryov absolutely did not agree with such a view. If the Soviet had inexhaustible wood and ore, Shevaryov would of course be willing to bring it out to trade with the Northeast Government. However, there was none now. Shevaryov would absolutely not accept letting the Soviet people starve and freeze while providing products to other countries.

Thus, facing the leader's reprimand, Shevaryov told this conversation to the leader.

It was visible that the leader's expression also wavered. Shevaryov was willing to bear the responsibility for the failure of the negotiation, but on the matter of priority supply, Comrade Shevaryov would not back down.



★


Vladivostok Humanitarian Action (4)

Volume 2 — Chapter 107

❧ ❧ ❧


Should foreign demands be met first, or domestic needs? The question raised by Comrade Shevalyov might trouble mid-level leadership, but before the high-level leadership of the Soviet Central Committee, this was not a problem at all.

Thus, Comrade Shevalyov was quickly subjected to severe criticism, and an explanation was provided to him.

"Comrade Shevalyov, the international trade conducted by the Soviet is not snatching life-saving supplies from the hands of the Russian people to sell abroad. At this stage, we are importing food and medicine from Northeast China. Do you think these will cause people to lose their lives, or allow them to survive?"

This single response left Shevalyov unable to answer. The cadre who had received instructions from the Central Committee continued in a severe tone, listing Shevalyov's derelictions of duty. "Ore needs to be smelted to become usable metal. The Soviet currently lacks metal smelting capacity. Therefore, by exporting ore in exchange for smelted metal, we can quickly resolve domestic shortages. According to the meeting records, you had a strong resistance to this trade, demanding lower prices for imported metal and higher prices for exported ore, which led to the suspension of negotiations. The Party Committee requires you to explain these actions."

Shevalyov felt aggrieved for a moment, but facing the harsh accusation, he used his last bit of stubbornness to stiffly reply, "I hoped to earn more profit for the Soviet."

Having said this, Shevalyov realized from the leader's expression that his thoughts had completely failed to move him. He simply spoke his mind: "Comrade, I loathe capitalists and merchants. They are insatiably greedy and know only how to make money. The people have suffered enough. Why, after the victory of the revolution, must we continue to be exploited by foreign capitalists and merchants! Is this the purpose of our revolution?"

From the perspective of political propaganda, this accusation had some logic and a certain degree of sincerity. However, it could not shake the leader's thinking. Moscow had already decided to trade with the Northeast to fill the gap in domestic needs as soon as possible.

Whether it was agricultural products or industrial goods, the level of scarcity within Russia had reached a dangerous point. After Comrade Shevalyov finished speaking, the leader informed him of the handling decision already determined by superiors. "Comrade Shevalyov, in view of your work results, the organization has decided to remove you from all posts. Effective immediately."

In addition to Comrade Shevalyov, the entire negotiation team was dismissed. A negotiation team composed of a group of new comrades set off immediately to continue negotiations with the Northeast Government.

The Northeast Government had long been prepared for such an outcome. The External Affairs Bureau had received materials collected from Germany and from Chinese diplomatic personnel stationed in Russia over the years. Comparing the two, the Northeast External Affairs Bureau and the statistics department found that the data on Russia's historical export commodity prices provided by the German side was more abundant and accurate.

With these materials, the pricing of commodities in Sino-Russian trade became more actionable. Director Han Haitao of the Price Bureau had originally completed the Price Bureau's initial work by collecting old data. Now, the work of the Northeast Price Bureau had entered a new stage: determining the reasonable range of prices through various production, transportation, and storage costs.

Seeing this large amount of translated data, Director Han Haitao, although knowing he would need quite a few sleepless nights to organize and analyze it, felt his confidence rise significantly.

The work was not yet finished when his youngest son came to the Price Bureau to ask if Han Haitao was coming home for dinner. Han Haitao thought something might have happened at home and asked, "Is something wrong with your mother?"

"Dad, Mom said today is your 41st birthday and she wants to have a meal with you," the youngest son replied.

"...Oh, it's my birthday." Han Haitao felt a warmth in his heart. As it happened, today's work schedule had been completed smoothly. Han Haitao told his son to go home, and he took out his wallet, emptying all the money inside to give to his son. "Tell your mother not to go to the trouble of cooking. Buy some dishes outside and have her make a soup."

After getting off work, Han Haitao headed straight home. It had been a long time since he had returned home so early, and Han Haitao suddenly felt an arrow-like urgency to return. Passing a pastry shop and smelling the aroma from inside, he couldn't help but go in. He had already picked out the pastries, but when he took out his wallet to look, there wasn't even a copper coin left inside. Only then did he remember he had given all the money to his son.

Han Haitao said somewhat awkwardly to the shop assistant, "Sorry, I don't want the pastries anymore. I made you work for nothing."

Just as he was about to leave, the pastry shop owner came out from the back carrying a large tray of freshly made pastries. The owner had known Han Haitao several years ago when Han Haitao had just become a temporary tax commissioner. Later, because his children were going to school, he moved from Siping to Shenyang. Continuing his pastry business in Shenyang, seeing Han Haitao about to leave, the owner hurriedly put down the tray. "Brother Han, don't go. What's wrong? Are the pastries not good?"

Han Haitao gave a dry laugh. "No, I have something urgent."

The owner didn't know what the matter was, but he grabbed a bag of already wrapped pastries and tried to stuff them into Han Haitao's hands. "Brother Han, for so many years, you've always looked after my business. Take the pastries, they're on the house."

How could Han Haitao accept? He could only darken his face. "Brother, I know you mean well. But you also know our government's rules. It's not appropriate."

The owner certainly knew the Northeast Government's rules and naturally agreed with them immensely. Precisely because of this, he truly wanted to be closer to Han Haitao. Grabbing Han Haitao's arm, the owner sighed, "Brother Han, what exactly is going on? If my pastries don't suit your taste, just say it clearly."

Han Haitao had to explain. "I forgot to bring money today."

Hearing this, the owner laughed out loud. "Brother Han, you call this a problem? Just send the money over whenever you have time."

"Not appropriate, not appropriate." Han Haitao hurriedly refused. Having worked his way up to Director of the Price Bureau, doing so would really not be good for him.

Seeing Han Haitao like this, the owner didn't insist. He just praised, "Brother Han, the current government is truly good. I won't say more. How about this, I'll send someone to deliver it to your home."

After being told this, Han Haitao just smiled and took his leave. After stepping out the door, he suddenly remembered something. Recently, the delivery profession had appeared in Shenyang, which indeed relieved many people of their worries. However, there were always people with unclean hands, and quite a few incidents had occurred. With many people reporting crimes, the Public Security Bureau was very annoyed. He wondered how this matter would be handled.

If these matters were allowed to pop up every day, the masses would have significant complaints. But if they really arrested people like that, the pressure on the public security system would explode. It was truly difficult.

Walking home empty-handed, he smelled the aroma of stir-fry as soon as he entered the door. His wife had not bought a table of food but had cooked personally.

Sure enough, half a table of dishes was already set, and the children were taking advantage of their mother's absence to steal bites. Seeing Han Haitao return, they all hurriedly pretended they hadn't been stealing food.

Although Han Haitao knew that according to the old rules, what the children were doing was wrong, he felt absolutely no anger in his heart.

Calling his children together, he had them stand in a row. As their father, Han Haitao began to lecture them. "If you want to eat, sit down and eat. Don't steal food. Understand?! You want to eat because you are hungry. Being hungry is not shameful. Stealing food is shameful. Don't do shameful things!"

The children could accept such a reprimand, but the eldest still said, "Dad, Mom will scold us."

"Just start eating, I'll talk to your mother in a bit," Han Haitao said, leading the children to their seats and watching the starving kids eat.

It was truly a case of 'half-grown lads eat a father out of house and home.' The kids swept through the food on the table like a gust of wind. Watching them, Han Haitao felt both joy and a bit of sadness.

Speaking of which, Han Haitao couldn't be considered a poor man back in Siping. But feeding the children was truly a huge pressure. Back then, it wasn't his wife's turn to scold the children; Han Haitao would scold them himself. Thinking back now, Han Haitao only felt he had let his children down.

As for the reason, Han Haitao had studied it in party classes over the past few years. This was the benefit of party classes: they would discuss problems encountered in life and provide answers.

Take Han Haitao as an example. Back then, it wasn't that he lacked the ability to let his children eat their fill. But in a situation of social turmoil and chaotic order, letting children eat their fill every day would easily attract the attention of others. Attracting attention would trigger jealousy and malice, and all sorts of trouble would follow.

In the ideology of the Civilization Party, there was a clear division between New China and Old China. New China is an industrial country; politics, economy, and culture all operate based on an industrialized New China. Naturally, adjustments, innovations, and even revolutions must be carried out. Characters from the culture of Old China, which represented the agricultural economic model, could not be directly used for analogy.

However, Han Haitao still agreed with Guan Zhong's words: 'When the granaries are full, the people know propriety and etiquette; when food and clothing are sufficient, they know honor and shame.' Only those who have experienced eras of scarcity and turmoil possess the tolerance that people in eras of abundance and affluence have.

While he was watching the children gorge themselves, Han Haitao's wife brought out another dish. Seeing that the children had already started shoveling rice, she immediately became unhappy.

Han Haitao immediately applied his work methods, first inviting his wife to sit down, then bringing a basin of water for her to wash her hands. Realizing he hadn't brought a towel, he ran to get one for her to wipe her hands. Now his wife couldn't just keep losing her temper and could only scold the children for their lack of manners with the air of a matriarch.

Han Haitao sat down and persuaded, "I haven't eaten, just waiting to eat with you. Come, Madam, have a drink."

Although his wife was not so angry anymore, her anger had not fully dissipated. "You've been more and more indulgent with them these past two years. With such table manners, how can they sit at a table when they go out in the future?"

Han Haitao laughed. "A while ago, I had a meal with Chairman He and the others. We ate mutton hot pot. At the time, I couldn't hold back and started showing off the rule of 'Seven Up Eight Down'. Someone saw that Chairman He actually didn't appreciate this rule and asked him why he didn't like it."

Han Haitao's wife was startled and asked carefully, "How did you make Chairman He unhappy?"

Han Haitao waved his hand. "Let me finish. Chairman He isn't as petty as you."

Han Haitao's wife rolled her eyes at him. Although He Rui held high power and authority, being snubbed by her husband right in front of her made Mrs. Han unhappy.

However, Han Haitao's children, having eaten for a while and having some food in their bellies, slowed down their eating speed upon hearing the adults discuss what had happened, listening seriously.

Han Haitao also felt deeply. Everyone in the government knew that He Rui did not tolerate sand in his eyes, yet he was extremely easygoing. Even if there were things He Rui didn't like, he wouldn't be without a proper reason. Moreover, He Rui's views were always very grounded.

"Sigh..." With a sigh, Han Haitao continued, "Chairman He said that the rule of 'Seven Up Eight Down' is 'poverty etiquette' (fussy particularities of the poor). For us normal humans, putting a whole plate of meat into the pot and eating it however we want—that is true refreshment. Poverty etiquette wasn't wrong in an era of material scarcity, but refreshment is what we truly like. Eating meat in large mouthfuls, drinking wine from large bowls—this is refreshment. If someone objects, I also hope the reason for their objection is that they don't particularly like eating meat and drinking wine. Not because of poverty etiquette."

Mrs. Han didn't quite understand the meaning of these words for a moment, frowning slightly in thought. But she couldn't figure out what He Rui meant.

Han Haitao's children, on the other hand, understood. The second child praised, "I just like eating meat."

Mrs. Han scolded almost instinctively, "Eat! Eat! You only know how to eat!"

Han Haitao not only understood his wife's reaction very well but had also attended a study session on this issue. The study session had proposed the concept of the 'Living Coefficient'.

One part of it concerned the proportion of residents' expenditure on food, clothing, and housing relative to their income. The proportion for food is currently high, really high. According to the lectures, this is because China's level of industrialization is too low. The higher the level of industrialization, the monetary payment for food, especially for protein intake like meat, will increase, but its share in income will decrease.

If the proportion of spending on a normal, nutritious diet drops below 20%, it proves that the country has entered a high level of industrialization.

In the current figures, let alone eating meat fully, even at a level of simply not going hungry, household food expenditure accounts for more than 50% of income.

Han Haitao hadn't expected a meal to trigger such emotion in himself, but on second thought, it wasn't strange. Recently, Han Haitao had been busy with these matters every day, especially stimulated by the Soviet trade representatives.

Downing his cup of wine in one gulp, the alcohol went to his head, and Han Haitao couldn't help but outburst a little. "What is dignity? Dignity is being open and aboveboard, straight and direct. Not deceiving others, not deceiving oneself. Treating others well, treating oneself well! Poverty etiquette, indeed, wasn't wrong back then. Because if some things were said plainly, it would still hurt one's face! Right, what was that saying again? Something about 'Tao'... Number Two, go to the study and bring out the *Analects*."

Mrs. Han knew her husband's alcohol tolerance was just like this; two cups and he'd be tipsy. Seeing him like this, she couldn't say much. The second child, no longer hungry, ran excitedly to the study and quickly brought out the *Analects*.

Han Haitao flipped through it noisily for a moment, found the passage, and read aloud: "'When a country is well-governed, poverty and a mean condition are things to be ashamed of. When a country is ill-governed, riches and honor are things to be ashamed of.'"

After finishing, he slapped the book onto the table and continued loudly, "This means that if the national system is very good, and one still ends up poor and lowly, this is a shame for that person. If the national system is chaotic, and a person is wealthy and noble, that person is shameful! That bunch in the Manchu Qing court were a group of shameless people. But back in the Qing Dynasty, foreigners were blocking our doors and beating us every day. When the country encountered a bit of disaster, tens or hundreds of thousands would starve to death at the drop of a hat. Although millions or tens of millions didn't starve to death, they merely *didn't starve to death*, which wasn't much different from dying. Yet those people still cared about their dignity. What dignity! They truly didn't want their faces anymore!"

Although the children didn't quite understand the meaning of these words, they could understand the basic gist. Moreover, seeing their father's charmingly drunk appearance, they found it amusing and nodded repeatedly along with him.

Han Haitao's chest was indeed surging with emotion. When he followed He Rui, he hadn't thought of any great wealth or honor. At that time, He Rui was just the Siping Military Governor and didn't count for much in the Northeast. Seeing that He Rui was willing to do things for the poor and could manage public security in Siping so that everyone could live a life without worrying too much about accidents, Han Haitao indeed felt a sense of gratitude.

Another reason was that if Han Haitao didn't want to follow He Rui specifically, he would have been dismissed by the government. For various reasons, this former small teahouse owner gave up his past life and became a civil servant.

A few years later, Han Haitao had different thoughts. These thoughts erupted under the stimulation of this year's great drought in the North and the Russian trade negotiation team.

Facing his children, Han Haitao said loudly, "We are going to build a New China. In New China, everyone must not only eat their fill and dress warmly but eat well, drink well, and dress well. They must go to school and understand reason. If foreigners dare to invade China, we will beat them until they surrender. If there are bad people in the country, we will arrest them and sentence them! I, and others, will follow Chairman He to build such a country, letting you live in such a country! So, you must study hard and be dignified people. What is dignity? It is not deceiving others, not deceiving oneself. Treating others well, treating oneself well. Did you hear me?"

"Heard you," the boys answered immediately.

It was Han Haitao's daughter who, after saying "Heard you," added, "Dad, today is your birthday. Wishing Daddy happiness as immense as the Eastern Sea, and longevity as high as the Southern Mountains."

Because of work, Han Haitao's emotions had not returned to family life. Hearing his daughter say this now, his nose suddenly soured, and tears threatened to burst forth. Han Haitao hurriedly raised his hand to cover his eyes, not wanting the children to see him cry.

Seeing Han Haitao suddenly cry, his wife and children, although knowing he wasn't crying from sadness, hurriedly came forward to comfort him.

Han Haitao's emotions, however, did not calm down. He was forty-one years old, an age where the yellow earth was buried up to his chest. For the better part of this life, he had suffered hardships and endured sins. Living until now by dealing carefully with life, Han Haitao hadn't cried much since adulthood. Surviving with a hardened heart was difficult enough; where would he have the mind to cry?

But today, at this moment, Han Haitao found that his past life was so unbearable. The heart that had once been forced to be strong had become so sensitive and tender. Feeling how precious his current life was, Han Haitao just couldn't help but shed tears.
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The attitude of the Soviet Russian negotiators underwent a 180-degree turn. While one couldn't quite say they went from arrogance to humility, they certainly shifted from confrontation to full cooperation. regarding the content of the negotiations, the Soviet representatives were willing to export the timber and iron ore that Russia produced in abundance.

Hearing that the Northeast was willing to import coal from the Amur region, the members of the Soviet delegation kept their faces stern, but their eyes exchanged looks of pleasant surprise.

The list proposed by Russia, however, put enormous pressure on the Northeast negotiation team. It was unclear where the Russians had learned their geography, but seeing tropical products like rubber appear on the list left the representatives baffled. Why would the Russian delegates think the Northeast possessed tropical commodities that the Northeast itself needed to import?

But compared to the results achieved, these minor details seemed insignificant. In the later stages of the negotiations, the Northeast delegation raised a question: "Have the Soviet Russian comrades completed the railways and roads leading to the mines?"

The Soviet comrades were stunned and asked for clarification. Hearing that the Northeast was willing to provide sales of railway and other infrastructure construction, the Russian delegation became alert.

The Northeast delegation didn't beat around the bush. "If transportation can be completed as soon as possible, the cost of minerals will decrease."

The Soviet representative across the table asked unhappily, "Are you plotting against us?"

There was some truth to that. Although the Northeast representatives didn't reply, they agreed in their hearts. If possible, everyone wanted to buy cheap goods.

Once the emotions of the Russian delegation had stabilized somewhat, the Northeast delegation continued, "Without a railway, a large part of the cost lies in transportation. This is a waste for both Soviet Russia and the Northeast. We are willing to work hand in hand with our Soviet Russian comrades to reduce transportation costs."

These words did not meet with a benevolent response. Although the negotiations had started with a very good atmosphere, they ended on a rather unpleasant note.

Carrying rich results as well as a fair amount of disappointment, Han Haitao and the others reported the matter to He Rui. Seeing that He Rui was completely unaffected and simply praised the comrades for their hard work and effective results, the comrades felt something was amiss.

Since they were facing He Rui, everyone summoned their courage to ask, "Chairman, are there other considerations outside of the negotiation list?"

He Rui chuckled lightly. "Heh, Russia hopes to determine the border with China immediately. If they acknowledge those goods as imports, it amounts to acknowledging that the territory is Russian."

Han Haitao and the others couldn't help but be startled. When they went, they hadn't expected such considerations to be involved at all. Some worried they might have ruined He Rui's arrangements. However, before they could ask, He Rui replied, "Comrades, you have done very well. Let's leave the discussion here for today."

Concluding the project deal did not mean everything was problem-free. After the broad framework, there were more details to be completed. For example, to complete the transportation, should a bridge be built over the river? After all, transshipment from the railway would require unloading, and that cost would be too high.

Railway transport was just one of many detailed issues; there were even more details involved. A special working group needed to be established to handle the implementation of the project. When asked within the negotiation team if he was willing to be the leader of the liaison group, Han Haitao immediately refused. At heart, Han Haitao actually didn't like doing this work. Working in the Price Bureau suited his desires better. Every day, researching and analyzing those prices that concerned people's livelihoods was truly full of fun. At least Han Haitao felt it was quite fun.

Such a life was very similar to the rhythm of Han Haitao's life when he was a small teahouse owner. Back then, what Han Haitao talked about with the guests was often these matters. At that time, Han Haitao could only make wild guesses about what market-impacting events had occurred based on extremely limited intelligence. Now, Han Haitao could truly understand what had happened by operating the Price Bureau.

The organization did not force him, so Director Han Haitao returned to the Price Bureau. The bureau was also very busy, seeing as 'Suishou' was approaching. That is, January 1st of the Western calendar. The Republic of China had designated it as 'Yuandan' (New Year's Day), and changed the first day of the Lunar New Year to 'Spring Festival'.

In the Northeast, He Rui had explicitly ordered that January 1st of the Western calendar be called 'Suishou' (Head of the Year), while the first day of the Lunar New Year would be 'Yuandan', or commonly known as 'New Year'.

Although he hadn't been able to immediately figure out the Soviet side's political attempts from the trade negotiations, Han Haitao did understand the political significance within the Northeast Government's 'Suishou' versus the Republican Government's 'Yuandan'. After all, quite a few domestic newspapers had commented on the dispute between 'Yuandan' and 'Suishou'.

From a calendar perspective, traditional scholars largely identified with He Rui's terminology. But the matter wasn't that simple. From a political perspective, the Northeast regional government establishing its own calendar was considered an attitude of He Rui towards the position of the Beiyang President.

He Rui's critics believed that if He Rui were only considering the calendar, he could have directly petitioned the Republican Government. Given He Rui's influence, the matter might not have failed to pass. After all, from a calendar perspective, ancient China took the Winter Solstice as the head of the year, and the Winter Solstice was only a few days earlier than January 1st of the Western calendar.

So the critics believed that He Rui doing this in the Northeast was obviously to implement it after he ascended to the position of Great President. It could be considered a declaration to the outside world.

Seeing this old matter brought up again in newspapers like *Shen Bao* this year, Han Haitao was truly somewhat puzzled. In Han Haitao's view, He Rui becoming the Great President of China was only a matter of time. Were those people grasping at an old matter and talking endlessly because they had nothing better to do?

In any case, Director Han Haitao had plenty of things to do. It was already deep winter, and the selling price of coal had begun to rise. At this time, the government had to step in to provide a batch of coal for the people to keep warm. With Suishou passed, the Spring Festival was visibly approaching, and all sorts of prices had to be watched.

From Suishou to the Spring Festival, the Price Bureau was exceptionally busy. After traveling for a few days to inspect work, by the time Han Haitao returned to his office, the Suishou holiday was already over. On January 5, 1921, the *Northeast Daily* published a piece of news: the Soviet Red Army had broken through Kolchak's defense line, their spearhead pointing directly at Vladivostok. Northeast Government Chairman He Rui appealed to Soviet Russia and Kolchak, hoping to solve the problem peacefully. The Northeast Government was willing to provide a venue for peace negotiations for both warring parties to avoid a humanitarian disaster breaking out in Vladivostok.

Han Haitao was stunned. He felt that the Red Army's fierce offensive was likely related to the commercial negotiations conducted by the Northeast Government. But he wasn't quite sure exactly what was going on.

Northeast Price Bureau Director Han Haitao was unclear about what was happening, but Northeast Government Chairman He Rui was very clear. Although He Rui himself hadn't received news directly from the Soviet side, the list of goods urgently purchased by the Soviet Red Army already proved too much.

Grain, food, clothing, shoes and socks, artillery shells, medical supplies—these emergency materials were all urgently needed by a warring party. Not only had Soviet Russia proposed such a list, but the White Army's Kolchak had proposed an almost identical list. It was just that the Northeast Government hadn't provided goods to Kolchak.

At this time, He Rui had no choice but to meet with the British Minister to China, Sir John Jordan, who was acting as the plenipotentiary representative of the British Government. Jordan immediately accused He Rui, "Your Excellency Chairman, you have not done your utmost for the stability of the Far East situation!"

He Rui looked at old Jordan's feigned official solemnity and found it quite funny in his heart. If Jordan hadn't donned the title of Plenipotentiary Representative of the British Government, He Rui wouldn't have met with Jordan personally at all.

But with things at this stage, He Rui patiently listened to Jordan recount the attitude of the British Imperial Government, and then replied, "Sir John, from an official perspective, you should go see His Excellency President Xu Shichang of the Republic. I am a regional government; whatever you say to me is useless."

Jordan naturally knew He Rui was right, but the British Empire was also somewhat blind at the moment. Before He Rui stepped onto the Chinese political stage, the British Empire was accustomed to dividing China into North China and South China. Now, they divided North China into 'Manchuria-Mongolia' and North China. The Manchuria-Mongolia region was already one of the three major powers in China, and was even considered to have potential no less than the entire South China.

In the just-concluded year of 1920, the North suffered a severe drought. The Zhili clique warlords occupying Jiangsu, Zhejiang, and other places saw that the North China warlord leader Duan Qirui's strength was damaged, so they had consistently wanted to attack Duan Qirui. But He Rui had remained silent in Chinese politics, his attitude ambiguous. Moreover, the Zhili warlords believed that He Rui had obtained the position of Tuchun of Siping from Duan Qirui, so they feared they couldn't persuade He Rui. They turned instead to hoping for British support.

Britain was indifferent about whether to support the Zhili warlords, but if Duan Qirui failed, it would have a huge impact on the Chinese situation. This was something Britain did not want to see. Turbulent situations and rapidly changing political structures were of no benefit to Britain's existing interests.

Furthermore, Britain was also unclear about He Rui's attitude. Currently, Duan Qirui's Anhui clique was indeed encountering huge difficulties and, purely from a military aspect, should not be a match for the Zhili warlords occupying Jiangsu and Zhejiang. But once He Rui took advantage of the Anhui clique's defeat and the shaking of the regime to send troops to Shanhaiguan, expel the Zhili clique, and become the Great President of the Republic, the entire North China would be unified in the hands of this young warlord. A brand-new North China would possess an overwhelming advantage over South China, and He Rui would likely take the opportunity to march south and unify all of China.

Britain absolutely did not want to see such a situation.

At this moment, seeing He Rui still maintaining a matter-of-fact demeanor, Jordan only felt that He Rui looked detestable. Shouldn't a young man be high-spirited and daring in speech and action? Why did He Rui, this 31-year-old young man, appear even more cunning and seasoned than China's most treacherous old bureaucrats?

Just as Jordan felt somewhat anxious inside, he saw He Rui smile brightly. "Sir John, we have probably reached a consensus from an official perspective. As a friend, I have words I wish to say as a friend. Would you like to hear them?"

Jordan paused, turned his head to look at the interpreter and the recorder, and then turned back. If He Rui spoke in a private capacity, it would certainly appear in the report, but it would not be recorded in official documents. Turning his head just now was to signal the interpreter and recorder, saving those people from mishearing and making incorrect records.

"What suggestion does Your Excellency Chairman have?" Jordan asked.

He Rui spoke frankly, "The White Guard as an army is finished. The Red Army is about to seize Vladivostok. I have already begun arranging ships, sending icebreakers to pick people up. At a time like this, Your Excellency should hurry and contact France to get people out. I am about to publish news in *The Times*, *Le Figaro*, *The New York Times*, and other newspapers that the White Guard is at the end of its rope. And I will demand that the Western world accept refugees. In the news, I will not be polite in the slightest."

Jordan couldn't help but smile bitterly in his heart. It would be strange if He Rui were polite in such news. It was obvious that He Rui was prepared to take this opportunity to gain a huge amount of good reputation.

If no one reported this matter, and no one jumped out to take the lead, Britain actually wouldn't care if the Red Army really finished off a million White Guard soldiers and civilians.

But once He Rui reported it first and created such a scene, the European media would definitely follow up. Sir John could even imagine a few news headlines, for example, *Over a Million Lives in Imminent Danger*.

Or perhaps *Accomplice to Massacre, Britain! When Soviet Russia Raised the Butcher's Knife Against a Million Civilians, Britain Remained Silent*... This should be a headline from a French newspaper.

Jordan steadied himself and asked, "Let us continue the official topic. Your Excellency He Rui, are you truly unwilling to contribute to the stability of the Far East?"

He Rui's face darkened. "I have already made all the contributions within my power. Sir John, if I order troops to be dispatched now, Japan will send troops this very night. And who they will attack, I find it hard to determine. Does the British Government hope for the entire Northeast Asia to fight into a chaotic ball?"

Jordan knew He Rui was not wrong. At present, Japan was already very nervous about the changes in the situation. Unless Britain sent troops personally, only then would Japan have a certain assurance. If Britain did not send troops, Japan actually didn't want the situation to develop in a direction favorable to He Rui.

After another bout of meaningless official wrangling and mutual spouting, the official meeting ended.

At the banquet that evening, He Rui and Jordan sat by the warm fireplace in a small private room, holding wine glasses. He Rui gently swirled the goblet in his hand, letting more of the fragrant wine aroma escape. Taking a sip, He Rui said, "As the Chinese saying goes, 'As long as the green hills remain, there is no fear of running out of firewood.' Saving the lives of these White Russians... only when there is a change within Soviet Russia will the Provisional Government have a chance."

Jordan probed, "Does Your Excellency intend to take in these White Russians?"

He Rui chuckled lightly. "I don't want a single one. In the newspapers, I will vigorously criticize Britain, France, and the United States for sitting idly by in the face of a humanitarian disaster. I will use the power of the media to make Britain, France, and the US hurry up and transport the people away."

Taking in a hundred thousand or a million White Russians really wasn't much for Britain and France. Moreover, there were a large number of old Russian aristocrats and clergy among these people; completely ignoring them would indeed create significant public pressure.

"Your Excellency He Rui, I am very curious. Why would you do this?"

He Rui replied solemnly, "If there is no humanitarianism, what difference is there between us and beasts? Does Sir John enjoy seeing the blood of a million people flow like a river?"

Jordan naturally didn't enjoy seeing it, but he also didn't believe He Rui's words came from the heart. After thinking for a moment, Jordan asked, "Your Excellency He Rui, if you had the opportunity to use the conflict between the Zhili and Anhui cliques to obtain a higher status..."

He Rui immediately interrupted Jordan. "The Chinese people have suffered for too long. I do not want to see any war within the country! Right now, if I dare to say a single sentence, countless people will come running to Shenyang to probe me. Because they feel I have an interest in intervening in the situation. So I can only remain silent."

Jordan still didn't believe He Rui's words, but he decided to believe He Rui's attitude. After dealing with him for several years, Jordan felt that He Rui was a very steady person. Although he wouldn't let slip any benefit he ought to grab, He Rui would completely avoid bottom lines that shouldn't be touched. The calmness He Rui displayed now was likely because he felt the time was not yet ripe. Moreover, considering reality, the Manchuria-Mongolia region was growing stronger day by day; He Rui had no need to be anxious at all.

When He Rui first stepped onto the Chinese political stage, Yuan Shikai was still alive, and the Zhili warlord leader Feng Guozhang was also alive. Now He Rui was still young, while those two had passed away. And among the big figures on the Chinese political stage now, there were plenty of sixty and seventy-year-olds. Time was completely on He Rui's side.

The banquet ended, and He Rui returned to his office. As a 'single dog', He Rui spent more than half his time working. Although he had been engaged a residence according to regulations, He Rui was more accustomed to sleeping in the small room of the office suite. With the cafeteria, this blessed place that solved the problem of eating, the small private room was very suitable for a bachelor.

Sleep after finishing work, eat after waking up, work after finishing eating. Dedicating oneself completely to a great cause, obtaining one's satisfaction and life value within that cause—was there any life more simply happy than this?

Before sleeping, he still had to read some reports. For instance, Soviet Russia had sent a letter directly this time, hoping to get He Rui's clear objective.

He Rui scribbled a reply to Comrade Lenin. "Respected Comrade Lenin, death caused by engagement on the battlefield is a tragedy, but also a helpless tragedy. However, the Northeast Government cannot sit idly by regarding a humanitarian disaster. Given the mutual trust between our two sides, I explicitly hope to see Vladivostok surrender without bloodshed. But the situation is obviously unlikely to develop to that stage. In that case, letting the White Russians leave as refugees is a situation that all countries can accept. throughout history's many dynastic changes, there has never been a case where a thoroughly defeated force could seize power again. As of now, the White Russians have thoroughly failed. Letting them leave Russia is not only harmless to Soviet Russia but will also cause unstable elements within Russia to choose to leave as well. From historical experience, this is a wise decision..."

After He Rui finished writing, he felt the probability of Comrade Lenin accepting it was about fifty-fifty. Because Comrade Lenin wouldn't have the chance to see the result of China letting a group of people leave in '89. From the results, that group of people not only failed to affect China's development but actually promoted it very well.

A swarm of flies only induces disgust in ordinary people; at least that was true for He Rui and the vast majority of people He Rui met. Even without the state doing anything, just looking at the disgusting performance of that swarm of flies made the ordinary masses loathe them extremely.

Politically, the only consensus among these escaped White Russians was opposing Soviet Russia. But they would fracture internally first, causing overseas anti-Soviet forces to diversify their investments, leading to a dispersal of strength.

In short, the benefits far outweighed the harm.

After writing the letter, He Rui washed up and went to sleep immediately. Waking up the next day, Hu Xiushan, who was responsible for transferring the refugees, came to report on the preparations.

Vladivostok was a terrible port, but the land route was still passable. If the White Russians were willing to hand over their weapons and enter the Northeast after breaking up into smaller groups, He Rui was prepared to accept it. Efforts to save them were one thing, but how many could actually be saved was something only Heaven knew.

Even so, Hu Xiushan's plan still made He Rui appreciate him greatly. In terms of specific planning and execution, Hu Xiushan's level exceeded even that of Northeast Army Commander Xu Chengfeng. Chief of Staff Cheng Ruofan's intelligence could compare with Hu Xiushan, but in terms of stability, there was at least no sign yet that Cheng Ruofan surpassed Hu Xiushan.

If the three were each to lead a hundred thousand men, Hu Xiushan would definitely win. Leading five hundred thousand troops, Hu Xiushan's winning odds were relatively large. But with an army of a million, Hu Xiushan's overly specialized abilities would conversely lower his odds of winning.

Of course, this was an intuitive judgment He Rui made based on his own experience; after all, there was no opportunity for practice yet. He Rui just felt some regret—if Hu Xiushan's vision and range of interests were broader, perhaps he would be even better.

After reading the plan, He Rui couldn't see any problems either. So he asked Hu Xiushan about the preparation work for operations against Japan.

Hu Xiushan was one of the very few high-ranking officers who explicitly knew of the war plan against Japan, and was even a core member who knew He Rui hoped to make a move by early 1923 at the latest.

Hearing He Rui's inquiry, Hu Xiushan spoke in his steady, peaceful tone, neither fast nor slow. "Chairman, in squad and platoon-level confrontations, our soldiers have already raised some requirements for current weapons."

He Rui felt great joy in his heart. With the development trajectory of the Eighth Route Army and the PLA, it was 'use whatever you have'. But based on the experience of the German army, units raised requirements for weapons during various confrontational exercises. Then the quartermaster department would summarize these weapon requirements, hand them over to the military equipment R&D department for design, then invite tenders from industrial enterprises, and complete samples for the army to test.

This was the construction process of a modern army. The Eighth Route Army and the PLA didn't have such conditions in the early days. He Rui, however, had considered completing such a process from the moment he built the army, to build a formidable People's Liberation Army.

"What requirements?" He Rui decided to have a long talk with Hu Xiushan.
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Seeing that the conversation about military equipment was about to begin, Hu Xiushan stood up and said, "Chairman, let me hand over my work first."

He Rui nodded. Hu Xiushan was meticulous in his work, always prioritizing the completion of one task before starting another. Cheng Ruofan used to like 'multi-threading' tasks, but after suffering for it, he learned from Hu Xiushan, and his work completion rate improved rapidly.

Hu Xiushan had his secretary pass the retreat order to the department responsible for execution before sitting back down in front of He Rui with his full attention, explaining the army's demand for weapons.

To defeat the Japanese army, it was naturally necessary to conduct large-scale exercises with the Japanese army as the hypothetical enemy. In the exercises, the Type 19 semi-automatic rifle performed very well, but the troops still felt that their firepower could not quickly overwhelm the Japanese army. They needed weapons and equipment capable of comprehensively suppressing the Japanese. As the person responsible for this area, Hu Xiushan summarized the troops' envisioned needs and proposed a complete set of weapon concepts.

After listening to the brief introduction, He Rui couldn't help but want to smile. At this stage, these weapons were all concepts, but they already had the feel of the Cold War era. Assault rifles, direct-fire weapons carried by individual soldiers.

Looking at He Rui's expression, Hu Xiushan could already guess that these weapon design concepts were within He Rui's vision. And the fact that He Rui hadn't proposed them until now was likely because He Rui had already considered clearly why these weapons couldn't be built yet.

Since He Rui fully understood what Hu Xiushan was saying, Hu Xiushan didn't continue his introduction and asked directly, "Chairman, can I hear your opinion?"

"My opinion is that at this stage, we should first make good use of the weapons we have on hand, especially the tempo of using these weapons. As for the weapons everyone hopes for now, they are merely upgrades and enhancements to current weapons, without considering the upgrade of the combat system of war itself. For example, has the use of armored forces been considered? In the future, troop offensives will not rely on two legs, but on armored fighting vehicles and armored personnel carriers for long-distance battlefield maneuvering. Furthermore, during ground engagements, will aircraft in the sky join the battle? Carrying out in-depth bombing of enemy defensive positions and aerial bombing attacks on stubborn firepower points."

Hu Xiushan remembered these things He Rui had said, and he had considered them. So Hu Xiushan immediately asked, "Chairman, how long will it take to achieve this?"

He Rui naturally had an assessment. "We will end the war with Japan in '23 and completely liberate China within '25. Two Five-Year Plans will take 10 years, so it can be realized by 1935."

Hu Xiushan didn't make a sound, just considering along He Rui's line of thought, his expression full of intellectual hesitation.

He Rui knew that as someone who had witnessed the great power of China's industrial construction, he not only felt that such development was only natural but also felt that there were too many areas that could be improved. But for young people who were walking on this path, this was a path that was both anticipated and completely unknown.

In that case, He Rui naturally had to shoulder the responsibility of a leader, which was to point out the path to his comrades.

"Comrade Xiushan, what do you think is the fundamental basis for us winning victory?"

"Industrial strength?" Hu Xiushan quickly gave an answer.

"After four years of hard work, over ten million people have completed literacy training. In the entire Northeast, young people under 18 have completed four years of primary education. Over one million young people have completed higher primary education. 200,000 young people have completed junior high school education. Over 39,000 have completed high school education. Over 4,000 have graduated from university... including military academies. We are going to use such manpower to fight a war of a modern nation against Japan."

Hu Xiushan did not shy away at all. "Japan industrialized earlier than we did."

He Rui was somewhat disappointed in his heart. This was Hu Xiushan's limitation. Whether it was Xu Chengfeng or Cheng Ruofan, they had enough research interest in the country's future, or rather, in things that did not yet exist in reality. Hu Xiushan, on the other hand, was a very realistic person and would absolutely not focus his attention on things that did not exist.

It wasn't that Hu Xiushan wasn't good; Hu Xiushan had a huge interest and sensitivity towards cutting-edge military academics that had already appeared, which also formed Hu Xiushan's extreme professionalism in military affairs. But it was limited to the military field.

Pushing aside the regret in his heart, He Rui explained to Hu Xiushan, "The point of industrialization is not just to produce more equipment, nor is it just about possessing modern army-building thoughts. Our army's advantage lies in the political advantage of how to use these tools. Xiushan, do you think the Japanese don't know they are obtaining benefits by invading China?"

Hu Xiushan thought for a moment before answering, "...I think the upper echelons know. As for the lower classes, I have some doubts."

"Heh." He Rui chuckled. He Rui had also gone through this stage when he was young. Especially after seeing many Japanese right-wingers trying their best to whitewash the war of aggression, He Rui not only completely disbelieved the saying that 'the Japanese people were deceived', but in He Rui's view, the Japanese people were not only not innocent, but were accomplices and even fellow travelers of the Japanese militarist war criminals.

Even now, He Rui still didn't think the Japanese people were innocent, though he no longer held the Japanese people in high regard.

If the phrase 'the people create history' is taken as a theory rather than a 'propaganda slogan', then the Japanese army that committed innumerable crimes in World War II was composed of Japanese people, and the thoughts were also created by Japanese people. The Japanese people as a whole were guilty.

In reality, the Japanese people tried their best to forget World War II, and the right-wingers spoke all sorts of nonsense. All of this proved that they knew they were guilty. But from a Chinese perspective, this behavior was a refusal to admit guilt.

Hu Xiushan might not have mastered the ability to analyze these issues, and had no interest in learning these abilities. This young man was like a sword, meant for killing, not for understanding.

But He Rui didn't want Hu Xiushan's vision to be confined to his current field, so he discussed this matter carefully with Hu Xiushan.

Relying on his own comprehension, Hu Xiushan still managed to understand He Rui's view on the future Sino-Japanese war. Hu Xiushan was even more puzzled, "Chairman, wanting the Japanese to understand that the war has reached a dead end, wouldn't that require the Japanese to awaken?"

Looking at Hu Xiushan's expression, He Rui was truly somewhat speechless. This guy was really specialized. Hu Xiushan saw that the Japanese people had to awaken before they could understand Japan's dead end, but this guy couldn't understand what result the awakening of the Japanese public would bring.

Since this guy could see the key point, He Rui felt there was no reason to force Hu Xiushan to understand from a political perspective; that would be a cruel compulsion. So He Rui switched back to the direction Hu Xiushan was proceeding in. "Xiushan, the fact that you can understand this point, I think is very good. Then from this angle, how do you view the requirements regarding equipment now?"

Hu Xiushan thought for a moment and answered, "I think it is inappropriate to universally roll out these equipment. However, it is necessary for our army to design specifically for the annihilation of Japanese divisions. These designs do not need to increase equipment, but rather adjust the equipment already fielded to achieve the goal of annihilating Japanese division-level units in field environments."

He Rui praised in his heart; as long as he returned to the track of Hu Xiushan's thinking, this guy was simply a genius. He Rui had long been considering annihilating Japanese divisions in field battles. If he had proposed this idea to Xu Chengfeng or Cheng Ruofan, they would have considered it from an overall strategic perspective, while Hu Xiushan considered it directly from a tactical perspective. In operations of combat scale, He Rui trusted Hu Xiushan's consideration.

"Go back and carry out the design. Existing equipment will not be adjusted, but the quantity of existing equipment can be adjusted for different combat targets." After He Rui finished speaking, he looked at Hu Xiushan. He saw Hu Xiushan nod and answer straightforwardly, "I will carry out the design."

It was enough to stop here. He Rui believed that a military expert didn't need to say more. If they said more, it would prove that the so-called military expert actually had no ideas themselves.

After sending Hu Xiushan away, He Rui began planning regarding the utilization of Russian coal. In the initial negotiations completed by Han Haitao, the Russian side was willing to provide a coal mine near Heilongjiang. In the eyes of current coal professionals, this wet coal mine was simply a nightmare. But in He Rui's eyes, these coal mines could be used directly for chemical production. Whether it was coal gasification, coal-to-liquids for gasoline, or chemical raw materials, they were extremely high-quality raw materials. Therefore, the Northeast Government wanted to directly contract this coal mine in full. A base with an annual output of millions of tons of gasoline and chemical products—not utilizing it well would be a waste of natural resources.

While He Rui was busy with his affairs, Comrade Lenin in Soviet Russia was also busy with what he had to do. He Rui's letter was still in transit, but the content of the letter had already been sent to Comrade Lenin via telegram. Comrade Lenin hadn't expected He Rui to have a bit of a 'historian's' style.

Marxism is an economics, and just as He Rui said in the letter, there has never been a precedent for the revival of an old regime that has collapsed economically. Because of He Rui, Comrade Lenin also learned about the Chinese political situation. Zhang Xun's restoration had great reference significance for Soviet Russia.

To prevent the Tsar's family from becoming White Russian princesses, Soviet Russia killed the entire Tsar's family. But China's emperor was still there, the imperial family was there, and the ministers were also there. However, Zhang Xun's restoration was a calculated and utilized object from the very beginning. When Zhang Xun drove away the then-President of the Republic Li Yuanhong, Zhang Xun's utility was exhausted, and he was immediately and easily beaten out of Beijing.

This was a very good case study, allowing Comrade Lenin to understand why He Rui completely didn't care about the restoration of the old dynasty. But Comrade Lenin couldn't figure out what kind of benefits He Rui wanted to extract from the humanitarian action targeting the White Russians.

Comrade Lenin didn't believe a single word of the 'humanitarianism' He Rui spoke of. A person like He Rui possessed a concept of good and evil that was worlds apart from normal people. When He Rui tried to make ordinary people think that both sides had the same concept of good and evil, he was one hundred percent deceiving kind-hearted ordinary people.

However, this question could not be asked of He Rui. Not because he was afraid He Rui would be angry, but because Comrade Lenin didn't want He Rui to see that no one in Soviet Russia could see through him. This would only make He Rui look down on the upper echelons of Soviet Russia.

Finally, Comrade Lenin made a decision and drafted an order to be sent to the front line: 'Leave a passage for the White Russians to retreat from Vladivostok to China; the troops will launch an attack from due north of Vladivostok.'

At this time, the Japanese General Staff in Tokyo was also discussing He Rui's statement. This statement was not He Rui's statement regarding the White Russians; the Japanese military had lost confidence in the White Russians and accepted the result of letting them sink or swim.

Nagata Tetsuzan himself was looking forward to going to Europe as a military attaché, but the General Staff and the Ministry of War both believed that such a talent could not be leisurely studying in Europe, so they appointed Nagata Tetsuzan to work in the military training department.

This meeting called Lieutenant Colonel Nagata to attend again. The generals discussed the Zhili-Anhui War that had nearly broken out. Although Duan Qirui of the Anhui clique had a distinguished reputation, the Zhili clique, after losing its leader Feng Guozhang, did not care about Duan Qirui, who was as famous as Feng Guozhang. If it weren't for the lack of clear support from Britain and the stern warning from Japan, the Zhili clique would likely have already launched an attack on the Anhui clique's Duan Qirui.

From Japan's perspective, if not for the factor of He Rui, Japan would actually be happy to see a war between Zhili and Anhui. As long as war broke out, Japan could demand that the Zhili warlords accept Japan's special privileges in Shandong. Moreover, the Japanese side had actually proposed to Duan Qirui that as long as Duan Qirui fully recognized Japan's special privileges in Shandong, Japan was willing to support him.

However, Duan Qirui decisively rejected Japan's request and gave the Japanese side this answer: 'He Rui is only thirty years old, yet he can reclaim the Chinese Eastern Railway and recover interests for China. This old man is fifty-five this year; even if I die immediately, it wouldn't be considered a premature death. At the age of knowing one's destiny, if I still sell out China's interests, how would I speak when I see my ancestors after death?'

Both China and Japan practiced ancestor worship. Duan Qirui's words had already expressed his attitude extremely clearly. Moreover, after analysis, the Japanese side believed that Duan Qirui was bluntly expressing his attitude that he was confident of receiving He Rui's support.

So after some discussion, the Japanese General Staff believed that He Rui's purpose in causing so many things internationally recently lay not abroad but domestically. Gaining fame in Europe and America through 'humanitarian aid', if He Rui were to be actively attacked by Japan at this time, he would undoubtedly receive public support.

But this was still a small matter. Both the Japanese General Staff and the Ministry of War were worried that He Rui would take advantage of the outbreak of the Zhili-Anhui war to send troops into the pass and occupy North China when Duan Qirui was defeated. Once He Rui achieved such a goal, even if Japan intervened with troops, they probably wouldn't be able to stop He Rui from unifying China.

Yet He Rui remained silent and maintained an extremely restrained attitude. This attitude was most beneficial to Japan. No matter what Japan did, it was not as beneficial as secretly maintaining the status quo in China.

After the Japanese officers discussed this, they all felt very speechless. Finally, Chief of the General Staff General Uehara Yūsaku laughed and said, "He-kun is indeed the Chief Graduate of the Army War College. Principal Kawai Misao really taught an extraordinary student."

This remark was both a fact and saved the face of the Japanese officers. Everyone could only laugh dryly and sigh along. Soon, the officers' gazes fell upon Nagata Tetsuzan, the Japanese Lieutenant Colonel who was highly regarded.

Nagata Tetsuzan didn't care about his colleagues' gazes. He knew he was kept in the country because of the expectations of the seniors in the military. Since a figure like He Rui had appeared in China, Japan must also cultivate young elites capable of countering him.

The young Japanese elites were a list, and Nagata Tetsuzan was one of them. Another was Ishiwara Kanji, who was known as a ronin. However, Ishiwara Kanji was too close to He Rui. Although he was still valued, it was impossible to let Ishiwara Kanji intervene in affairs related to He Rui.

Although Nagata Tetsuzan had his own judgment, he remained silent, waiting for his seniors in the military to speak first. The two sides were entangled in silence for a moment before Chief of the General Staff General Uehara Yūsaku said, "Nagata-kun, what do you think is He-kun's goal?"

Nagata Tetsuzan bowed slightly. "Your Excellency, in my opinion, He-kun truly does not care about the war that might break out between Zhili and Anhui. Even if the Zhili-Anhui war breaks out, as long as the Empire sends troops, all of He-kun's efforts will come to naught. Therefore, I believe that He-kun is currently reorganizing the military and preparing for war with the goal of actively initiating a war with the Empire. As long as he can weaken the Empire, He-kun will naturally be invincible when he marches south. With He-kun's insight, he cannot possibly neglect the essentials for the trifles and play some petty tricks."

This was not the first time Nagata Tetsuzan had voiced such a judgment, so the officers of the General Staff were no longer astonished. Theoretically, what Nagata Tetsuzan said was the dignified and correct path. But He Rui challenging the Great Japanese Empire with the power of the Northeast was completely unreasonable from a practical perspective. Even if He Rui bet everything, he couldn't defeat the Great Japanese Empire.

Hearing this, only a few light chuckles came from the General Staff conference room, and no one chimed in. Even Chief of the General Staff General Uehara Yūsaku just smiled and didn't even evaluate Nagata Tetsuzan's view. Instead, he continued with other discussions regarding the situation in Northeast Asia. "The United States wants to hold a conference in Washington and has invited many countries, including us and China. I am worried that the government will make concessions on interests in Shandong due to pressure from the United States at the conference..."

After the General Staff meeting ended, Nagata Tetsuzan went straight to the Army War College. When he arrived at the school, it happened to be afternoon dismissal time. The Japanese Army War College was absolutely elite education, with a small scale, graduating only fifty or sixty people a year on average. The instructors were actually quite relaxed. Seeing Ishiwara Kanji walking out of the classroom with a textbook tucked under his arm, Nagata Tetsuzan greeted Ishiwara Kanji, "Second Seat Ishiwara, hello."

Ishiwara Kanji, seeing it was Nagata Tetsuzan greeting him like this, couldn't help but laugh. "Second Seat, good day."

He Rui graduated first, meaning he was the Chief. Nagata Tetsuzan and Ishiwara Kanji were both second in their respective classes, making them Second Seats. Just this greeting told Ishiwara Kanji that what Nagata Tetsuzan wanted to discuss was He Rui.

It was winter now. Nagata Tetsuzan and Ishiwara Kanji, with Siping brand cigarettes produced in the Northeast hanging from their lips, strolled on the snowy ground of the school, two lines of footprints extending behind them.

Nagata Tetsuzan went straight to the point. "Ishiwara-kun, have you heard He-kun mention any plans to go to war with the Great Japanese Empire?"

Ishiwara Kanji chuckled. "Nagata-kun, shouldn't it be the Empire actively attacking He-kun?"

Nagata Tetsuzan knew very well how to perfunctory in front of not-so-smart people, but facing a smart person like Ishiwara Kanji, Nagata Tetsuzan was not sloppy at all. "How could He-kun be someone who passively takes a beating? Ishiwara-kun, this matter concerns the fate of the Empire. I sincerely came to ask for advice."

Ishiwara Kanji actually admired Nagata Tetsuzan's ability. Hearing Nagata Tetsuzan speak of the Empire's fate, he had to answer seriously, "'25, '26. It definitely won't drag on to '30. The Empire's situation will also be extremely difficult to maintain until '30. By then, no matter what He-kun thinks, the Empire will probably have to make a move against China."

Nagata Tetsuzan originally also thought war would break out in '25 or '26, but he felt that those in the Japanese General Staff and Ministry of War who could understand this point would definitely not be few. So he continued to ask, "Could it be earlier?"

Ishiwara Kanji was somewhat surprised by Nagata Tetsuzan's judgment. He frowned as he smoked and continued walking. After walking a while longer, he stopped and flicked the cigarette butt into the snow. "Nagata-kun, if He-kun makes a move, he must have a chance of winning. If war starts earlier than '25 or '26, He-kun's capability is already beyond what you and I can understand. Are you asking this sincerely, or are you that unconfident in yourself?"
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The Chief of the Army War College was indeed glorious, but the Second Seat was by no means considered inferior in capability. The two Second Seats from different graduating classes stood in the snow for a moment, beginning to feel the cold seep into their feet. Neither Nagata Tetsuzan nor Ishiwara Kanji wished to end their conversation immediately, so they began to walk again at a leisurely pace.

Nagata Tetsuzan spoke slowly and steadily. These were views he had considered deeply, and he delivered them with great composure. "I do not know much about He-kun personally, but I have reviewed the economic data on Manchuria and Mongolia many times. He-kun's economy is primarily driven by agriculture, mining, steel manufacturing, and industrial production. The Empire absolutely cannot sit by and watch He-kun unify China. If it were up to me, I would certainly launch a preemptive strike against him."

Ishiwara Kanji felt Nagata's idea was truly too exaggerated. He turned to look at Nagata, and seeing not a trace of jest on his face, he replied, "If the Empire attacks He-kun first, He-kun will seize the complete advantage in propaganda. As long as he can defeat the Imperial Japanese Army, he can force the Imperial Army to compromise. If He-kun attacks the Imperial Army first, he will inevitably face a full-scale counterattack. If He-kun wins, needless to say, all of Northeast Asia will be his to roam. But He-kun is not a god. I do not believe he can build sufficient strength to defeat the Imperial Army within fifteen years."

Even in the face of objection, Nagata showed no sign of displeasure. He nodded slowly. "What Ishiwara-kun says is the orthodox path. I also agree with it very much. The reason I have a judgment that deviates from common logic is merely a deduction based on my vision for national construction."

Ishiwara Kanji had not expected Nagata to admit his 'abnormality' so readily and was somewhat surprised. Although both he and Nagata were Second Seats, their treatment was worlds apart. While there were those in the military who favored Ishiwara, they were far fewer than those who favored Nagata.

Ishiwara could not help but ask, "Nagata-kun, do you already have a complete concept for the Empire's future?"

As an elite officer favored by many, Nagata Tetsuzan was whole-heartedly committed to building a powerful Japan. Precisely because of this, he hoped more talented people would join his ranks. Although Ishiwara's reputation was poor, Nagata did not care about such worldly evaluations. Based on Nagata's understanding of Ishiwara, his behavior was simply because he was too clever and looked down on others. In essence, Ishiwara, like Nagata, looked forward to a bright future for the Great Japanese Empire.

"Ishiwara-kun, I believe the Great Japanese Empire should be completely integrated, rather than as it is now, with various factions wary of one another. To change this situation, every sector must receive corresponding power within the same integrated system, and they must also bear corresponding obligations..."

Ishiwara listened seriously to Nagata's explanation. Personally, he admired Nagata's insight and ability. Nagata not only had a clear and lucid understanding of the various factions within Japan but could also gauge their upper and lower limits. In Nagata's description, the goal was to establish prestige and gain trust through cooperation and maneuvering with these domestic factions, ultimately integrating all of Japan's forces.

Nagata seemed to be speaking casually, but he was closely observing Ishiwara's reactions. It was evident that Ishiwara understood completely. when Nagata reached the subtle points, Ishiwara would unconsciously reveal a knowing smile. However, having fully understood these things, Ishiwara showed not a shred of excitement.

This confirmed to Nagata that Ishiwara must have performed similar deductions. Their depth and breadth were likely no less than Nagata's own. Thus, Nagata deliberately left a few opening, and just as he expected, Ishiwara's seemingly joking responses profoundly pointed out the pulse and vital points of the different domestic factions. The pulse was for manipulation; the vital points were for coercion and strikes.

Since they were so compatible, Nagata could only judge that there must be a major divergence on one key point. Nagata stopped walking, lit a cigarette for himself and one for Ishiwara, and then asked, "I have said so much. If Ishiwara-kun is unwilling to offer some guidance, would I not be left empty-handed?"

Ishiwara took a drag of his cigarette and decided to show his hand. "Nagata-kun, in my view, you are a talent who pursues the welfare of the state. Since the Meiji Restoration, those in the upper echelons who refused to accept the concept of the state have been destroyed. Of those remaining, not many likely serve the state with sincerity. Nagata-kun exhausts his wisdom trying to tame them, to integrate them. This is remarkable ambition and intelligence. However, I see no place for the Japanese people in Nagata-kun's design. I do not believe Nagata-kun has overlooked this unintentionally."

Nagata unconsciously frowned. He had never imagined that someone as clever as Ishiwara would think the people should have their own independent place. The people were limited by their livelihood; giving them their own place would only trigger all manner of meaningless chaos.

Since Ishiwara cared so much about the people, he could certainly not be an integrationist. Nagata knew very well that there was indeed no place for the Japanese people within the integrationist faction. There hadn't been in the past, there wasn't now, and there wouldn't be in the future.

Even so, Nagata urged, "Ishiwara-kun, once we hold power, we will naturally treat the people better."

Ishiwara smiled faintly. The smile made the round-faced young officer look radiant, yet it also revealed a certain sorrow, for Ishiwara indeed felt sorrow for Japan's fate. Even Nagata Tetsuzan, the most highly regarded man in the army, had abandoned the Japanese people. Hoping for the high command to implement policies beneficial to the people was even more impossible. This was the status quo of the Japanese military: many were dissatisfied, many wanted to struggle, but no one could lead the army onto the path Ishiwara approved of.

Although more than half the cigarette remained, Ishiwara flicked his finger, and the cigarette flew out, tumbling through the air before diving into the soft snow.

"Nagata-kun, if the Japanese people are not saved, Japan cannot be saved. No matter how one deceives and drives the people, the people ultimately live for themselves. Once the forceful trends and spiritual deceptions no longer work, all who do so will be torn to shreds by the angry people. Even at that time, the Japanese people may not necessarily be saved. But 'will the instigator leave no posterity?' Those people will all face retribution. You certainly do not believe my words, so let the future prove my view."

With that, Ishiwara strode away, heading in his own direction.

Nagata watched Ishiwara's retreating figure, his heart somewhat in turmoil. Ishiwara was truly unpopular in the army not only because he was too clever and arrogant but also because he was too serious—he could not tolerate a grain of sand in his eye.

For Japanese people, feigning compliance—saying one thing and doing another—was almost an innate ability. One could hardly survive in Japan without doing so. Yet Ishiwara was one of the very few who, relying on his own ability, had gained a status where he could refuse to do so without being punished by ordinary society.

Ishiwara's rejection of Nagata was definitely not because he was holding out for a better offer. Nagata and Ishiwara truly walked different paths and could not make plans together.

Nagata had been rejected by many, but this time it was particularly hard to accept. To be denied so thoroughly was something Nagata had never encountered before.

Only when Ishiwara had walked far away did Nagata manage to recover his mood. He sneered, turned, and left. The two sets of footprints that had originally walked side by side separated here, leaving trails in their respective directions.

***

In this deep winter, footprints were everywhere. On the road from Vladivostok to the Chinese border, the snow, trampled by many, no longer showed individual footprints, only paths beaten down by human feet.

The White Russians did not choose to stay in Vladivostok to 'die for their country.' Their leader, Kolchak, was merely the executive of a provisional government. Including Kolchak, Russia had two provisional governments: the Kolchak Provisional Government and the Denikin Provisional Government.

As Red Army artillery fire rained down on Vladivostok from the north, the White Russians, with nowhere else to go, could only flee toward Northeast China.

Appearing before these million White Russian refugees were the barbed wire and fortifications on the Chinese border, along with hundreds of thousands of Northeast troops. The entire army was on high alert against the White Russians. All those who chose to enter the border would have their weapons confiscated, but their personal property would absolutely not be looted. The Northeast Army organized these White Russians into small groups of several people, registered them, and then settled them separately.

Subsequently, the groups of White Russians, who clearly didn't know each other well, were formed into squads, put on trains, and transported to the settlement area at Yingkou Port.

Reports about He Rui in European and American newspapers had indeed caused quite a sensation. The publics in Britain, France, and the United States hoped their governments would contribute to the effort to save these white people.

For the United States, a nation of immigrants, absorbing an extra two or three hundred thousand impoverished Russians was not unacceptable. Britain and France possessed vast colonies, and their own domestic slums were extensive. Accommodating a few hundred thousand White Russians each would be effortless.

Most importantly, He Rui had emphasized the 'white race' characteristic of the Russians in his propaganda. Before World War I, the Shanghai International Settlement had taken great care of white people, even providing boat tickets home for those who were destitute.

So, after this humanitarian event occurred, Britain and France urgently dispatched ships. Although Japan had no intention of accepting White Russian refugees, the United States paid to charter some Japanese ships to transport them.

By April 1921, when spring flowers were blooming, fewer than four thousand White Russian refugees remained in the Northeast. The vast majority of these four thousand were women who, for various reasons, had decided to stay in China and marry Chinese men.

He Rui was indifferent to this. There was a more important matter at hand. In the Soviet Russian territory on the north bank of the Heilongjiang River, there was a coal mine. The heat value of the coal here was not high, only 1,800. Compared to anthracite with a heat value of 4,000 to 5,000, it was completely inferior coal.

The value of this coal as fuel was very low, but once mined, it could undergo chemical processing to produce coal gas, coal-derived gasoline, and other chemical raw materials.

Russians were sometimes very direct in their dealings. After negotiations by the business delegation, Russia allowed the Chinese side to establish mines directly there. Half of the various products would be 'sold' to the Soviet Russian government, and the other half would be exported to the Northeast. Of course, this half of the products was not actually paid for; instead, it served as the mining rights fee and annual mining tax.

From a commercial perspective, this practice was very rough, non-standard, and unreliable. But since the other party was Soviet Russia, He Rui could understand. If the Soviet side were proficient in business, perhaps it wouldn't have collapsed in seventy-odd years.

As for He Rui himself, he didn't spend his time on commercial negotiations. Instead, he utilized his technical skills and worked with the engineering team to solve the technical problems of the fractional distillation equipment.

As the saying goes, 'Watching others carry the load is easy; carrying it yourself breaks the back.' Although He Rui had a lot of book knowledge, when it came to practice, he had to rely on the scientists and technicians recruited in the Northeast to tackle the key problems together before they barely managed to get it working.

Therefore, He Rui absolutely refused to let his name appear in the initial process flow documents.

The technicians confirmed that He Rui was not merely being mysterious but truly 'taking no credit,' and they all felt strong admiration for him.

Only He Rui knew the truth about himself. The people—the working people who walked the correct path and mastered advanced productive forces—were the main force creating history. Only when He Rui, as a member of the working people, worked hard together with everyone could such a project be completed. He Rui was truly unwilling to let his willfulness spoil such a beautiful experience.

The technicians in the Northeast busied themselves until August 1921, finally transporting the first batch of products back to the Northeast. In terms of the purity of the gasoline and chemical products, this batch could only be described as just passable.

But this was not important, because Soviet Russia's performance exceeded He Rui's expectations. According to the commercial contract, the Soviet side was to take half the products. However, the coal was never even transported out of the mine; it was directly 'sold' by the Soviets to the Northeast side. The processing plant built by the Northeast side handled the processing. In other words, the Northeast actually obtained 100% of the coal. And Soviet Russia obtained money to purchase Northeast products.

With such a thing happening, He Rui naturally appreciated Soviet Russia's flexible attitude. And most importantly, a portion of these chemical products could be used to produce synthetic rubber.

Compared to natural rubber, synthetic rubber had many disadvantages. One was that due to the presence of too many other compounds during production, it easily triggered allergies. That was why 'Durex' condoms would be labeled '100% natural rubber.'

In addition, the cost of synthetic rubber was not necessarily cheaper than natural rubber; it might even be more expensive.

However, the greatest advantage of synthetic rubber was something natural rubber could not match: synthetic rubber could be produced in factories 24 hours a day, 365 days a year. As long as there was petroleum or chemical raw materials, it could be produced continuously, unaffected by climate or by the British, French, and Dutch who controlled the shipping lanes to the South China Sea.

Current freight rates were not low, and the price of the Soviet coal mine was exceptionally low. By October, the first batch of synthetic rubber left the factory. Rubber tires for various vehicles and rubber soles for boots began to use this rubber.

In proper commercial conduct, He Rui had to indicate the source of the synthetic rubber. Thus, the Northeast government openly wrote 'Synthetic Rubber' on the labels of the rubber provided to Soviet Russia.

Although the Soviet Russian business delegation looked peculiar after seeing the labels and manuals, they did not make things difficult. After testing and finding that the difference between artificial and natural rubber was minimal, they accepted the goods.

At this time, trains were constantly coming and going on the Trans-Siberian Railway. Ores and timber were transported to the Northeast car after car. After unloading at the freight yards in the Northeast, they were reloaded with industrial and agricultural products and returned to Soviet Russia.

Even the agricultural products were processed goods; even the Northeast soybeans were processed into soybean oil.

He Rui had heard about Monsanto stealing the genes of high-oil-yield Chinese soybeans. Since Monsanto had stolen them, it proved that China indeed had such soybeans. So He Rui had constantly sent people to search for seeds, and eventually, he found them. There were indeed several types of soybeans with oil yields far higher than others.

After finding the good seeds, they were domesticated and cultivated, and now they could finally be exported in large quantities. Moreover, only a small portion of this soybean oil was exported; more of it was made into oil-based chemical products, such as soap. Russia also had soap, but much of it used animal fat, resulting in a very unpleasant smell. Soybean oil soap smelled much better, was milder, and had a much smaller effect on the skin.

In 1921, the educational achievements of the Northeast region were impressive. More than 27,000 high school students and over 2,600 university students graduated. Employers in various sectors happily recruited these well-educated students. Students had simple social connections, which employers liked best.

Especially the military, which possessed limited priority selection rights, selected a batch from among these top talents. Although it would take at least half a year to determine if these people were suitable for military service, the army had vast space, and various technical departments needed people. For example, those graduating with foreign language majors were immediately assigned to foreign affairs positions. Thus, young recruits new to intelligence gathering delivered the news that 'Yamagata Aritomo has lost power and is being called a traitor to the country at home' to He Rui.

He Rui did not care about Yamagata Aritomo. Such an old man could no longer keep up with the situation at all. If Yamagata Aritomo were in charge of Japan's operations against China, He Rui felt his chances of winning would double. However, since it was impossible for Yamagata Aritomo to sit in such a position again, He Rui naturally did not care about the old man.

On the surface, Yamagata Aritomo's loss of power was because Princess Nagako of Kuni (the future Empress Kōjun), who had been informally selected as the fiancée of the Crown Prince (later Emperor Shōwa), was found to have a history of color blindness in her maternal family. Elder Statesman Yamagata Aritomo demanded the engagement be broken off, but the Kuni family opposed it. Right-wing forces were dissatisfied with this, and the confrontation between the two sides deepened.

Emperor Taishō naturally did not want to be constrained by forces like Yamagata Aritomo, so he opposed it with all his might. The matter ended with no change to the engagement. Since the authorities controlled reports on the matter, it did not cause a noticeable commotion in the press, yet the incident made the Imperial Family issue the focus of political struggle. Yamagata was called a "traitor," and his political power suffered a blow.

After reading it, He Rui tossed the news aside. Let alone the Crown Princess's family having color blindness, even if Japan's Crown Princess were a female gorilla, it could not arouse He Rui's interest in gossip.

It was just like in the anti-corruption news of the 21st century, where affairs of the lower body were often treated as seemingly important reasons. In fact, these were all surface manifestations, just like an iceberg where no more than one-tenth of the total volume is exposed above the water. That is the so-called tip of the iceberg.

Let alone the 21st century, from the founding of our Party, a cadre with working ability who was neither greedy nor corrupt would absolutely not be brought down just because he couldn't keep his belt tightened. Of course, the prerequisite was being neither greedy nor corrupt and having considerable working ability. If one were an incompetent person, this matter would be enough to completely affect their future.

Another piece of news came from the Ministry of Commerce. Japan had raised tariffs on chemical products imported from the Northeast, especially daily chemical products like soap. Although He Rui didn't care much, he took it more seriously than the high-level struggles in Japan.

Soviet Russia had a huge demand for this, but the price Russia was willing to pay was lower than Japan. That is to say, the capacity exploding in the Northeast was huge; otherwise, this matter probably wouldn't have made it to He Rui's desk. The Commerce Department would have handled it.

Moreover, the Commerce Department also proposed a solution: increase sales to the chaos inside the Pass (China proper) or sell in the Mongolian region. Both had their pros and cons. Selling in the Mongolian region could satisfy the demand there. However, items like soap in the Mongolian region could only serve as rewards to increase the people's trust in the government. Making money was naturally out of the question; it was a political action.

Selling inside the Pass would command a higher price, but the Northeast's sales to the Pass were currently flourishing, triggering dissatisfaction among quite a few local forces inside the Pass. It wasn't just foreign goods impacting China's traditional economy now, but Northeast goods as well.

He Rui felt this issue was likely a game between two departments in the Northeast, so he had the file forwarded to Chief Executive Wu Youping to resolve.

After finishing the official documents, he received a private letter. It was from Morita Mitsuko, and it was written entirely in Chinese.

He Rui didn't go picking out the typos or words used differently than in Chinese. Overall, Mitsuko wanted to do an exclusive interview with He Rui. He Rui was naturally willing, so he wrote a reply to Morita Mitsuko, expressing his willingness to accept the interview.
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Chapter 218: Major Variable (1)

Volume 2 — Chapter 111
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Early in the morning, Morita Mitsuko had already risen. Today she was to interview a big shot. Even though she had gone to the bathhouse yesterday, Mitsuko still went to the family kitchen, boiled two large kettles of water, and scrubbed herself down.

The aluminum kettle was a gift He Rui had asked someone to deliver to Mitsuko. Outwardly, the object was unremarkable, its shell quickly turning dull and lackluster from smoke and fire. But Mitsuko keenly noticed that the aluminum kettle did not rust like iron ones, and was much lighter than copper ones. Moreover, given the Morita family's income, even though she had finished her probationary period at the *Asahi Shimbun* and become a full-fledged reporter, she still could not afford an expensive copper kettle.

As a female reporter for the *Asahi Shimbun*, Mitsuko's family life was already much better than that of her neighbors. For instance, after washing up, Mitsuko put on her nightgown and began using a hair dryer to quickly dry her hair.

Hot air blew through Mitsuko’s very damp long hair, while she took the spare moment to lay out the clothes she would wear today on the bed.

The cotton sheets, duvet cover, and the cotton filling for the quilt on the bed were all sent by He Rui. The woolen coat and silk blouse were made at a tailor shop in Tokyo using fabric gifts sent by He Rui.

The coat's lining was made of rabbit fur sandwiched between silk, secured with buttons; it was both light and warm. In his letters, He Rui said these were all products of large-scale industrial production and weren't worth much money.

Mitsuko could understand that what He Rui said was likely true. After working for two years, she had come to understand the power of industrial mass production. As long as there were enough raw materials, any amount of goods was just another item on the production line.

Now He Rui controlled Manchuria and Mongolia, a vast land where a train might run for three days and not necessarily reach the other end. Many in the Empire of Japan coveted the land of Manchuria and Mongolia. Mitsuko also knew from those people's conversations and various data that Manchuria and Mongolia were ten times the size of Japan, with abundant resources and fertile land—absolutely incomparable to Japan.

Soon, Mrs. Morita, awakened by the noise of the hair dryer, walked into Mitsuko's room and helped her dry her hair. Watching her daughter’s hands busy taking out hair ribbons and ornaments, Mrs. Morita sighed slightly, "Mitsuko, you must be polite to His Excellency today."

Mitsuko could only murmur an assent. The person she was going to meet today was none other than Prime Minister Hara Takashi. To have the opportunity to interview Prime Minister Hara before interviewing He Rui—at least in Mitsuko's view—meant that someone behind the scenes had made preparations long ago. Although He Rui had graduated from the Army War College and his friends in Japan were people of status, there were some things these people simply could not say.

The most suitable person was, conversely, Mitsuko. Mitsuko used to not understand why political marriages in books were always tragedies, but now she understood: women positioned between various forces were tools from beginning to end. And who would care about the fate of a tool?

By 8:00 AM, Morita Mitsuko had finished sorting out the details of her attire. Reflected in the full-length mirror was a petite woman, less than 160 centimeters tall, filled with an intellectual air. She did not put on a strong front, nor did she have any imposing presence; it seemed as if any force could push her over.

Mitsuko took a short sword out of her handbag and placed it in a drawer. This was a self-defense weapon she had been carrying for the past year. Going to the Prime Minister's residence meant her bag would be inspected, and it wouldn't be good if it were discovered there. Besides, the security at the Prime Minister's residence was guaranteed, so there shouldn't be any danger.

Morita Mitsuko looked at herself in the mirror and steeled herself. She must not show the slightest loss of composure before Prime Minister Hara Takashi, nor lose her calm and self-control just because she was facing a big shot.

At 9:30 AM, reporters from several major Japanese media outlets, including the *Asahi Shimbun*, arrived outside the Prime Minister's office. Morita Mitsuko had seen photos of He Rui's office in Shenyang—it was several large buildings, looking majestic and imposing. Of course, the buildings weren't prepared for He Rui alone; the administrative and party core of the entire Manchuria-Mongolia region worked in those buildings. Compared to the photos, the Japanese Prime Minister's office before her eyes seemed too low and small.

The questions to be discussed had already been agreed upon with the Prime Minister's secretary. Moreover, Prime Minister Hara himself came from a newspaper background and had ample insight into various issues. The dialogue between the two sides was extremely polite and full of tactful propriety.

Facing the crowd of reporters, Prime Minister Hara introduced Japan's current economic policies, followed by the achievements in the selection of government personnel and the construction of new schools.

The Hara Cabinet had stood firm for over three years, from its inauguration in September 1918 until October 1921. It was already a long-lived cabinet. In the 41st Diet session in 1918, it had proposed the "Plan for the Creation and Expansion of Higher Schools" with a total budget of up to 44.5 million yen.

According to this plan, in April 1919, the government established four new national old-system high schools in Niigata, Matsuyama, Yamaguchi, and Matsumoto prefectures. In terms of higher education, it successively built 10 national old-system high schools, 6 national higher technical schools, 4 national higher agricultural schools, 7 national higher commercial schools, 1 foreign language school, and 1 pharmaceutical college.

In addition to building new schools, existing universities, including Imperial Universities, were upgraded and reformed. Several private universities, including Keio University, Waseda University, Meiji University, Hosei University, Chuo University, Nihon University, Kokugakuin University, and Doshisha University, were elevated to a status equal to that of national universities.

During this process of upgrading universities, student strikes broke out. However, the cause was a massive protest by teachers and students of the Tokyo Higher Technical School and the Tokyo Higher Normal School because they were not upgraded to universities. After government mediation, the strikes did not expand and subsided automatically within a short time.

In Japan, where domestic contradictions were like a powder keg, this was already an astonishing achievement.

Just when Morita Mitsuko thought Prime Minister Hara was going to boast about his achievements during his term, the 65-year-old Prime Minister spoke: "I have little talent and shallow learning. During my three years as Prime Minister, I have exhausted my strength. Even if I were to continue, I could make no further progress. Therefore, I prepare to submit my resignation in the near future."

Even facing the Prime Minister, the reporters couldn't help but exclaim in surprise. Japanese Prime Ministers on stage were always targets of criticism, and Hara Takashi was no exception. There were right-wing newspapers among the seated reporters, who had consistently opposed Hara's party politics line.

But this didn't mean these reporters didn't understand the current situation in Japan. In terms of political achievements, the Hara Cabinet had passed many policies in the Diet over three years that greatly annoyed the right wing, but overall, Hara wasn't bad.

Moreover, at this stage, there were really no other politicians with appeal in the Japanese political arena. The domain clique forces that had founded the Meiji era had become objects of curses by the Japanese public over the past few decades. If someone were forcibly selected from among them, their influence would certainly not be higher than Hara's.

As for the left-leaning reporters, they were even more astonished. Deeply influenced by He Rui, Morita Mitsuko's reaction at this moment was calmer. A thought couldn't help but pop up: *Is Excellency Hara retreating in order to advance, throwing out the mess first to let other Prime Ministers screw things up completely?*

With the rise of the Seiyūkai represented by Hara, Japan had developed rapidly in party politics, creating a situation where even the military had to bow its head temporarily. In the last year, 1921, many corruption cases involving officials from the domain clique forces within the government had been exposed by newspapers, leading to the unexplained deaths of quite a few reporters.

Of course, in the newspaper industry, everyone knew the reason, though they never said it publicly. The exposed forces were not just one person's power; the people at the front were merely their representatives in the government. Exposing those people naturally meant being treated as an enemy by the forces behind them.

This was also the reason Morita Mitsuko had carried a self-defense short sword for the past year.

If Hara stepped down, the next Prime Minister to take the stage would likely be a representative of the old forces. They would certainly be unable to handle the immediate problems, and the political forces supporting the old guard would also lose face. At that time, if Hara made a comeback, he could likely be easily elected again.

Morita Mitsuko felt this was just her own speculation. Hara Takashi was 65 years old this year. Bearing the position of Prime Minister at such an age was indeed a heavy pressure for this old man.

Soon, the meeting with the reporters ended. The reporters wanted to ask more questions but were not permitted. As Morita Mitsuko was leaving, Hara's secretary happened to pass by her and handed her a note. Mitsuko opened it, looked, and then deliberately lagged behind. Using the excuse of going to the restroom, she avoided the crowd.

Sure enough, after Mitsuko touched up her makeup and tidied her appearance in the restroom with a small mirror, the secretary led her to another small office upon her exit.

The layout here was Japanese-style. A small table was placed on the tatami. Morita Mitsuko knelt on the cushion at the lower position. A moment later, footsteps sounded, and Prime Minister Hara Takashi walked in, kneeling on the cushion at the main position according to Japanese etiquette.

While the secretary poured tea, Hara smiled and asked, "I wonder what kind of news Miss Morita intends to write?"

Mitsuko already had some ideas by now, so she asked directly, "I am considering an article analyzing the unsolvable problems Your Excellency has encountered in economic construction."

Hara's secretary, who had just poured tea into the cup in front of Hara, paused upon hearing this and looked at Morita Mitsuko. Distracted, he spilled the tea. The secretary noticed quickly, apologized profusely, stood up to get a cloth to wipe the water stain clean, and then knelt aside on the tatami with correct posture.

Prime Minister Hara did not feel surprised. A young girl like Morita Mitsuko was not a significant figure in Japan's upper echelons; few people paid attention to or looked after her, and those who did mostly did so out of upper-class courtesy. However, it was precisely because of this that Professor Taira Toyomori, a close friend and academic advisor to Finance Minister Takahashi Korekiyo, had introduced Morita Mitsuko to Hara as "someone who understands how to look at problems from an economic perspective."

In Hara's view, Morita Mitsuko, having received this evaluation, was at least much better than those *baka* (idiots) in the military.

There were as many things worthy of Hara's attention as there were hairs on a cow. If Morita Mitsuko couldn't reach this level, Hara wouldn't have bothered to have a private conversation with this marginal figure of Japanese high society.

"Miss Morita, what do you think are the economic problems encountered by this government?" Hara asked.

Morita Mitsuko dared not speak recklessly. Even if she gave the correct answer, it would do her no good. For a girl from an ordinary samurai family of the former Tokugawa Shogunate to attend university and find a formal job as a reporter at the *Asahi Shimbun*—rather than serving tea or cleaning, with a fixed salary—was already the limit of what a woman of her background could achieve in this era. Even if she understood Hara's difficulties, stating the correct answer would only invite trouble. What's more, the Hara Cabinet faced countless problems, each one extremely thorny. Mitsuko didn't know which one the Prime Minister considered important.

So Morita Mitsuko bowed her head slightly. "Please enlighten me, Your Excellency."

Watching Morita Mitsuko's elegant movements across from him, Hara felt a bit of interest in this girl. Restrained and forbearing, displaying fine qualities—this was undoubtedly the Japanese public's imagination and expectation of upper-class women. In reality, upper-class women were not this excellent; many of them had personalities no different from shrews.

Those noble women born into the peerage were superior to Morita Mitsuko only in their birth. In terms of learning, insight, and cultivation, they were far inferior. At least, if Hara discussed politics with upper-class ladies, those women either understood nothing at all or immediately considered their private interests.

How much did Morita Mitsuko in front of him actually understand? Hara felt a desire to find out.

"Miss Morita, I want to hear your views," Hara said.

"This..." Morita Mitsuko bowed her head slightly again.

Hara had limited time, so he commanded, "I require you to state your views."

Facing the Prime Minister of Japan, Morita Mitsuko could only submit. She raised her head but lowered her gaze. "Your Excellency, the three most troublesome matters for Japan right now are: first, setbacks in imports and exports; second, domestic labor disputes; and third, in the allocation of the fiscal budget, a portion must be invested in fields that cannot promote reproduction. Or perhaps it can be said that there are great troubles with raw materials and product sales markets."

Only after finishing did Morita Mitsuko raise her gaze to look at Hara's reaction.

Hara's evaluation of Morita Mitsuko rose significantly. If she had just stated the problems, what she said were merely three among many. But by mentioning the essence of the problems, Morita Mitsuko had seized the crux of the matter directly.

If Morita Mitsuko were a boy, Hara would have been very willing to cultivate him. A boy graduating from Imperial Tohoku University, entering government service to become a civil servant, would be completely logical. After working for a period, if he performed well, he could form a marriage tie with some political force. Then he would inherit that political force, become a Diet member, and then a Minister of some department. If he could demonstrate leadership, become a faction leader, or even become Prime Minister one day—all this was possible.

But a girl, even with ability and insight, would not have the door of politics opened to her.

Hara quickly pulled back his wandering thoughts and brought the topic back to the area that should have been raised earlier. "He-kun is an elite cultivated by the Empire of Japan. When the Empire of Japan encounters difficulties, He-kun should have the will to assist. Now that He-kun controls Manchuria and Mongolia and has established trade relations with Soviet Russia, he has ample raw materials in his hands. If He-kun could share these raw materials with the Empire, he would undoubtedly gain the goodwill of the Empire of Japan. Moreover, with the population explosion in the Northeast, there would presumably be a great demand for industrial products."

Morita Mitsuko felt her hair stand on end, a chill rushing left and right within her body. Such words should not have been said by Hara. It would have been most appropriate if Hara's secretary had said them.

Although Hara hadn't explicitly asked Mitsuko to do anything, every sentence was an order.

If Hara's secretary had said this, there would still be a buffer for both sides. If Mitsuko couldn't persuade He Rui during her upcoming 'interview', it would just mean she failed to persuade him.

Now Mitsuko had no retreat. If she couldn't persuade He Rui to make concessions, once she returned to Japan, everything would be over.

And Morita Mitsuko absolutely did not believe her dear Brother He Rui would agree. When it came to being hardline, He Rui was by no means weaker than any of the Japanese high command. Mitsuko had seen with her own eyes a few Japanese officers drinking at He Rui's place getting drunk and, hugely provoked by what He Rui said, drawing their military swords partway and shouting about a 'duel'.

Mitsuko had been frightened badly, but He Rui had smiled and stood up, picking up the katana in the room. The result was that the Japanese officers drinking with them hurriedly held down the instigator and glossed over the matter with the excuse that he was 'drunk'. Mitsuko had seen He Rui train in swordsmanship; she didn't believe He Rui's lightning-fast sword technique would lose.

Just as now, Mitsuko didn't believe He Rui would compromise.

Afterward, Morita Mitsuko's head was buzzing, and she could only respond almost instinctively. By the time she left the Prime Minister's office, all she could remember was that Hara had only said some things and had not required Mitsuko to answer.

Morita Mitsuko did not return to the newspaper office but went straight home. She wrapped herself in a quilt and curled up on the bed, only feeling herself trembling involuntarily.

She didn't know how long it took before she recovered. The first relatively rational thought popped up: *Is Japan's economy really in such a critical state?*

But thinking back to the worker and peasant families she had interviewed, Morita Mitsuko had to admit that Japan's situation was indeed that critical.

Worker families worked hard at their jobs, but the money they earned was only enough to feed the family. The countryside was even worse; after paying land rent, a peasant family could only resolve their hunger by eating wild vegetables and those grass roots and tender leaves that were edible.

In fact, Morita Mitsuko had lived such a life in her childhood, until her mother, heavily oppressed by life, rented a room at a not-low price to the visitor He Rui, and Mitsuko's life suddenly improved.

Now, because of Mitsuko's stable income, the fact that her family only had two people had become an advantage. For those large families, even if one person had Mitsuko's income, life would still be hard to endure.
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When people feel fear, they tend to shrink back, but one cannot shrink back forever. Mitsuko got out of bed and tidied her appearance in front of the mirror once more. The petite young woman in the reflection had largely recovered her composure. After finishing up, Mitsuko took the short sword from the drawer, placed it back into the hidden compartment at the bottom of her satchel, put on her leather shoes, and walked out of the room.

Hearing footsteps, Mrs. Morita hurriedly stood up from the tatami in the main room. "Mitsuko, what should I prepare for lunch?"

"Mother, I'm going to Tokyo University. Please eat by yourself," Mitsuko replied.

Mrs. Morita looked at her daughter's expression, a trace of worry appearing between her brows. But she said nothing about it, simply instructing, "Come back early, and be careful on the road."

Mitsuko nodded and walked quickly out of the house. Unlike her departure that morning, this time she walked with urgency. At the corner of the alley, she almost collided with some children returning from their labor. Seeing Mitsuko, the children surrounded her, laughing. "Where is Auntie Mitsuko going?"

The term "Auntie" made Mitsuko feel both annoyed and amused. Feigning unhappiness, she said, "Call me Big Sister!" As she spoke, she took some candy from her satchel and distributed it to the children. This was a habit she had formed at some point; back when He Rui lived here, whenever he met children, he would share candy with them if he had any in his bag. In those days, Mitsuko was the one receiving candy; now, it was her turn to bring a little sweetness to others' bitter lives.

Bidding farewell to the children, Mitsuko headed straight for the bus stop. After boarding the clanging streetcar, she somehow felt a sense of relief. Before hearing Prime Minister Hara Takashi's words, Mitsuko, as a reporter, had frequently interviewed ordinary people. After the Great War in Europe, Japan's economic situation had suffered a significant impact. One clear indicator was the deterioration of the import-export trade; many factories in Tokyo that had supplied products to exporters during the war had now closed down.

The number of unemployed workers was increasing, and wage levels had begun to drop. Meanwhile, prices continued to rise. People who had once managed to get by were now finding life much harder than before.

Thinking back to His Excellency Hara's words, Mitsuko could now understand his helplessness. At the very least, Mitsuko believed that if His Excellency were not forced into a corner, he would never coerce a young woman. As for what exactly His Excellency's goal was, Mitsuko dared not be certain. Fortunately, the purpose of this trip was to seek an audience with Professor Taira Toyomori of the Tokyo Imperial University Law School. With Professor Taira's knowledge and his relationship with He Rui, Mitsuko believed she could receive guidance from him.

In the Law School office, Mitsuko found Professor Taira reading a book. He didn't look up until Mitsuko walked right up to him. He then smiled in pleasant surprise. "Mitsuko, long time no see."

He stared at Mitsuko for a moment. Before she could speak, Professor Taira picked up his meerschaum pipe, pocketed his tobacco and matches, and pointed to the door. "Let's go. We'll talk outside."

Tokyo Imperial University was Japan's premier university. The campus was not only large but also beautiful. It was late October, and the leaves of several maple trees on campus had turned a deep crimson, making the tree crowns look like burning flames.

There was a bench under the trees. Professor Taira took off his black-rimmed glasses and began to pack tobacco into the meerschaum pipe, which displayed exquisite brown veins. "What happened?" he asked.

Mitsuko knew that Professor Taira occasionally met with Prime Minister Hara to offer advice, so she dared to tell him part of what had transpired.

Throughout her recounting, Professor Taira remained silent, showing no surprise on his face. When Mitsuko finished, he puffed slowly on his pipe and asked deliberately, "What do you think His Excellency's objective is?"

Mitsuko answered sincerely, "Sensei, I came here to ask you. With my shallow knowledge, I cannot understand His Excellency's intentions."

Professor Taira knew that Mitsuko naturally couldn't accurately grasp Prime Minister Hara's objective; this was determined by her background and experience. For Professor Taira, however, he could not only understand why His Excellency would do something so 'out of line,' but also felt sympathy for his forced helplessness.

Professor Taira organized his thoughts and asked, in the tone of a professor guiding a student, "Mitsuko, if you went to Shenyang right now, what would you do?"

"Sensei, I would tell He-kun exactly what happened."

"Would you ask He-kun to accept these demands?"

Mitsuko shook her head hurriedly. "I would never make such a rude request of Big Brother He Rui."

Professor Taira nodded. "That is the correct approach. So, what do you wish to know?"

After thinking for a moment, Mitsuko voiced her desire. "I want to know the reasoning behind this."

Professor Taira gave a light chuckle. "Very well, I will attempt to explain it to you. But you must understand one thing: if you don't know, you can still choose not to go to Shenyang. But once you know, you will have no choice but to go."

"...Yes." Mitsuko made up her mind.

"Facing the current pressure, His Excellency Hara truly wants to resign. However, resigning does not mean His Excellency will withdraw from politics; he hopes to continue working for Japan's future."

Hearing this, Mitsuko didn't know how to analyze Professor Taira's words for a moment. If His Excellency intended to resign, why go to such great lengths? On second thought, she felt she should listen more, so she followed Professor Taira's narrative and asked, "What expectations does His Excellency have of He-kun?"

"An ordinary person might think His Excellency is making demands of He-kun. Given He-kun's current strength, His Excellency is certainly not ordering him, because He-kun would never accept orders from him. So, when His Excellency raises these expectations, what answer does he want?"

After saying this, Professor Taira knocked the burnt tobacco out of his meerschaum pipe and began to pack it with fresh tobacco.

Mitsuko tried her best to follow Professor Taira's train of thought, her mind in a tangle. Suddenly, she had a new idea and asked tentatively, "Is it that His Excellency wants to see if He-kun agrees to cooperate, and wishes to gain some benefit from that cooperation?"

Professor Taira was pleased. Mitsuko was not limited by her status or nationality; she was beginning to touch upon the essence of the matter. The political entity known as the 'State' seemed omnipotent to ordinary people, but in contests between political entities, one could not be so overbearing. States were divided into tiers; globally, Japan was merely a second-rate Great Power. Facing first-rate Great Powers, Japan also had to make compromises.

Since Mitsuko understood the basics, Taira continued directly. "His Excellency Hara has no intention of threatening He-kun. The demands he raised are merely to solve Japan's primary contradiction at present. If He-kun is willing to cooperate with His Excellency, he can also raise his own demands. And the person who travels between the two, bringing back news, is you, Mitsuko."

Mitsuko couldn't quite understand why it had to be her. "Sensei, couldn't His Excellency's secretary undertake such a task?"

"This is a matter of official versus private relations. If it were His Excellency's secretary, He-kun would likely ask right away: Are you representing the Japanese government? Which level? Or do you represent Prime Minister Hara personally? Or do you only represent yourself? Diplomacy is extremely serious; any point of suspicion must be eliminated. But a private relationship is different. You represent only yourself. In certain times, this is an advantage."

Mitsuko couldn't help but let out a long sigh of relief. She realized she had truly overestimated herself, thinking His Excellency would treat her with the requirements of a government official. Looking back now, that was completely impossible, as she was neither a government official nor a party member. She had absolutely no subordination relationship with His Excellency...

As she was thinking, she heard Professor Taira laugh. "Mitsuko, you didn't think you would be severely punished by His Excellency if the mission failed, did you?"

Mitsuko froze; she hadn't expected Professor Taira to voice her worry. Just as she was wondering how to explain, Professor Taira stood up. "That you worry so much shows you truly hold Japan's fate in your heart. A purely selfish person would never care about the country or their friends. Mitsuko, please maintain this attitude."

Seeing that Professor Taira was about to end the meeting, Mitsuko felt even more questions bubbling up. She quickly stood up and said, "Sensei, is this diplomacy?"

Hearing this question, Professor Taira lit his pipe again, took a puff of fragrant smoke, and then said, "This is the faction represented by His Excellency Hara wanting to reach a cooperation agreement with He-kun's Northeast Government. Only if an agreement is reached can His Excellency use this cooperation as a basis to negotiate with other domestic factions. If he cannot reach a cooperation agreement with He-kun, and His Excellency's demands were announced directly, it would become His Excellency Hara declaring war on He-kun."

Considering the scope of the entire nation of Japan, Mitsuko's thinking instantly opened up. Although she didn't know if 'other factions' referred to specific groups or the various powers representing the entire nation, she could still feel her horizons broadening.

Amidst her awe and excitement, Mitsuko remembered that Professor Taira hadn't answered her question, so she pressed, "Sensei, surely what His Excellency wants me to complete is not a diplomatic mission?"

Professor Taira couldn't help but sigh. "If some form of cooperation could truly be reached, and His Excellency was still Prime Minister at that time, then perhaps it could be called diplomacy. However, in Japan, there is perhaps only one consensus, and that is a victory like the First Sino-Japanese War."

Morita Mitsuko was stunned. She watched as Professor Taira knocked the ash from his pipe, speaking with a sense of weariness, "You know everything you should know. Go back and prepare for your trip."

With that, ignoring whether Morita Mitsuko had any more questions, Professor Taira walked away with his hands behind his back. Mitsuko watched his retreating figure, thinking about what the Professor had said, especially that last sentence. She suddenly didn't know if her trip was the right thing to do.

If the only consensus within Japan was 'a victory like the First Sino-Japanese War,' didn't that mean Japan was going to go to war with He Rui?
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As the time approached for Mitsuko to depart for Shenyang as arranged by the *Asahi Shimbun*, she hadn't slept well for several days. When in front of others, Mitsuko could distract herself with work. But lying alone in bed at night, she would think of the other world that had unfolded before her.

Those at the pinnacle of power wielded immense authority and shouldered enormous expectations. Mitsuko had originally felt they were imposing and mysterious, but after listening to Professor Taira's explanation, she realized that these people were actually acting involuntarily, and were even somewhat pitiable.

Of course, the people used by them were also pitiable. As one of the used, Mitsuko inevitably felt aggrieved for herself. On the night two days before her departure, Mitsuko suddenly sat up. She had figured out something, something she had never thought of before.

If the Army Minister or the Chief of the General Staff were to issue an order, they would certainly order the officers. The Prime Minister would order his subordinate ministers and other personnel. Mitsuko felt she was just an ordinary woman, but in reality, she was already equivalent to an officer or an official, possessing a task that only she could perform.

That is to say, although Mitsuko was not a member of high society in Japan, she was a part of the upper echelon.

Thinking that she had unknowingly attained such a status, Mitsuko didn't know whether to laugh or cry. Finally, she lay back on the bed. The most important piece of the puzzle regarding her self-perception—her status and responsibility in Japan—had been found. Not long after lying down, she fell asleep without realizing it. When she opened her eyes with satisfaction, it was already bright daylight outside.

After washing up, and with a good appetite, Mitsuko finished two bowls of porridge in one go. For so many years, Mitsuko had only eaten one bowl.

She walked briskly to the *Asahi Shimbun* office. From a distance, she saw people coming in and out; there must have been big news. In the past, Mitsuko would inevitably have wanted to know what had happened. Now she didn't care; she would take things as they came. Mitsuko walked into the *Asahi Shimbun* office.

She ran into the Vice President walking quickly. Upon seeing Mitsuko, he immediately waved her over. When Mitsuko got close, the Vice President said nervously, "Prime Minister Hara has been assassinated!"

Hara Takashi had indeed been assassinated, and in broad daylight. At shortly past 7:00 PM on November 4, 1921, while Hara Takashi was boarding a train at Tokyo Station, a young man suddenly rushed out from the crowd and stabbed a short sword directly into Hara's left chest.

The short sword had been carefully sharpened and was extremely sharp, piercing directly through Hara's heart and lungs. Although the assassin was immediately subdued by those around Hara, Hara had already fallen. He passed away not long after.

When the news reached He Rui, he was not surprised. He had a certain degree of identification with Hara as a person, but he didn't care much about him. The Japanese "2.26" soldiers killed many key ministers; this was simply a characteristic of that era in Japan.

Ito Hirobumi was also a talent, yet wasn't he assassinated all the same? And by a Korean in Northeast China, no less. One Hara Takashi really didn't count for much.

Although He Rui didn't feel much about Hara, it concerned Japan after all. The Central Committee of the Civilization Party held a meeting to analyze future changes in Japan.

Since even He Rui didn't care about Hara, no one in the Civilization Party cared either. Everyone was concerned about whether Japan's future situation would change drastically due to Hara's assassination. The comrades knew that He Rui had quite a few connections in Japan, so all eyes were focused on him.

He Rui first posed a question: "Comrades, Japan's domain clique politics are being weakened, and party politics represented by Hara Takashi have come to the fore. what do you think is the reason for Japan's party politics reaching this point today?"

"Chairman, just say it straight. I think Japan's domain clique politics and party politics are actually the same medicine in a different broth," Cheng Ruofan was the first to speak his mind.

Everyone agreed with Cheng Ruofan urging He Rui to reveal the thread of the issue as soon as possible. Many also agreed with Cheng Ruofan's personal view that Japanese politics was 'old wine in new bottles.'

He Rui felt that Cheng Ruofan's view was rough but correct, yet also too simple and crude. But in the current situation, with only a little over a year left before the deadline He Rui had planned for war against Japan, the Central Committee—whether they knew about the war plans or not—were all responsible for a piece of the overall plan. Everyone was busy as bees; who had time for detailed political analysis?

So He Rui could only make a concluding statement. "There are still people in Japan who use military force for external expansion; these people have not been able to dominate Japanese politics for now. Japan is currently like a pressure cooker, with domestic pressure almost impossible to release. The path Hara Takashi wanted to take was a relatively peaceful one: to obtain China's market and capital."

Wu Youping, the Chief Executive of the Northeast Government, couldn't help but sneer. The Northeast Government indeed had no money in hand right now, but it possessed a market worth billions of silver dollars. Massive amounts of wealth were flowing through this market, acting as a carrier of general equivalents, moving back and forth in various production sectors of the Northeast. It provided capital for production, wages for teachers in infrastructure and basic education, and currency for students' free lunches. Or it entered the hands of laborers as wages, becoming purchasing power in the market.

The Northeast Party, government, and military had put their full effort into managing and maintaining this to achieve the current situation; how could they let foreigners dip their fingers in? If anyone wanted to do so, Wu Youping would jump out and resolutely oppose it. What was a Japanese Prime Minister Hara Takashi worth?

Other comrades did not have as detailed an understanding of the Northeast economy as Chief Executive Wu Youping, but everyone could understand that the Northeast was undoubtedly a piece of fat meat in Japan's eyes. As members of the Northeast Government, everyone was extremely disgusted with Japan.

He Rui did not deliberately provoke emotions. The Northeast Party, government, and military personnel were already full of hostility towards Japan. This was a contradiction based on national interests; if anyone identified with Japan, that person could basically be confirmed as a traitor.

From the perspective of academic research, one could avoid discussing good and evil or right and wrong. But as people in reality, they had a motherland. Moreover, what Japan was doing was completely different from the Communism that transcended the motherland; it was the imperialist robber logic that Communism opposed.

He Rui continued to explain, "Hara's death proves that Japan's domestic economic situation is deteriorating. Under the worsening economic situation, the line struggle has intensified. There are two ways to solve economic deterioration. One is to solve it internally: cut expenditures that are meaningless to the production sector, such as military spending, while increasing effective expenditures. But this method is completely unsuitable for current Japan because Japan's resources are not enough to support Japanese industrial upgrading. If Japanese industry cannot upgrade, it cannot compete with European and American goods. Not to mention Europe and America, even when Japanese industrial goods compete with ours, their cost-performance ratio is already starting to lose out. You all should have a sense of this, right?"

Many of the comrades in the Central Committee engaged in administrative and economic work laughed out loud. This was true; Northeast China's industrial development really felt like it was advancing by leaps and bounds.

Industrial Minister Zhuang Jiaxiong couldn't help but praise in his barely passable Mandarin, "The development path set by the Chairman is good."

This could indeed be taken as flattery, but everyone was genuinely happy to flatter. Because Zhuang Jiaxiong's words were also a fact.

In the beginning, many factories in the Northeast were purchased as complete sets from Britain and France, and large sums were spent to hire European and American engineers and technicians to commission and run the machines. He Rui ordered the selection of bright, observant workers; one foreign technician was assigned three trainees to learn from them.

In the process, the Party Committee constantly summarized learning experiences and figured out methods to learn the capabilities of those foreign technicians as quickly as possible.

Meanwhile, local Chinese engineers, including He Rui, provided theoretical knowledge, attempting to move from theory to practice to understand the principles and operating essentials of foreign equipment in the shortest possible time.

The first three years could truly be described as 'humble and cautious.' But the Chinese people were very smart. In three years, as foreign engineers and technicians continued to leave, local Northeast engineers and technicians had completely mastered the use of existing equipment.

At the beginning of introducing equipment, He Rui had invested tremendous effort into the construction and research of materials science. With the investment of time and money, huge progress had been made. Parts for many foreign machines had been localized. With localized parts and a thorough understanding of design concepts, imitation naturally occurred, followed by redesigning equipment and production lines according to the Northeast's 'metric units.'

In the eyes of technicians trained under the Northeast Government's metric education system, the British imperial system truly felt somewhat anti-human.

By this time, everyone understood what 'gap' meant. Laymen and experts couldn't discuss gaps, and it was hard to describe the gap between outsiders and insiders. Only between beginners and forerunners could one talk about a gap.

A gap—one is only qualified to talk about a gap if one understands how the other party works and what they have done.

Just like materials science, one must start construction from the mining industry, beginning with aspects that require massive research and are extremely boring, like ore composition analysis. He Rui had made huge contributions in this field. Many ingenious ideas pointed out the direction for manufacturing analytical instruments.

Just knowing it is iron ore without knowing the ore's composition, relying only on the naked eye or god-knows-what shamanistic judgment methods—it is impossible to figure out the ore composition no matter what. Apart from guessing, it is absolutely impossible to manufacture the materials needed for various components.

Having the ability to figure out the composition lays a solid foundation for industrial technological development. Smelting, refining, and post-processing are just processes that require time and funds to pile up results.

He Rui waited for the noisy discussion to subside before quieting the comrades. "Comrades, the essence of imperialism is internal oppression and external plunder. Solving economic deterioration from within is what I just mentioned. The other method is to export contradictions externally. Therefore, imperialist countries without exception must build a powerful army for external plunder. In the claims of the Japanese right-wingers, the suffering of the Japanese people should be transferred outwards and borne by foreigners. Japan, this pauper imperialist, actually doesn't have the ability to achieve such a goal. Due to their insufficient industrial technology, before they can forge an army capable of wantonly invading other countries, Japan's domestic economy will collapse first. Therefore, Japan's military construction will be subject to huge limitations. This limitation is not due to a lack of determination by that group of people, but is limited by Japan's own industrial strength. So no matter how powerful the Japanese army is on their own paper, in reality, it must be what they can build before their economy collapses."

The latter part seemed a bit too theoretical. However, after analyzing it, the comrades understood what He Rui meant.

The comrades in the military had actually learned this part of the judgment and analysis method long ago. Precisely because they had analyzed and learned it, they had lost their fear of the Japanese army.

The reason for fear lies in 'not understanding.' Since they had figured out Japan's upper limit, they could come up with ways to solve problems encountered in war.

Seeing that everyone understood, He Rui then said to the Central Committee members, "Since Japan's current economic situation cannot be changed, Hara's death represents the failure of Japan's line of solving problems domestically. Striking first—we absolutely cannot wait for Japan to be ready to fight us before seeking a counterattack."

Those Central Committee members who did not know about He Rui's plan for war against Japan were hearing his war decision for the first time, and they couldn't help but show expressions of surprise.
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