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⚖ Workers of the World, Unite! ⚖


Chapter 221: Countdown to War: Year One (Part 1)

Volume 3 — Chapter 1

❧ ❧ ❧


Wang Donglu had become completely accustomed to his work overalls and working in a factory where the smell of machine oil permeated everything. With the expansion of trade between Soviet Russia and the Northeast, the scent of oil in the factory was heavier than before.

This meant the factory had a greater supply of oil; the lubrication and rust prevention for equipment and parts were no longer as stretched as they had been.

As a military representative and apprentice worker, Wang Donglu was attending a meeting. The factory director had brought out new products recently shipped back from Europe and the United States, and was discussing "reverse engineering" with the factory's technical staff.

Another, less precise name for reverse engineering was "copying." From a personal perspective, it was indeed somewhat embarrassing. From a national perspective, it merely proved that there was a huge gap between the Northeast's industrial strength and that of the established industrial powers.

However, in order to catch up with the world's advanced levels, to gain market share in the Chinese market, and to fill the Chinese market with Chinese goods as much as possible, reverse engineering was necessary and had to be vigorously promoted.

By the end of the meeting, the arrangements for how to reverse engineer these products had been determined. Wang Donglu was assigned to the mold group.

After work in the afternoon, Wang Donglu changed into another set of overalls, ate dinner in the cafeteria, and then hurried straight to night school.

From the day of its establishment, the Northeast Government's educational institutions had decided on a policy of "walking on two legs": not only striving to build full-time compulsory education but also building an adult re-education system. Night schools provided teaching for this adult re-education.

Initially, Wang Donglu himself had wanted to apply to Northeast University and had passed the entrance exam. However, the organization arranged for Wang Donglu to go down to the factories and participate in night school education.

Night school education carried the same academic certification as full-time education. Even though Wang Donglu felt he didn't like it, he obeyed the organization's arrangement. Moreover, Wang Donglu gradually felt that night school education was actually quite good; after all, he accumulated many questions during his day job, and the theoretical parts of the night school curriculum often gave him a sense of sudden enlightenment.

Just as he arrived at the night school entrance, he saw several familiar faces. They were colleagues Wang Donglu had known during his brief stint in the Security Bureau. At this moment, they were not wearing uniforms but were in plain clothes, lingering around the night school entrance and nearby areas.

Wang Donglu decided to pretend he hadn't seen them, but he felt uncomfortable inside. Was the Security Bureau going to carry out some operation at the night school?

Even his brief experience in the Security Bureau had made Wang Donglu understand the scope of its business. The main work of the Security Bureau was actually not fighting and killing; it was a department with considerable technical content. It analyzed, understood, and judged people and things that were harmful to the Northeast Government, and formulated preventive measures against these threats.

Wang Donglu's initial contact with the Security Bureau was when he, as a member of the Beijing Student Union during the May Fourth Movement, came to the Northeast to link up with students from various universities to seek to launch demonstrations together, expressing a strong desire to recover rights in the Northeast.

However, in the eyes of the Northeast Government, outsiders inciting mass activities in the Northeast threatened the social order. Naturally, this had to be nipped in the bud. This had nothing to do with whether what Wang Donglu wanted to do was right or wrong; the Northeast Government considered social stability first. As long as society was stable, when to hold anti-Japanese demonstrations and how many to hold was not an issue.

So Wang Donglu did not continue to dwell on this issue. What he had to do now was to quickly complete his apprenticeship as a skilled worker and complete university courses including mathematics, physics, and basic chemistry as soon as possible. To become a member of the Aircraft Design Institute, one not only had to understand the basic knowledge required for aircraft design but also had to have practical processing experience. Working in the factory had indeed taught Wang Donglu too much.

The next afternoon, Wang Donglu suddenly received an order to wait for a talk. The factory naturally had offices. Seeing the personnel who arrived, Wang Donglu was stunned. The three people looked like they were from the Organization Department. Although they looked calm, the underlying coldness and vigilance were truly unsettling. Especially the younger one among the three, whose expression held a sense of danger. That was an attitude of struggle.

Similar to previous political vetting, after asking a few basic questions about his family and personal information, the young cadre from the Organization Department asked, "Mr. Wang Donglu, according to your experience at Tsinghua School, you have always wanted to study in Europe or America."

Wang Donglu immediately replied, "There are already relevant schools in China, I no longer need to go to Europe or America."

The young cadre's sharp gaze flashed. "By saying this, can we understand that if you encounter a more suitable opportunity, you would still choose to study abroad in Europe or America?"

Wang Donglu was stunned; this question was somewhat condemning. And this content... obviously used the method of logic. Logic only cares whether the logic is valid; propositions only care whether the proposition is a proposition, not whether the content is correct. This was something he had learned in the basic training of the Security Bureau, and it was also mentioned in the "Subject Logic" at the beginning of every university course later.

Since the other party spoke like this, even though Wang Donglu was very unhappy, he thought for a moment and replied, "My goal is to achieve success in the aircraft industry, and then serve China's aircraft industry."

The young cadre continued to ask, "To become an aircraft industry expert, how much are you willing to pay?"

Wang Donglu was momentarily unsure what the other party wanted to ask. Things seemed to have started entering a dangerous situation, so Wang Donglu simply asked, "May I ask what has happened?"

The other party did not answer the question but just looked at Wang Donglu silently. Wang Donglu knew that the matter must not be simple, so he replied, "My goal is to let China produce the best aircraft in the world; this is my ideal..."

Speaking of this, Wang Donglu suddenly had a realization and continued, "In terms of academic studies, I obey the organization's arrangements."

It was clear that this sentence hit the mark. The older Organization Department cadre, who had not spoken until now, finally opened his mouth. "Comrade Wang Donglu, it is good that you can understand this point. Now there may be some people who will make suggestions to you, for example, that you can go to study in Europe or America."

Wang Donglu was stunned. He really hadn't thought such a possibility existed before. Who would suggest that Wang Donglu go to study in Europe or America? Studying abroad was a very expensive affair and had many relevant restrictions.

...If someone proposed such conditions to Wang Donglu, he would truly have some expectations.

"I will obey the organization's arrangements," Wang Donglu replied.

After the meeting ended, the three Organization Department cadres remained in the conference room, communicating in low voices. "Wang Donglu still has expectations for studying abroad, but his social connections have little contact with Japan."

"Looking at his current situation, no one has attempted to contact him yet."

"There is basically no overlap between Wang Donglu's social connections and Japan."

These cadres did not evaluate Wang Donglu himself but analyzed the people Wang Donglu might contact based on the intelligence collected during the talk.

After the analysis, a summary of this talk was written down: *Wang Donglu's foreign connections are not numerous; his relatives already studying abroad have not contacted him intensively. He can be temporarily classified as a non-dangerous person.*

Wang Donglu was temporarily classified as a non-dangerous person, but there were always people who would be classified as dangerous. For instance, the accessories factory where Wang Donglu worked mainly produced bearings, and among them were figures with relatively deep overseas connections.

In the subsequent interviews, some people were very dissatisfied with those sharp questions, and the hostile sentiment in the dialogue was relatively high.

Not only the bearing factory, but state-owned enterprises across the Northeast were all undergoing such a series of interviews. For foreign-funded enterprises, they didn't do it this way. But members of foreign-funded enterprises had all been classified as "personnel requiring investigation."

The lead for this operation was not the Organization Department, but the National Security Bureau (NSB). The reports had to be sent to the NSB. Because Wang Donglu had worked in the NSB, his report was picked out and put together with the group of personnel requiring investigation. There were quite a few people like Wang Donglu; after all, the Northeast had recruited too many outsiders in recent years. Technical personnel from Beijing, Tianjin, and Shanghai came to the Northeast for employment. They already possessed certain professional capabilities before they came, and they had all obtained decent positions in the overall industrial development of the Northeast.

NSB Director Wang Bin's once chubby face had thinned recently, thinned a lot. With one year left before the war against Japan, the NSB had a truly massive amount of work. Once the war started, Japanese nationals in the Northeast had to be arrested and sent to concentration camps.

This was not something only the Northeast would do; Japan would do the same.

In addition, there were many factories opened by Japanese in the Northeast. These factories had to be taken over immediately. In order for the factories to continue operating well during the war, the personnel in the factories also had to be screened.

There were many Japanese in the Northeast, some of whom had very unusual relationships with Japan. Among this group, a batch would be placed under house arrest, or even sent to special labor camps for controlled labor.

Wang Bin knew this was unreasonable, even cruel. No one dared to say victory was certain, and the interests involved in the war were too vast. Compared to the unexpected losses in the war, this bit of cruelty was a necessary evil.

The first to move was not the Security Bureau; the Security Bureau also had to wait for the Ministry of Civil Affairs' Northeast population census to operate before it could collect so much information.

Wang Bin was a bit tired. He stood up and walked out. In the courtyard, a machine from some department was making a continuous noise. This sound reminded Wang Bin of the resident population data sorting.

Every person had a file in their place of household registration, and among the many files was a search card. There wasn't much content written on the card, just information like name and date of birth.

These cards had holes in various different positions. Initially, Wang Bin didn't understand this latest equipment. It wasn't until he went to the sorting center and found that a rather ingenious machine could pick out cards with a hole in a certain fixed position from a batch of cards in batches. Every time he remembered this process, Wang Bin felt very shocked.

Originally mixed cards represented personnel from different residential areas. Just by looking, one really couldn't see any difference. When many cards were stacked together, there wasn't a completely identical hole. So it just looked like a thick stack of cards, only with some holes on the left side of the first one.

But as the machine ran non-stop, a large number of different cards went through automatic sorting, and on the stack of cards that finally came out, there were holes in a certain position. A long metal rod passed through the holes, as if stringing together a deck of cards organized to extreme regularity.

This was the work the Northeast Government had now completed in household registration management. Wang Bin had once thought that selecting people with certain characteristics from among nearly 40 million people was an incredibly tedious job. It would require countless manpower to sort; anyway, the Security Bureau could absolutely not have the manpower to complete such work.

Now Wang Bin finally understood that there were capable people in the government. What Wang Bin could think of, others had also thought of. What Wang Bin couldn't solve, others had already solved.

Moreover, this equipment used metal parts, and the cards were stuck between the metal parts. Unless a force capable of destroying the metal parts appeared, the cards could be used repeatedly within a certain limit. Processing these metal parts was itself a huge workload. The files of 40 million people—really, just thinking about it made Wang Bin's head swell.

But the fact before him was that such difficult work had been completed. What Wang Bin and the comrades of the Security Bureau had to do was to make full use of these screened results to improve the probability of victory in the war.

When his energy had recovered somewhat, Wang Bin walked back to the office building but didn't return to his office. Another task of the Security Bureau was to crack down on illegal Japanese surveying personnel. Japan had obtained many privileges in a series of treaties. Intelligence gathering in modern warfare was extremely important, so Japan sent many people to conduct surveying in the Northeast.

The Security Bureau certainly couldn't allow Japanese outside the concessions to act at will. Besides arresting illegal Japanese surveyors upon sight, they also had to determine the assembly points of these guys based on the actions of the arrested and collected illegal Japanese surveyors.

Recently, this work had begun to enter a new stage. The Security Bureau had not only circled several locations but also circled a batch of "unsafe" people.

Most of these were Northeast people who had dealings with the South Manchuria Railway Company (Mantetsu). As the saying goes, "those living on a mountain live off the mountain, those living near water live off the water"; this group of people earned benefits from this cooperative relationship.

Therefore, in the "dangerous personnel" list formulated by the Security Bureau, this group accounted for a considerable proportion. Once the war started, this group had to be arrested in full before the war, and their families also needed to be controlled first.

As soon as Wang Bin came in, he asked about the progress of the investigation targeting this group. Unexpectedly, a Security Bureau staff member immediately said, "Director Wang, we have also discovered a loophole. That is, the drug traffickers smuggling controlled items have dealings with the old upper class in Shenyang."

"Oh?" Wang Bin hadn't expected this.

The Security Bureau comrade asked, "Director Wang, how should we contact the anti-narcotics department?"

Wang Bin thought for a moment and replied, "We won't contact them. I'll find other departments."

So Wang Bin returned to his office, picked up the phone, and called the Military Commission directly.

It was already close to the "Year's Beginning" (Sui Shou). In the Northeast, especially for the people who had lived in the Northeast before He Rui arrived, they were already very used to this term. Everyone's only doubt about this term was why "Year's Beginning" wasn't called "New Year."

After all, New Year's Eve was also called "Shou Sui" (Guarding the Year).

So the Northeast newspapers took this opportunity to carry out a round of terminology propaganda, and incidentally introduced astronomical knowledge such as the Earth, and the application of astronomy in the calendar.

On December 29, 1921, the *Northeast Daily* published an article on the front page: "Drug Smuggling Resurges, Foreign Drug Traffickers Engage in Gunfight with Our Border Defense Forces at the Border."

The Northeast had spent tremendous effort on drug prohibition in the past few years, with remarkable results. The public hadn't seen news about drug trafficking for two years. Moreover, not only the *Northeast Daily*, but also the *Northeast Military Daily* and *Northeast Business Daily* covered it for three consecutive days.

Because the living standards of the people in the Northeast had generally improved in recent years, local drug traffickers in the Northeast had been executed cleanly. Foreign drug traffickers knew that the Northeast Government was ruthless in its drug prohibition methods and didn't dare to risk their lives.

However, there are always people willing to do a business that costs one's head, but no one does a business that loses money. Foreign drug traffickers began to try to penetrate the Northeast one after another, wanting to make a big profit from the Northeast.

As the major anti-narcotics campaign in the Northeast ended, the people ceased paying attention to anti-narcotics actions, so the drug traffickers caught and executed in the past two years hadn't really made the newspapers.

However, in the news, this action was very intense. Some Japanese drug traffickers crossed the border and entered the Northeast. The border defense forces originally thought these people were just smugglers. If smugglers were caught, at most their smuggled goods would be confiscated; it was far from a situation worth risking their lives.

Unexpectedly, this group of Japanese smugglers suddenly pulled out weapons and attacked the approaching border defense forces, and a battle broke out between the two sides. Although the border defense forces eventually wiped out ten smugglers, capturing seven and killing three, the border defense forces also suffered losses of one serious injury and two minor injuries.

Checking the seized smuggled goods, it was discovered that they had hidden a lot of morphine among the smuggled goods. This matter turned from a strict cross-border smuggling case into armed drug trafficking.

Even if it wasn't armed drug trafficking, just smuggling drugs—trafficking more than 50 grams of morphine or 150 grams of opium was already enough for the death penalty. Once it involved armed drug trafficking, there was no other result but death.

So the newspapers began to discuss "which drug addicts are still unable to quit drugs and have to rely on drugs to continue their trash-like lives."

After reading this report, Security Bureau Director Wang Bin praised the comrades of the Military Commission in his heart for a job well done!

Although this suggestion was also provided by the Security Bureau, the action of the Military Commission comrades was so clean and neat, proving that everyone's execution ability was truly reassuring.

All the questions in the newspaper were correct and reasonable. However, such propaganda was indeed "Xiang Zhuang performing the sword dance with his mind on Pei Gong" (having an ulterior motive).

Arresting and shooting drug traffickers was as normal and simple as breathing in the Northeast. But raising the question "who is still continuing to take drugs" was a very normal question, yet also an extremely targeted one.

Even with the improved living standards of the Northeast people, drugs were an expense that ordinary families could absolutely not afford.

The Northeast Government actually also imported opium, and even set up production factories specifically in South America, purchasing coca leaves locally in South American countries to produce cocaine.

But these controlled chemicals were all used in the medical field; for instance, cocaine itself was a very good anesthetic in the field of anesthesia. It was needed when pulling teeth.

So the price of these drugs was actually not high. Because the Northeast Government had never intended to use these controlled drugs for profit.

But the drug traffickers didn't think so. And the fellows who had the money to take drugs mostly had inextricable links with the old upper class of the Northeast. And this group of people had close relationships with the Japanese. At least in the eyes of the Security Bureau, their relationship with Japan was "extremely ambiguous."
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Chapter 222: Countdown to War Year One (2)

Volume 3 — Chapter 2

❧ ❧ ❧


The steady roar of the engine suddenly became rapid and irregular. Before the driver could curse, there was a loud *bang*. The truck shuddered, its speed dropping immediately until it came to a halt in the middle of the road.

The driver couldn't even be bothered to curse. He stepped on the brakes, steadied the vehicle, turned around, and slid open the window between the cab and the canvas-covered truck bed. "Breakdown," he shouted to the back. "You'll have to walk."

The people in the back seemed speechless, but since it had happened, there was no helping it. The rear canvas flap opened, and someone jumped down, unlatched the tailgate, and lowered it. Detectives armed with pistols jumped out. The captain in charge shouted, "Form up! Attention! Count off!"

"One, two, three, four..." The count sounded in succession.

The detectives had set out by truck; if someone was missing from the truck, it would obviously be noticed. The count-off was partly regulation, but largely because the captain felt a bit nauseous from the bumpy ride and needed a moment.

Hearing that his colleagues' voices were normal, the captain relaxed. "Move out!"

The citizens of Shenyang were somewhat surprised to see the police moving in formation. Since He Rui took charge of Shenyang, there had been several rounds of public security campaigns. With a firm attitude toward restoring order and mobilizing the masses to fight crime, Shenyang's security was worlds apart from before. By now, it had been a year since police were seen moving in such large squads.

Under the surprised gaze of the roadside crowd, the detectives walked two blocks and stopped outside the Anhui Merchants Guild Hall. Seeing this scene, the people outside the Guild Hall all stopped to watch. Since the police department had been reorganized by He Rui, although it was still a law enforcement agency capable of violence, it had transformed from the running dogs of the powerful into the protectors of public security. While the masses might not necessarily *like* the police, they no longer held a hostile attitude.

Now that the police were confronting the Anhui Merchants Guild, this was going to be a show worth watching!

Onlookers gathered quickly. The police, serious but not brutal, established a cordon to prevent the crowd from blocking the entrance.

Before the crowd had fully settled, several people walked out of the Guild Hall. The leader was a Southern man wearing a silk long gown and *magua* jacket, topped with a fedora. Seeing the police captain, the man took off his hat and spoke politely, "Gentlemen, thank you for your trouble. Please, follow us inside."

Seeing that no conflict had erupted, the crowd surged forward again. Fortunately, it wasn't just the detectives who had arrived; comrades from the local police station soon followed. They held back the public, allowing the detectives to disengage and enter the Guild Hall.

Crossing the courtyard, which had been swept clean of snow, they arrived at the main hall. The man introduced himself first. "I am the Master of the Anhui Merchants Guild in the Northeast. My surname is Liu. May I ask this officer... what is your honorable surname?"

"We are from the Shenyang Criminal Investigation Detachment. I am Dong Ligang, and this is my identification." Captain Dong produced his police ID as he spoke.

Guild Master Liu took it, looked it over, and returned it to Captain Dong. Even facing a squad of armed detectives, Liu showed no timidity. He asked gently, "I wonder what brings Officer Dong here?"

Captain Dong answered frankly, "We are here to bring in Li Bingqian and Liu Ziyu of your Guild for questioning. Are they currently in the Guild Hall?"

Liu nodded. "May I see the warrant?"

Officer Dong signaled to a comrade behind him. A clerk immediately pulled the arrest warrant from a briefcase and handed it to Liu.

No one was worried that Liu would dare destroy the document. If he did, he would be arrested immediately. Obstruction of justice was a serious crime, and destroying official documents was a specific offense in the legal code. With both crimes combined, Liu would be eating prison food.

After reading it, Liu returned the document to Captain Dong and asked, "Officer Dong, these two are indeed in the Guild Hall. But what is their crime?"

"Consuming narcotics and purchasing smuggled goods." Officer Dong repeated the content of the warrant. He had to remain restrained, though he was very unhappy inside. But the other party was, after all, the Anhui Merchants Guild, and his superiors had made it clear that procedures must be followed. Of course, if the Guild dared to harbor criminals or resist law enforcement, they would handle it according to the rules. The Anhui Merchants Guild did have influence on the Northeast's economy, but no matter how much influence they had, they could not break the law. Especially the Anti-Drug Law.

Guild Master Liu did not smoke opium himself, nor did he like those who did. But in parts of China outside the Northeast, drug use was considered a personal vice, and selling opium was just a commercial activity. Although despised by many, he had never seen a place strike against it as severely as the Northeast. It was clear that He Rui, the Chairman of the Northeast Government, hated drug trafficking and use to the bone, just as the rumors said.

Even so, Liu wanted to try a gentler approach. "Officer Dong, that such people have appeared among our Anhui merchants is heartbreaking to us colleagues; we feel they have truly let themselves go. However, could you please return for now? We will have these two surrender themselves to the Public Security Bureau."

Hearing this, Officer Dong couldn't help but sneer. "Heh, Guild Master Liu, as far as we know, these two have been buying smuggled morphine from Japan for over a year. If they wanted to surrender, wasn't four hundred days enough time? Why is it that only now, when we show up at the door, do they think of surrendering? It is too late. If Guild Master Liu is willing to bring them out, that is best. If not, we will have to execute our official duties."

Guild Master Liu was greatly displeased. The Anhui Merchants did huge business in the Northeast; of the goods sold from the Northeast to the Yangtze River valley, the Anhui merchants purchased thirty percent. The man before him was just a police officer, not even a superintendent, yet he dared to be so ungracious. Liu felt he had lost face.

Moreover, Liu felt his request was not excessive. Everyone in the world needed a bit of face. If those two had committed heinous capital crimes, and the police stormed in to grab them under the public gaze, he would have to accept it. But these two were merely addicted to morphine shots—hardly a capital offense. At most, they would be sent to a drug rehabilitation labor camp for six months. was it worth stripping the Anhui Merchants Guild of its face for this?

For a moment, Liu wondered if the other party wanted a bribe, or if the Guild had offended someone and this was retaliation. He instinctively wanted to probe. But on second thought, the Northeast Government was very strict about bribery, and Officer Dong was aggressive; attempting to bribe him might just hand him a handle to use against them.

Putting aside thoughts of bribery, Liu said, "Allow me to go to the back and bring them out."

Officer Dong felt no need to rush. The political commissar of the Public Security Bureau had instructed that the Anhui Merchants Guild would likely misunderstand at first, and that they must be allowed to exhaust their methods so they would eventually understand just how important the drug ban was to the Northeast.

Sure enough, Liu did not go to get the men but instead made a phone call. The operator connected him to the Merchant Bureau, and soon the voice of Director Morrison's secretary came through. "Who is calling, please?"

Hearing it was Guild Master Liu, the secretary quickly transferred the call to Morrison. When Director Morrison picked up, Liu quickly explained the situation and requested, "Director Morrison, we are not trying to hide anyone. We just want to save some face. As soon as the detectives leave, we will immediately send those two to the squad. The Anhui Merchants Guild will absolutely not interfere with the investigation afterward. We ask Director Morrison to do us this favor."

There was no answer from the other end. Liu wasn't worried that Morrison didn't understand Chinese; this Englishman had been in China for twenty years and spoke Beijing dialect more fluently than Liu himself.

Morrison pondered for a long while before replying, "Guild Master Liu, the Northeast is a region of rule of law. How can I interfere with the judicial process? I cannot help with this."

Hearing this, Liu hurriedly said, "This isn't a judicial issue. And regarding the drug ban, previous notices said that family members should persuade addicts to surrender to the Public Security Bureau. We Anhui merchants are strangers in a strange land; distant relatives are not as good as close neighbors. The members of our Guild are practically half-relatives. We will immediately persuade them to surrender—this is also in accordance with the rules."

Morrison felt very conflicted. As the Director of the Merchant Bureau, his job was to attract investment. After twenty years in China, Morrison was well-versed in Chinese social relations. Especially in an industrial region like the Northeast, social relations were actually becoming more like the British model.

Never mind China—even in Britain, if someone was taken directly from the home of a wealthy and powerful person, it was a humiliating affair. The family would try to find a way to handle it with dignity.

Morrison completely understood that doing this directly would undoubtedly strain relations. As for the Guild harboring the criminals, it was unlikely. If they let the men escape now, it would be shameless. Whether in China or Britain, once face was torn apart, there was nothing left to discuss; things would proceed however they must. "Civilians do not fight officials" was not just a Chinese reality, but a global one.

However, precisely because Morrison understood, he dared not intervene recklessly. The Criminal Investigation Detachment had political commissars, and these commissars were not inexperienced youths. Morrison didn't believe for a second that they didn't know the impact this would have before they acted.

Finally, Morrison could only ask Liu to wait. After hanging up, he called the Criminal Investigation Detachment.

The initial receiver was the captain, but Morrison politely asked for the political commissar. Soon, a rather young voice sounded in the receiver. "Director Morrison, hello."

Morrison briefly confirmed the situation and then asked, "Commissar, is it necessary to go to this extent?"

The commissar chuckled. "Director Morrison, this is our sixth formal dealing with the Anhui Merchants. The previous times were under the last Guild Master; there were cases of revenge killings and human trafficking within the Guild. In three of those cases, the perpetrators have still not been caught. We can't just *not* go to their door every time, can we? Director Morrison, why don't you call and persuade them again? Is obeying the law really that difficult?"

Hearing this, Morrison knew a peaceful resolution was likely impossible. He could only hang up. But after thinking it over, he felt he should contact He Rui. If He Rui had a judgment on this, the general direction would be clear. After all, attracting investment wasn't easy, and the Anhui merchants had real money. If the police were allowed to slap their faces in public, the merchants might feel targeted, which wouldn't be good for future investment.

Finally, Morrison summoned the courage to call He Rui. He Rui happened to be in his office, and soon his enthusiastic voice rang out. "Director Morrison, it's been a long time. How have you been? Shall we have a meal when you have time?"

Hearing this, Morrison suddenly realized it had indeed been a long time since he had seen He Rui. He Rui was becoming busier and busier, traveling everywhere; he was probably away from Shenyang for half the year.

After exchanging pleasantries, Morrison straightforwardly explained the Anhui Merchants Guild matter to He Rui. After listening, He Rui chuckled coldly. "Mr. Morrison, you are British. You surely know how much money Britain made from the drug trade. Infecting tens of millions of Chinese with addiction... when the addiction strikes, the men rob and cheat, selling their sons and daughters; the women sell their bodies. The affected population is nearly the size of Britain's entire population, isn't it? China did not originally produce opium. Historical records show opium trade in the Tang Dynasty, and by the late Ming and early Qing, the annual trade was only a few chests, perhaps a dozen at most. You surely have heard how much was sold later, haven't you? If you haven't, would you like me to tell you the numbers?"

Morrison regretted making the call. In recent years, he had almost forgotten he was British; to some extent, he felt like a Chinese official.

Hearing He Rui speak like this, Morrison felt he was asking for humiliation. But having reached this point, he felt he could not lose his dignity. He replied, "You do not need to tell me the numbers. Although I do not know the exact figures, I know it is a very large number. Right now, I only wish to remind Your Excellency that this matter will make the Anhui Merchants feel alienated. Are you prepared to bear such a result?"

He Rui replied coldly, "If the Anhui Merchants Guild feels alienated, then let them be alienated. They feel we are bullying them and not giving them face. We feel that 'a thousand-mile dike is destroyed by an ant's nest.' These people know full well that the Northeast bans drugs, yet they not only continue to use them but also purchase smuggled drugs—committing two crimes at once. Since things have reached this point, if we were to save their face, surely it should be the Anhui Merchants Guild running the Northeast, not us. Don't you think?"

Morrison completely understood He Rui's meaning, and even more so, his mood. Maintaining the utmost politeness, Morrison managed to say, "I understand Your Excellency's meaning. Let us end the discussion here for today."

Putting down the phone, Morrison felt incredibly wretched. Being reminded of his British identity by He Rui hurt him deeply.

As a Briton, Morrison certainly knew that China and Britain had fought wars in the past—wars that created tragedies and bred hatred. And this tragedy had not only failed to subside but had become a source of hatred due to China's rising nationalism. Morrison truly hadn't expected that even a rational, objective statesman like He Rui was so deeply affected.

Nowadays, when China was mentioned, the first reaction was often that Britain was a state drug trafficker. Mention a British person, and they were an opium dealer. As a Briton, and a medical doctor from the University of Edinburgh, none of the many British people Morrison had met were opium dealers. And Morrison's many classmates, medical or otherwise, were all opposed to the consumption of opium and other narcotics.

It could even be said that educated people in Britain were well aware of the harms of opium. So, although opium was still considered a medicine and a legal trade good in the current world, Morrison did not find He Rui's intense "drug ban" in the Northeast problematic.

However, in what he heard today, He Rui's motivation for banning drugs contained a component of national humiliation. Opium was not just treated as a "drug" that ruined ordinary lives, but was linked to the humiliation brought by foreign invasion. This kind of emotion and logic was something Morrison had never felt from He Rui before.

That is to say, although He Rui was well-versed in European culture and the British-led world order, he held a strong hostility toward the British Empire. When this hostility mixed with anger, even the usually cautious, self-possessed, objective, and rational He Rui was heavily influenced by such emotions.

Morrison felt disappointed—truly disappointed. Originally, he had been full of anticipation for He Rui becoming China's leader. In Morrison's vision, a man like He Rui, who seemed like a Western political leader, would use his broad mind and brilliant political wisdom to establish a peaceful and stable Far East order. This would allow a coordinated Far East order to connect with the Versailles order established at the Paris Peace Conference, thereby constructing a peaceful world order system.

It was precisely because of this idea that Morrison was willing to serve He Rui, acting as a bridge of communication between China and Britain.

Morrison had even resolved that if things developed in that direction, he would do his utmost to communicate the views of both sides, resolving conflicts as much as possible, and fighting for China's interests in areas where Britain had indeed clearly damaged them.

He hadn't expected such a dream to suffer a head-on blow. No matter how much Morrison did for the Northeast Government, in He Rui's eyes, he was just a Briton—a person from a state-drug-trafficking nation, who was naturally an opium dealer.

The psychological shock made Morrison feel the world spinning. A massive sense of powerlessness and despair drowned him like a tidal wave, leaving him almost unable to breathe.

At that moment, the telephone rang. Morrison's secretary walked in carefully and asked, "Director, it's the Anhui Merchants Guild again."

Feeling as if all his hopes had turned to ash, Morrison answered weakly, "Tell them to hand the people over. That is my advice."

The secretary had heard Morrison call He Rui but didn't know what was said. Seeing Morrison's reaction, he went to return the call.

On the other end, Guild Master Liu was greatly disappointed by the answer. But Liu did not give up. Since the Merchant Bureau wouldn't work, there were others who could speak up. So Liu continued to make several calls. Unexpectedly, the others were much more blunt than Morrison. Upon hearing the matter, they immediately said, "Hand the people over immediately!"

Now Liu knew things were definitely not as flexible as he had thought. Since it had come to this, there was no other way but to hand them over.

Before going to bring the men out, a thought involuntarily rose in Liu's mind: *Will we still be able to stay in the Northeast?*
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Director of the Merchants Bureau, Morrison, found his low spirits dissipating within a mere hour. Before the end of the workday, he received a call from He Rui's office, asking if he would like to join him for dinner that evening. Morrison asked calmly, "Where to?"

"Do you have a preferred restaurant, Director Morrison?" the office staffer inquired.

Morrison thought for a moment. "I find the food at Canteen No. 3 in the government office dining hall quite good."

Half an hour later, He Rui and Morrison were seated in a private room at Canteen No. 3 of the Northeast Government's office dining hall. Neither mentioned their previous minor conflict. Given their respective statures, bringing up such a trivial matter again would only signify a complete falling out. The very fact that they were sitting here eating together was a statement in itself.

"This Qingjiang fish is truly tender," Morrison praised comfortably after finishing half the dish.

"Indeed," He Rui agreed, then lowered his voice. "I don't know what happened recently with that 'Big Plate Chicken' (Da Pan Ji); the meat has become rather dry and tough."

Morrison nodded repeatedly. Canteen No. 3 had once won great acclaim for its Big Plate Chicken, but it had fallen out of Morrison's favor as the soft, succulent chicken meat began to become "chewier."

As a polite gentleman, Morrison, like He Rui, chose not to vocalize his criticism. There were plenty of people who preferred a chewier texture, so Morrison's preference for tenderness could not be taken as the universal standard for taste.

Having eaten their fill, the two clinked glasses. He Rui then asked, "If we implement a tiered tax rate for enterprises, how significant do you think the impact will be?"

Morrison had heard rumors of this. As Director of the Merchants Bureau, he naturally had to consider what favorable conditions could be used to attract investment. Morrison felt he had learned much on the job. Five years ago, the Northeast attracted investment by relying on high returns. That phase ended with the conclusion of the European War and the end of profiteering. Afterward, the Northeast continued to secure investment by offering stable and predictable relatively high returns.

This could no longer rely merely on opportunity, but rather on the Northeast's excellent business environment. For instance, the Northeast's good public security, smooth logistics, and government officials who did not engage in graft or extortion. More importantly, investors had to believe that the Northeast Government led by He Rui would not suddenly change its tune and strike a deadly blow after luring capital in.

As the Chinese saying goes, "No one's money comes from the wind." Morrison had fully sensed the difficulty of continuing to expand investment attraction. With the Northeast's finances currently quite tight, implementing a tiered tax rate would have a negative impact on attracting new investment and on those who had already invested.

Morrison calculated for a moment before voicing his projection. "It likely won't worsen the situation, but some people will be worried."

He Rui understood Morrison's thoughts and smiled. "In any case, I cannot possibly offer privileges like extraterritoriality. Just do your best, Director Morrison."

Hearing this, Morrison felt there was a link between these words and He Rui's attitude toward the Anhui merchants. A thought suddenly popped into his head, and Morrison asked in a low voice, "Is the Chairman considering unifying China?"

He Rui smiled without speaking, inwardly appreciating Morrison's vision. Once the war with Japan was fought, provided the outcome was as He Rui anticipated, Japan would temporarily lose the ability to interfere in China's unification. The next step would be to liberate all of China. Therefore, the Northeast absolutely could not fall into chaos.

Driving away investors was pointless, but unless that group intended to never invest in China again, they would have to behave themselves before the new regime. Since that was the case, there was no reason to go easy on them at this stage. This was also why security and management were being strengthened now.

Adjusting tiered taxation based on income would not only solve the Northeast's tax pressure but also serve as a way to separate the wheat from the chaff. China was, after all, a society based on relationships (guanxi), and one naturally wanted many friends. And friends, as entities, were of course better the smarter they were.

He Rui picked up his chopsticks again and continued eating, speaking as he did. "The purpose of doing this is to resolve fiscal pressure. Do you have any suggestions?"

Morrison answered while eating. Although not gentlemanly, time was truly precious for both of them. "What does the Chairman think about negotiating with Britain to introduce more equipment? That way, we could directly apply for loans from Britain, or issue bonds directly after reaching an agreement."

This suggestion was a very common way to raise capital. Morrison had actually considered establishing a stock market to attract foreign investment. Surprisingly, such an effective method was rejected at the government meeting.

It was evident that He Rui had no interest in it, and that he had seriously considered the pros and cons. A significant portion of the Northeast Government personnel only knew the basics of stock market financing from their studies, whereas Wu Youping, the Chief of Government Administration who had a clear understanding, was decisively opposed.

"The people of the Northeast have only just experienced a few days without hunger. The small commodity economy hasn't developed yet, and the people haven't been able to understand the methods and internal logic of investment. Starting a stock market now would have a far greater negative impact on the economy than any positive promotion. There is also an objective reality: of the nearly forty million people in the Northeast now, over ten million are immigrants who arrived less than two years ago. A portion of them will likely return to their hometowns in the north in 1922. They came to flee disaster, not out of a desire to migrate. Therefore, I oppose establishing a stock market at this time."

Although Morrison could not attend the Civilization Party committee meetings, he did participate in government work meetings. He naturally knew that Wu Youping spoke the truth and understood that Wu Youping's objection was raised from a comprehensive perspective. Morrison did not persist with his view. His feeling at the time was simply one of mild surprise; Wu Youping was only thirty years old this year, a young man among Chinese officials.

Currently, the strongest power in China was the Zhili clique, sitting on Jiangsu, Jiangxi, and Hubei. After their leader Feng Guozhang passed away, Cao Kun and Wu Peifu took control of the Zhili clique.

The Anhui clique warlord leader Duan Qirui was still around, and although his reputation was illustrious and he seemingly controlled Anhui, Shandong, Shanghai, Zhejiang, Fujian, and Shaanxi, the Anhui clique was internally a hodgepodge. Its cohesion was far inferior to the Zhili clique, which had reunified after the turmoil following Feng Guozhang's death.

The third was naturally the force outside the pass commanded by He Rui. Wu Youping was the only administrative chief of a civil government with a genuine political party background among these three major forces. Although China's national conditions differed from those of Europe and America, from a Western political perspective, Wu Youping's superficial elected status, and the government he now led—selected through civil service examinations rather than military appointments—was already an advanced and valuable government.

In Europe, a country with three million square kilometers of land and a population of forty million would be a solid great power. Reaching this position at the young age of thirty was already an anomaly. To be able to view problems from the perspective of the government as a whole, he would be considered above qualified even among the "Prime Ministers" of major European powers.

Proposing to He Rui now to first negotiate with Britain and then issue bonds based on the results of the negotiation to raise funds was already a second-best choice.

But He Rui shook his head. "Not for the time being."

Morrison was somewhat puzzled. "Does the Chairman feel that British equipment and technology are not advanced enough?"

"How could that be?" He Rui laughed.

Morrison felt He Rui was being evasive, so he decided to get to the bottom of it. "Even by the standards of the Second Industrial Revolution currently proposed by the Northeast, Britain was the first country to develop electric equipment. Moreover, establishing a closer friendly relationship with Britain now would be more beneficial to the Northeast."

Seeing Morrison getting serious, He Rui looked at the main dish which was mostly eaten, ordered a portion of cumin lamb, and then said, "In terms of current scientific research, Britain naturally leads the world. But the transformation of scientific research results requires large-scale application and a vast number of supporting manufacturers. In this regard, the United States walks at the forefront of the world. Of course, I could point out a few things, for example, American equipment is rough around the edges. Although America stimulates its economy through massive railway construction, British and German railway experts were dumbfounded and left speechless by the excessive tonnage and weak power of American-produced trains. I am aware of such things."

Morrison couldn't help but smile. But he was also very clear that He Rui would absolutely not learn American train manufacturing technology. As the Director of the Merchants Bureau of the Northeast Government, Morrison would rather introduce German train manufacturing technology than suggest He Rui introduce American train technology. He Rui mentioning this was just an opener.

Sure enough, He Rui continued, "But the American automotive industry is doing truly well. Assembly line production itself implies the ability to adopt larger-scale socialized production. In this aspect, no matter how high British technical standards are, they are not prepared for mass assembly line production. Director Morrison, comparing geography and territory, do you think the similarity is higher between China and the United States, or between China and Britain?"

Morrison gave a wry smile. This comparison was indeed interesting. From any angle, the similarity between China and the US was higher than that between China and Britain. But Morrison still advised, "If looked at from an international political perspective, importing British equipment is more helpful for relations. The United States is a mercantilist country; their goal has never been to establish a stable world situation. Does the Chairman's geopolitical theory produce a different analysis?"

"Heh. Geopolitical theory is not that mysterious; it is merely a tool to explain the world from physical reality. From a geopolitical perspective, the United States, rather than being a continental country, is actually an island nation. The World Island is composed of the Eurasian continent and Africa. North and South America hang isolated overseas, separated by oceans. This leads to it being very easy for a single power to dominate on this large island. In this respect, although China is a piece of the Eurasian continent, it has natural geographical barriers isolating it from other regions of the continent, possessing a significant semi-closed state. This is the point of contrast where China is more similar to the United States. Furthermore, both China and the US have already embarked on the journey of the Second Industrial Revolution. The US started a bit earlier, and its experience is exactly what can be borrowed."

Morrison hadn't expected He Rui to be so confident. In the eyes of the world powers, China wasn't an industrial nation at all; it hadn't even figured out the First Industrial Revolution, let alone the Second.

But at this moment, Morrison didn't want to nitpick. After all, He Rui's strength was unquestionable. A leader capable of proposing the Second Industrial Revolution and possessing a self-consistent explanation for it might just make the rapid development of China's industry a possibility.

The cumin lamb arrived. The two chatted for a while longer, swept the food clean, and left with satisfaction.

The Northeast Government's desire to introduce the American automotive industry was genuine. A year ago, personnel had been sent to the Ford Motor Company for inspection. They had even purchased several Ford cars for disassembly and reverse engineering.

According to the inspection team at Ford, the boss of Ford had once again boasted about his inspiration during several meetings.

One day in the early 20th century, Henry Ford, the founder of Ford Motor Company, was deeply inspired while visiting a slaughterhouse in Chicago. Live cattle were sent onto the slaughterhouse's assembly line, and after a series of slaughtering and cutting processes, they emerged from the terminal as pieces of fresh beef. Moreover, the workers in the entire factory were each responsible for only one step, resulting in extremely high efficiency.

Others saw a mechanized slaughtering process, but Henry Ford saw a brand-new car production model. He imagined that if he could copy this model to his own car factory, it would solve the efficiency and cost problems that had plagued him for years.

At that time, car manufacturers worldwide had already popularized the assembly line mode. Although efficiency was better than the pure manual mode, workers still needed to walk around different process workshops. Ford Motor Company was no exception.

In fact, compared to competitors' selling prices of thousands of dollars, the Model T produced by Ford initially sold for only 850 dollars, which was already very cheap. But Ford was not satisfied. To cater to market demand, he was always looking for ways to improve efficiency. Inspired by the trip to the slaughterhouse, Ford went back and began to study a more efficient production model.

In 1913, Ford's Detroit factory adopted the famous "moving assembly line" production mode, transforming the original assembly line to be driven by conveyor belts. Workers only needed to be responsible for a single process. After completion, the product would enter the next process with the conveyor belt until the car assembly was completed.

The advent of the assembly line simplified the assembly process of the Ford Model T, simplifying the process involving 3,000 assembly parts into 84 processes.

According to the report, the Ford boss did not finish telling the other parts. Before the Northeast Automobile Inspection Team set off, they had actually received corresponding training. Ford's 84 processes were only the processes of the Ford car assembly line.

The "3,000 assembly parts" of the entire car were distributed to countless factories for production. Ford proposed a parts standard, and the United States had a large number of accessories factories to produce these components.

The United States had a vast number of industrial enterprises. Ford Company could choose cooperative parts suppliers by comparing prices and other methods, and could also suppress their parts prices to a very low level through bidding.

Ford Company personnel kept their mouths shut about this part, as if their components fell from the sky, or suddenly appeared in Ford Company's warehouse after waking up from a nap.

The Northeast inspection personnel were actually very dissatisfied with this matter. The political commissar of the inspection team even wrote a report on white racist superiority, the lines filled with intense disgust.

He Rui could well understand the comrades' emotions. If Qing officials had gone for the inspection, they genuinely wouldn't have understood industry, so their attention would have been attracted to the parts that triggered physical interest.

This was very similar to poor students in school. When teachers asked, "Do you have any questions?", it wasn't that they didn't want to learn well, but that they didn't know where their problems lay at all, so naturally, they didn't know what to ask.

Good students were different. Before the class, they already knew what they wanted to learn and what they intended to study. Under this prepared situation, after listening to the lesson, various questions naturally emerged.

Before the Northeast Government delegation set off, even if they hadn't seen a real assembly line, they had at least seen the car factories introduced from Britain and knew how cars were manufactured. They had also learned in class what an assembly line was. This time, at least visiting Ford's assembly line, they naturally understood the key points.

This was actually He Rui's real purpose. As long as everyone had seen and understood the assembly line, they could actually attempt to produce.

Moreover, the foundation of the assembly line—massive numbers of industrial enterprises—did not exist in the Northeast. Once the assembly line was started, it would be very easy to encounter the problems encountered by the Soviet Union and China: a single assembly line would sweep through the country with overwhelming superiority, and then continue unchanged for ten or twenty years.

Once it encountered the impact of products from other world industrial powers, this single seedling, or the few seedlings arranged by administrative order, would be unable to withstand the challenge of powerful industrial nations.

So, seeing it and knowing it satisfied the goal. If they really negotiated to bring back a few production lines, He Rui really wouldn't dare to sign the order. This was truly something they couldn't afford to play with.

Once the beginning of the year passed, the New Year would arrive in a month. The Northeast Government's fiscal year was not bounded by the beginning of the calendar year, but by the New Year. The demand for paper in various departments skyrocketed, and everyone was desperately completing their department's annual summary.

Among them, the Water Conservancy Department was almost the department with the highest digitization rate. Since it was responsible for the water conservancy construction of the entire Northeast, the majority of the work in the Water Conservancy Department was how to use labor.

This labor came from various sources and involved a wide range. When He Rui came to the Water Conservancy Department, the department felt immense pressure.

He Rui made no evaluation and left after listening to the report. The cadre responsible for the report breathed a long sigh of relief as he watched the back of He Rui's car. They did not expect that He Rui's next stop was the General Staff Department.

Chief of General Staff Cheng Ruofan saw He Rui arrive and submitted a plan. In the plan, the scheme on how to use water conservancy projects to build fortifications in the first half of 1922 had been finalized.

Looking at the dense defense lines along the Yalu River on the map, He Rui sat down and ordered, "Talk in detail."
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For the average person, a military map might just be a piece of paper with lines of various colors and widths, some place names written in certain locations, and Arabic numerals marking specific contours.

In the eyes of a soldier, every line and every number represents the undulation of the terrain and the trend of the landscape. They see mountains, hills, plains, rivers, and lakes. Even for places they have never visited, a single look at the map allows them to construct the geographical appearance of the local mountains and rivers in their minds.

There isn't just one type of military map. Maps of various scales—1:10,000, 1:1,000, and even certain ultra-precise 1:100 maps—display different content. The scale differs; the smaller the ratio, the higher the precision.

For example, a 1:10,000 map would not show small paths, whereas a 1:100 map, if depicting an area outside a city, would mark the location of a single ditch, a ridge in a field, or a well. If it were a city map, every alleyway—whether a connecting road or a dead end—would be fully embodied.

Cartography is an introductory subject for officers. Soldiers may not necessarily like painting, but they all know how to use drawing pens.

Cheng Ruofan, the Chief of the General Staff of the Northeast Army, personally disliked drawing, so he attached extreme importance to the latest aerial photography. Even if an officer couldn't draw a lifelike terrain sketch, anyone could overlay semi-transparent tracing paper on a photo and mark the key terrain features. At least so far, he hadn't seen an officer unable to accomplish this.

When the General Staff reported to He Rui, they used maps that utilized a large number of aerial photos combined with field surveying technology. The General Staff was very proud of the accuracy and high efficiency brought by this new technology.

Humans make mistakes, and they can make mistakes due to personal ability, but machines set up correctly will not. At most, it's a matter of insufficient operating skill, resulting in some photos being out of focus and appearing blurry. Solving such problems only requires sufficient training and selecting soldiers with a talent for these operations.

Maps were no longer hand-drawn. Because a large amount of handwriting was required on the drawings, what was submitted to He Rui were blueprints with blue lines. The drawings emitted a slight smell of ammonia. This was the 'ammonia blueprinting' technology—a design concept proposed by He Rui and completed first in the Northeast.

With this, as long as a semi-transparent sulfuric acid paper master drawing was created, finished maps could be mass-produced. This technology liberated the Cartography Section of the Northeast Army General Staff from heavy work. Not only the Cartography Section but the drawing production departments of the entire Northeast industry felt that the sky over the Northeast was a sunny sky.

Since they were using industrially mass-produced maps, the General Staff hand-drew the defense line positions directly on the blueprints. It wasn't that the lines were too dense for the blueprint machine to display accurately. The reason for hand-drawing was that this part of the content was classified military information.

On both banks of the Yalu River, thin lines were spread across the map like thick hair, with each thin line representing a defense line. Although the campaign's main thrust was formulated by He Rui, the specific work was the result of the joint efforts of thousands of officers in the Northeast Army officer corps. Facing this campaign, which concerned the destiny of the entire Northeast and even the whole of China, He Rui's attention was highly focused.

The briefing went from noon to evening, and from evening to late at night. The members of the General Staff were exhausted and slept haphazardly in the dormitory next door. As soon as dawn broke, the briefing continued. Another whole day passed, and the night outside the window was pitch black when He Rui finally finished listening to the last part of the content. He said to the comrades of the General Staff, "Comrades, I have basically understood the operational plan arrangements."

Every participant in the General Staff looked at He Rui, wanting to know what evaluation He Rui, who had formulated the operational plan proposal, had for the operational plan. Cheng Ruofan's handsome face wore a resolute expression, which surprised He Rui, who had intended to state his judgment.

Six years ago, at the Baoding Military Academy, Cheng Ruofan was considered a cadet with a flighty personality. The instructors actually liked this young man with handsome features, but the low evaluation was because this guy's attention was easily attracted by other things.

But Cheng Ruofan had changed, and this change delighted He Rui. As the saying goes, "it is easy to change rivers and mountains but hard to change a person's nature"; Cheng Ruofan's personality would not change. However, the world itself has its laws. If the knowledge a person possesses can cover the work they need to complete, there is a high probability that they can be as focused and selfless as Cheng Ruofan is now.

To bring about such a change required Cheng Ruofan to have a heartfelt desire for this matter. Although Cheng Ruofan's personality was not as resolute as Xu Chengfeng's, this young man had a desire to implement justice and a passion for reviving China that was in no way inferior to Xu Chengfeng's. Only such idealists could work tirelessly and bear the burden of blame to realize their ideals.

Seeing He Rui look at him, Cheng Ruofan thought he was being slacker at that moment, so he immediately straightened his body and quickly adjusted his military uniform. The other officers almost instinctively followed suit and tidied up.

This action made He Rui rejoice in his heart. He Rui himself was not particular, but a soldier is a soldier. A serious and earnest military style is not a show for the outside world, but a self-cognition and positioning.

Looking again at the huge conference room, the edges of the tables holding the comprehensive large maps, and the many tables nearby were filled with notebooks and booklets recording various data. A row of blackboards was covered with various detailed maps. If someone were to barge in at this moment, they might think this was a group of engineers conducting academic discussions or technical research.

This is what a modern army looks like. Soldiers are a group of professional technical personnel who research military technology and practice military technology.

He Rui stood straight and said to everyone, "Comrades, attention!"

The officers all stood at attention, waiting for He Rui to speak. "I approve of this operational plan..."

Before the words fell, a sigh was already emitted from among the officers. That was the sound that could be made by joy and a sense of relief. The sound quickly subsided, and He Rui then continued, "Every defense line on the map has undergone field surveying and has been deduced based on the terrain and the Northeast Army's firepower configuration. Thousands of comrades have exhausted their wisdom and energy for this plan. This is a successful job, and also a laborious and tedious one. I thank the comrades for their contribution to the motherland."

Many among the officers could not help but smile, and some even had tears flashing in their eyes from excitement. He Rui was right; to complete this work, whether it was sun or rain, wind or snow, they had to do their best to complete their tasks. The hardship involved indeed brought huge pressure and many negative emotions. Especially in this work, everyone had to admit their ignorance. Such forced self-cognition was more unbearable than physical hardship.

"Completing the operational plan is the first step. The subsequent work is to execute this plan, and in the process of execution, overcome difficulties and adjust the plan according to the actual situation. Moreover, once the war begins, what we have to face is not the enemy on paper, nor our own troops simulating the enemy in exercises. We have to face the real enemy; that is pain, fear, and comrades may be injured or sacrificed. Are you willing to face such tests for the motherland?"

As soon as He Rui finished speaking, an officer said loudly, "Chairman, I became a soldier to revitalize China. Please rest assured, Chairman, on the battlefield, I will definitely lead the troops to fight the enemy bravely!"

These words were undoubtedly the heartfelt voice of these young soldiers before him. The comrades responded one after another, "For the motherland, we will definitely fight the enemy bravely!"

He Rui nodded and said, "I announce that this briefing is over. Meeting adjourned!"

Afterwards, the famished He Rui and the equally famished General Staff ate a meal together. It was no longer mealtime; the dishes had gone cold, and reheating them wouldn't make them as tasty as when they were freshly made. The only advantage was that at least they were fully cooked. Toppings were added to the noodles—tofu, vegetables, steamed bowls—and bowls of pork vermicelli were lined up on the table, all-you-can-eat.

He Rui raised his glass and toasted everyone. Everyone drained their glasses, very forthright. However, He Rui only toasted three cups before sitting down to eat.

Cheng Ruofan didn't say much; looking at his gaze, he was thinking about something. After the meal, Cheng Ruofan personally saw He Rui out. Walking to a secluded place, Cheng Ruofan slowed his pace. "Chairman, I feel that this battle will not be lost, but victory still relies on some luck."

He Rui stopped. "Don't worry, Japan has reasons why it must lose. Although I don't agree with explaining the struggle between Japan's sea and land forces from the perspective of factional infighting, the struggle between the Japanese Navy and Army for military funding is very fierce. The military funding the Japanese Army gets is probably only half of Japan's overall military funding. Based on the battlefield situation, it is basically impossible for the Japanese Navy to influence the war situation. The Japanese army is fighting us with one hand. And our army is not attacking the Japanese army head-on, but fighting trench warfare, which makes the Japanese army's combat difficulty greater. I see that the operational plan formulated by the General Staff has already prepared for fighting trench warfare with the Japanese army for two years. As one side falls and the other rises, the Japanese army has no possibility of defeating us. Ruofan, do you have any worries about our preparations?"

Cheng Ruofan pondered for a moment. "Chairman, I also feel we won't lose. But I still can't help worrying."

He Rui could understand Cheng Ruofan's mood. The Northeast Army was an army established according to the modern military model, but the Northeast Army was an army without actual combat experience. Fighting such a big war right from the start, if Cheng Ruofan were brimming with confidence at this time, patting his chest and guaranteeing a win, He Rui would instead have to consider replacing Cheng Ruofan. That wouldn't be confidence; that would be arrogance.

So He Rui comforted him gently, "There is no inevitable victory in the world. If you feel uneasy in your heart, then try to verify it through your executive work in the coming 10 months."

Cheng Ruofan nodded under the streetlamp in the courtyard. "I will do my best! The General Staff will do its best!"

He Rui nodded. "Very good. I look forward to seeing the comrades' preparatory work."

In the Northeast's official calendar, the New Year is the Spring Festival. As the New Year approached, the entire Northeast entered a joyous atmosphere. Although a drought was encountered in 1921, relying on the water conservancy construction that the people of the Northeast had worked hard on for the past few years, the drought was successfully resisted, guaranteeing grain production in the Northeast.

Several of the most severely affected counties also received government relief. Let alone selling sons and daughters, they didn't even sell household farm tools and furniture to exchange for food. Because the government's relief grain was carried by trucks, driven directly to the village entrances and towns through the roads built in these few years, and organizations at all levels distributed grain to the people according to household registration information.

If one had to say who was disappointed with the disaster relief, it was some village and town cadres whose grassroots organization was ineffective and who hadn't even done basic work like population census management well. They all received criticism from the organization, and under the punishment of demotion, demerits, and dismissal, this New Year was indeed passed very unhappily.

By the fifteenth day of the first lunar month, the entire Northeast shifted from the festive atmosphere to production preparations after the start of spring.

Mayors, county magistrates, town heads, and village heads all began preparing for spring plowing. Seeds, fertilizer, farm tools, and the masses involved in agricultural production were all objects that party and government organizations at all levels had to care for and organize well.

Especially the masses; experience from these few years showed that in the spring when the climate changes drastically, many people would fall ill. Falling ill during the spring plowing stage would affect production. Apart from illness, there were various other things affecting production; how to deal with such a situation was also work that governments at all levels had to prepare for with all their might.

By April, spring plowing was basically completed. The Northeast Government began to wait for rain.

The Northeast is a good place; on the vast plains lies fertile black soil. The biggest problem is the lack of water. Although it is said that a timely snow promises a good harvest, and it snows heavily in the Northeast every year, the snow in the Northeast just doesn't melt easily in the cold climate. It doesn't equate to the Northeast region having relatively high precipitation.

In the era He Rui came from, China's new energy industry had already become number one in the world. Seawater desalination technology, that is, technology to effectively and efficiently separate seawater to obtain endless fresh water, had also been completed in China. Since then, China had never experienced a water shortage problem.

However, in 1922, grain production in the Northeast relied on the spring rain season in April. According to China's traditional accumulated experience, a year following a disaster year would likely be a year of favorable weather. Sure enough, in early April, it began to rain in the Northeast. Abundant rainwater moistened the crops that had already been planted using the moisture from the melting snow, and the crops, receiving ample water sources, began to grow sturdily.

By May, reports from grassroots agricultural stations all indicated that the crops were growing gratifyingly. If no major disasters occurred in the next few months, this year in the Northeast would be a harvest year.

By June, the Water Conservancy Department published a report in the *Northeast Daily* stating that the Water Conservancy Department had completed a large number of water conservancy projects. Even ordinary people knew this was all good news.

He Rui did not rejoice at this. Reports from agriculture, industry, and military industry all showed that war preparations had reached expectations. He Rui announced at the Civilized Party Central Committee, "The Northeast is about to implement Level II Mobilization."

The Central Committee members didn't say anything. However, everyone's breathing was a bit heavy, and some comrades' cheeks even turned red; this was the result of accelerated heartbeats supplying a large amount of blood to the head.

Once Level II Mobilization is initiated, it means conscription. The first batch of conscription numbers would reach a scale of one million. So this is what a "million-strong army" is all about. It really feels like they can be summoned at will.

If the mobilization status were raised to Level I, it would be full mobilization. Currently, conscription still involved a consideration of willingness; by that time, anyone refusing military service for personal reasons would be considered a 'deserter'. Being a deserter during wartime is a major crime.

These drills had been done several times in the past few years, so everyone wasn't inexperienced. Some Central Committee members had risen to their current positions precisely because they performed well in previous drills. Although everyone was excited, no one was at a loss.

After the meeting adjourned, He Rui stopped Director Liu of the Foreign Affairs Bureau. "Send a telegram to the capital, requesting that the issue of Shandong's rights and interests be raised at the Washington Naval Conference hosted by the United States."

Director Liu was already a fully qualified leader of the Foreign Affairs Bureau. Upon hearing this, he didn't ask about the matter itself. "Chairman, what signal is this intended to send to the Anhui and Zhili cliques?"

Strictly speaking, He Rui's arrangement belonged to being 'politically incorrect', dumping the work regarding the Anhui and Zhili cliques onto the Foreign Affairs Bureau as well. However, from the perspective of work efficiency, it was most appropriate to let the Foreign Affairs Bureau handle these matters. Whether it was military or political, public security or local governance, the Northeast Government and other political forces in China had basically no content for cooperation.

The only consensus between the two sides was commerce, but war with Japan was imminent, and there was no time to let the Department of Commerce handle these matters.

Just as Director Liu of the Foreign Affairs Bureau said, the Duan Qirui government was truly confused about what He Rui meant after receiving his telegram.

During World War I, all naval powers designed battleships with larger scales and more powerful firepower, with main gun calibers rising to 16 to 18 inches. Since the construction and maintenance costs of battleships were extremely high, this expensive arms race obviously became a heavy financial burden after the war ended.

During the Washington Conference in 1922, the five naval powers—the United States, Britain, Japan, France, and Italy—signed the *Treaty for the Limitation of Naval Armament* (Washington Naval Treaty), limiting the tonnage of capital ships (35,000 tons) and main gun caliber (not to exceed 16 inches), and stipulated that the total tonnage ratio of capital ships (battleships and battlecruisers) for the US, UK, Japan, France, and Italy was 5.25:5.25:3.15:1.75:1.75. In addition, it also stipulated the total tonnage, standard displacement, and artillery caliber of aircraft carriers for the contracting powers.

At this time, the conference had not yet convened, so the Ministry of Foreign Affairs of the Republic of China did not know how things would develop. Even if they knew, they wouldn't think it had anything to do with them. With the Republic of China's weak navy and backward industrial level, they had no qualifications to participate in such negotiations at all.

As for discussing the Shandong issue after the Washington Naval Conference, this matter had nothing to do with the Northeast Warlord He Rui. If they heard the lecture Cheng Ruofan was giving to the mayors of the Northeast amidst his busy schedule at this time, they would probably be frightened.

"...General mobilization is not telling the public that the war has begun. It is shifting the national operation onto a war track before war becomes inevitable." Facing five provincial party secretaries, five governors, and dozens of mayors, Cheng Ruofan not only showed no unease but instead deepened his tone because he wanted to explain clearly what he had learned and accumulated over the years.

"General mobilization is divided into two parts: army formation and production capacity planning. The basis of army mobilization is the census of the entire Northeast. There is a complete population census for the residents of every village, town, and every residential quarter, street, and district in the cities. According to different mobilization levels, all suitable populations fitting the regulations of that mobilization level must report to the local conscription office. Troops are formed from this..."
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It had been less than six years since the establishment of the Northeast Government. After listening to Cheng Ruofan's overview of general mobilization during the training course, a mayor raised a question. "Chief of Staff Cheng, how long will the general mobilization last?"

Cheng Ruofan thought for a moment before replying, "I am not clear on what exactly you are asking. If you mean when this specific mobilization action will end, I have not received a notification yet, so I do not know. Or, are you asking when the general mobilization *system* will cease operation? Comrade, could you clarify?"

The questioning mayor was stunned. Chief of Staff Cheng Ruofan's deconstruction of the mobilization issue was quite different from his initial perception. After a brief thought, the mayor reaffirmed his idea. "I want to ask, how long will the operation of the general mobilization system be maintained?"

This answer was still inaccurate, or rather, it still suffered from conceptual confusion. However, Cheng Ruofan did not wish to dwell on these details; after all, he himself had once been confused. Cheng Ruofan answered frankly, "The general mobilization system is a part of the modern state system, just like one of our arms. This arm can do things, or it can do nothing, but this arm must exist. If it does not exist, one is disabled."

Provincial Party Secretaries and Governors had undergone general mobilization training and had already grasped the key points in this regard. The Municipal Party Secretaries and Mayors, however, might not have. Hearing Cheng Ruofan speak so clearly, their lack of overall understanding gave rise to more questions.

Cheng Ruofan answered the questions patiently. It was an absolutely normal process for students to ask foolish questions initially. Moreover, the general mobilization system was an advanced part of state capacity; Cheng Ruofan himself had only truly begun to understand it the year before last.

The trainees' reactions were also interesting. From initially not understanding the basic concepts to linking them with their work practice and gaining some understanding, some of them then became excited. Some even asked, 'Is the general mobilization system really that powerful?'

These emotions were all past experiences for Cheng Ruofan. It wasn't that 'general mobilization' was powerful, but that a political entity had to be strong enough to build and execute a general mobilization system.

For instance, because the Northeast had a paper industry and had developed various papermaking technological routes, it could continuously produce various types of paper. Without this paper, the vast ocean of archives could not be created. Combined with metal smelting and processing, as well as mechanical processing technology, this allowed for the 'punch-card retrieval machines' made based on various rosters.

He Rui had once described future technological developments to the comrades. With the development of 'electronic technology', more efficient computers would appear in the future, capable of establishing comprehensive archives for a population of one billion and providing various data services.

This filled Cheng Ruofan with drive. Cheng Ruofan looked forward to living long enough to see the future development He Rui described.

Cheng Ruofan's explanation of the general mobilization system had given the mayors a similar excitement. Placing oneself in a broader system and realizing the significance of one's hard work made it very easy for people to identify more strongly with their own value.

During the lectures, several mayors were very curious about the purpose of this 'general mobilization drill'. They stopped themselves from asking, barely holding back. This made Cheng Ruofan feel very good; among the disciplines of the Civilization Party, 'do not ask what should not be asked' was one.

The Party organization did not want to hide anything from the comrades, but at certain stages, the things of that stage had to be done. Including the confidentiality work of this stage.

Cheng Ruofan knew very well that once general mobilization began, it couldn't be hidden from others. The Northeast's mobilization this time was already on the scale of four million people. Even though various localities had frequently organized 'ten-thousand-man water conservancy campaigns' in recent years, and cities and counties had accumulated considerable experience, the population covered barely meant that every person in the Northeast had participated in fewer than five large-scale actions. The population that had directly participated in county-level large-scale engineering actions was only over ten million, less than twenty million. Cheng Ruofan was now very clear that He Rui and the comrades had truly done their best in constructing the Northeast's general mobilization system.

Just as Cheng Ruofan expected, even though the Northeast Government tried to use terms like 'mobilization drill', news of the Northeast beginning large-scale mobilization was still transmitted through very normal channels.

In recent years, there had been mobilizations in all regions of the Northeast Government, from spring planting and autumn harvest to large-scale construction of water conservancy and transportation, from education and literacy campaigns to the Patriotic Health Movement. When the Northeast stirred up things, Japan and Britain, if not accustomed to it, were at least no longer startled.

However, general mobilization could not be hidden. That was a massive conscription of millions of people. According to treaties signed previously, Japan possessed a large number of privileges in China and could naturally organize a larger-scale intelligence network. Once various pieces of news were aggregated, it was easy to judge that the Northeast had begun a round of massive conscription.

There were many factories opened by the British in the Northeast. The eligible population within these factories was conscripted, and workers were organized under management agencies. These workers naturally had to inform the British factory owners. Britain had mobilized 20% of its nationals during World War I; how could it not understand such changes?

When this news reached the Legation Quarter in Beijing, where foreign diplomatic missions gathered, British Minister John Jordan felt that He Rui was finally about to make a move on North China.

Previously, He Rui had proposed to the Beiyang Government that the Shandong issue be resolved at the Washington Conference. In Jordan's view, this action was somewhat similar to a declaration of 'clearing the Emperor's side' (*Qing Jun Ce*). In Chinese tradition, one certainly could not directly declare, 'I'll chop off the dog emperor and sit on the dragon throne myself.' One needed a justification, a very high-sounding reason.

'Clearing the Emperor's side' was undoubtedly a good reason. When the civil and military officials around the Emperor were cleaned out, the Emperor would naturally be cleaned out as well.

He Rui had previously never expressed any views on the struggle between the Anhui clique and the Zhili clique. Jordan agreed that He Rui did not want war to break out between the two sides. However, Jordan did not believe a word of it when He Rui said he would never start a civil war. The Northeast's economy was doing well now, and its population had surged due to a large number of refugees. Combined with the Northeast's current commencement of major mobilization actions, Jordan felt that from He Rui's perspective, it was a very good time to launch a war.

Of course, this did not mean that Britain was prepared to watch helplessly as He Rui unified China, or at least North China.

As a civilian official, Jordan immediately sent a telegram to London. He also had his secretary go to the Republic of China's Ministry of Foreign Affairs for a 'low-level personnel' exchange.

The Ministry of Foreign Affairs was currently eagerly awaiting the results of the Washington Conference. The Foreign Ministry staff were not time-travelers, so they naturally did not know that the Washington Conference was a few months later than in history.

The Versailles Conference had determined the situation in Europe. As the world's number one industrial power at the moment, the United States possessed powerful strength. If the United States did not accept the general world order determined by the Versailles Conference, this order could not cover the globe.

The United States was very dissatisfied with the Versailles order. Since it wanted to expand its sphere of influence globally, the British and Japanese sides already knew that the United States had decided that the 'Anglo-Japanese Alliance' must be terminated to weaken Britain's power in Northeast Asia.

Perhaps because of the changes triggered by He Rui, Kolchak's million-strong White Army had managed to run to Vladivostok alive. Therefore, both Britain and Japan felt there were still opportunities to exploit in the Russian situation. At such a time, the Anglo-Japanese Alliance still had value, so the Washington Conference was delayed for a period, half a year later than in history.

The Ministry of Foreign Affairs did not know this. They had already sent their strongest diplomatic delegation to attend this conference.

The United States naturally did not want to see Japanese power expand, so at the beginning of the conference, it emphasized that all countries must declare to guarantee China's territorial integrity and that its sovereignty not be infringed. Based on this principled position, the Chinese and Japanese sides discussed the Shandong issue.

On the third day after He Rui's request was made, the diplomatic delegation's Wellington Koo (Gu Weijun) sent back a telegram. The Chinese and Japanese sides had already completed negotiations on the recovery of rights in Shandong. The Chinese side would recover all leased territories and other areas. Although Japan still retained some privileges, these privileges were nothing compared to those of Britain, France, and other countries.

The final part of the negotiations concerned the houses and other assets newly built by Japan during its occupation of Shandong. China would purchase them at a reasonable discounted price and would not acknowledge Japan's fixed asset acquisitions in China.

Diplomatically, this was undoubtedly a huge victory. This victory made the request He Rui had proposed look ridiculous.

The Foreign Ministry was very happy about this matter until Jordan's secretary had a meal with a counterpart of the same rank from the Foreign Ministry...

Duan Qirui listened quietly as the current Minister of Foreign Affairs, Yan Huiqing, recounted the latest news. Yan Huiqing tried his best to suppress his emotions; even so, this talent skilled in diplomacy knew very well that He Rui's statement was truly ill-intentioned.

In today's China, everyone knew that although He Rui had risen for a short time, he had developed extremely fast. Compared to Duan Qirui's Anhui clique, he was by no means inferior. Even leaving aside how He Rui had managed to build a military-industrial system capable of supplying weapons to Russia by utilizing the opportunity of the Great War in Europe, just the fact that He Rui could take in millions of refugees caused by the great drought in the North made Yan Huiqing very clear about just how strong He Rui really was.

It couldn't be said that there were no talents in the Anhui clique, but these talents couldn't even govern the millions of people under their rule well, let alone take in millions of refugees who owned nothing.

Throughout the dynasties, let alone millions of refugees, even if hundreds of thousands of displaced refugees gathered, if someone raised a cry, a riot of hundreds of thousands of refugees could cause chaos in the world, or even a change of dynasty. He Rui now only needed to enlist the refugees into the ranks to have an army of hundreds of thousands.

As the Minister of Foreign Affairs, Yan Huiqing no longer knew what he could do. All he could do was inform Duan Qirui of the latest news.

Duan Qirui didn't say much either. After listening to the report, he ended the meeting. Sending Yan Huiqing away, Duan Qirui sat in the flower hall, very unhappy.

Having experienced so many storms, Duan Qirui had long known that He Rui would definitely try to seize great power, including unifying China. As early as when Yuan Shikai proclaimed himself emperor, He Rui had expressed his willingness to reunify China.

So Duan Qirui couldn't understand why someone as clever as He Rui would start acting foolishly in the face of interest. Does acting against the Anhui clique now benefit He Rui? Duan Qirui really couldn't figure it out.

After thinking it over, Duan Qirui still didn't understand where He Rui's goal lay. If He Rui wanted a voice in the Republic's central government, could Duan Qirui refuse to give He Rui face if a letter was written?

Even if He Rui wanted to be the Premier of the Republic, as long as everyone met and talked things over clearly, Duan Qirui himself didn't mind letting He Rui be Premier. They were all Beiyang brothers; what couldn't be discussed? Why did they have to resort to swords and guns? Duan Qirui was almost sixty years old; He Rui could easily outlive him.

So Duan Qirui felt there must be an inside story. As for what exactly the inside story was, Duan Qirui couldn't figure out He Rui's calculations.

However, this matter couldn't stump Duan Qirui. Duan Qirui went to see President Xu Shichang. "Mr. President, have you seen the letter Brother He Rui sent to the Ministry of Foreign Affairs?"

Xu Shichang also couldn't figure out what medicine He Rui was selling in his gourd. However, Xu Shichang himself had absolutely no military power, so his attitude towards He Rui was even more relaxed. After the dispute between the Presidential Palace and the State Council, Duan Qirui no longer served as Premier. Xu Shichang felt that if He Rui was willing to come to the capital to be Premier, he had no objection.

Of course, the premise of such an approach was that He Rui only wanted to obtain such benefits. So Xu Shichang waited for Duan Qirui to continue. If Duan Qirui proposed such conditions first, it would naturally be best.

He heard Duan Qirui say, "Mr. President, I wonder if Brother Zhang would be willing to make a trip to Fengtian."

There were many people named Zhang in the world, and Duan Qirui and Xu Shichang knew enough figures named Zhang. Although he just said this, Xu Shichang already understood.

This was indeed a good method, but Xu Shichang laughed, "If so, what should he bring when visiting?"

Duan Qirui then replied, "The country is in urgent need of personnel; the younger generation should be allowed to serve the country. Zhuge Kongming defeated Cao Cao's army at thirty; with Kongming's talent, even if he had become Prime Minister at that time, it might not have been insufficient."

The so-called Prime Minister was the Premier. Hearing Duan Qirui speak like this, Xu Shichang understood. It seemed that Duan Qirui was also trying his best to avoid a fight between the Anhui clique and the Fengtian clique's He Rui.

As the President of the Republic, Xu Shichang naturally could not go to Tianjin in person. But this matter could not be treated lightly, so he wrote a letter inviting Zhang Xiluan to the capital to admire flowers.

Living as a recluse at this time, Zhang Xiluan naturally did not know what had happened in the capital. But the talk of admiring flowers was undoubtedly nonsense.

As the largest industrial city in the North, although Tianjin had shown a trend of being surpassed by Shenyang in recent years, it had been a Chinese industrial city for half a century. No matter how fast Shenyang developed, it would not be surpassed that simply.

Currently, the dignitaries of the capital brought their families to live in Tianjin on weekends. How could there be talk of going to the capital to admire flowers?

Zhang Xiluan wanted to decline. But on second thought, Zhang Xiluan felt he couldn't do that. So Zhang Xiluan simply replied by telegram, "My body is unwell for long travel, yet I miss Brother Xu very much. I am willing to prepare a family banquet to chat freely with Brother Xu."

The meaning was already in place. As a recluse in his seventies who had not offended Xu Shichang, what could happen even if he didn't see Xu Shichang? If Xu Shichang really had urgent business, he would naturally come to meet him. This saved a lot of effort.

Sure enough, Xu Shichang really came to Tianjin. Hearing this, Zhang Xiluan knew the matter was not small.

The two old brothers sipped tea in the flower hall. Zhang Xiluan frowned slightly after hearing Xu Shichang explain the situation. What He Rui did this time was too clumsy, clumsy to the point that it was unbelievable that this was a decision made by He Rui. If He Rui had only this much ability initially, Zhang Xiluan would never have handed over the Northeast to He Rui.

But Xu Shichang had absolutely no need to lie about these things. Zhang Xiluan didn't want to go to the Northeast. But thinking it over, Zhang Xiluan found that he really had to go.

Hearing Zhang Xiluan agree, Xu Shichang simply informed Zhang Xiluan of his willingness to invite He Rui to be Premier.

Zhang Xiluan was somewhat surprised. Listening to Xu Shichang, he was willing to let He Rui come to the capital as a commander without an army to be Premier. This request was truly absurd.

Thinking about it again, he felt that Xu Shichang's request was also sincere enough. Of course, it also implied some traps.

What He Rui lacked now was a national reputation. Becoming the Premier of the Republic could undoubtedly complete He Rui's national reputation. However, in the current situation, whoever became the Premier of the Republic held a very terrible position. If He Rui wasn't careful, his reputation would likely be damaged immediately.

But if He Rui wanted to take a gamble, it wasn't without opportunity.

In short, Zhang Xiluan didn't take this concession seriously. He felt that no matter what, the Beiyang brothers should not kill each other internally anymore.

As soon as He Rui received Zhang Xiluan's telegram, he immediately replied, "I am overjoyed that Duke Zhang is willing to visit the Northeast. Please wait at home, Duke Zhang; the Northeast Government will immediately dispatch a special train to welcome you."

This was not just talk; He Rui immediately asked the office to arrange this matter, while he himself convened a Civilization Party Central Committee meeting.

At the meeting, He Rui re-emphasized the arrangement of 'Strategic Deception'.

"We must now make all countries believe that our goal is to go south to liberate all of China. Of course, all powers will think so; only in this way can the suddenness of the campaign be achieved."

The members of the Military Commission were very clear about this. Even if Japan was strategically misled, they would likely mobilize somewhat. After all, the current Japan would not allow China to complete unification under any circumstances.

Wu Youping offered a suggestion. "Since we want to liberate China, should we really spend some effort now to formulate a plan for liberating China?"

Xu Chengfeng immediately expressed his approval upon hearing this. And he discussed it with Wu Youping.

During this period, He Rui was calculating the future situation. According to history, Duan Qirui was already finished by this time.

In the ninth year of the Republic (1920), the Zhili and Fengtian cliques formed an anti-Anhui alliance to attack the Anhui clique. The Anhui side called itself the National Pacification Army, with Duan Qirui as Commander-in-Chief. At first, the Zhili offensive was slightly set back. Qu Tongfeng, commander of the 1st Division of the Anhui West Route Army, led his troops to fiercely attack the Zhili army, and the Zhili army withdrew from Gaobeidian. On the Anhui East Route, Xu Shuzheng attacked Zhangzhuang, Caicun, and Yangcun with four independent brigades of the Northwest Frontier Defense Army. On the 17th, Wu Peifu led troops to raid Songlindian, and the Anhui West Route Army retreated in defeat. The Zhili army then occupied Zhuozhou and pursued towards Changxindian. The Anhui East Route Army under Xu Shuzheng pursued the Zhili army to the area of Beicang and Lijiakou. At this time, the Fengtian army arrived in force, combined with the Zhili army, and turned defeat into victory.

This war lasted five days. The Anhui army was defeated, and more than half of the tens of thousands of newly formed Frontier Defense Army were annihilated.

On July 19 of the same year, Duan Qirui was forced to resign. On July 23, the Zhili and Fengtian armies arrived in Beijing, took over the Nanyuan and Beiyuan barracks, ordered the dissolution of the Anfu Parliament, and issued wanted orders for ten people including Wang Yitang, Xu Shuzheng, and Duan Zhigui. Xu Shuzheng and others fled to Japan.

After the Zhili-Anhui War, Cao Kun was appointed by President Xu Shichang as the High Inspecting Commissioner of Zhili, Shandong, and Henan, with Wu Peifu as Deputy Commissioner, and the High Inspecting Deputy Commissioner's Office of Zhili, Shandong, and Henan was established. The Zhili and Fengtian warlord cliques then controlled the Beijing regime.

...

This is the expectation of some people in China right now.

*Please vote for me, I will definitely not live up to everyone's expectations!*
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The meeting didn't end until the evening. Wu Youping returned to his office and sat down, feeling a bit of disorder in his cardiopulmonary functions. He gently patted his chest, trying to calm his emotions. However, this method of slightly stimulating the flesh to divert attention did not work as it usually did. Wu Youping still felt a strong sense of unease.

At this moment, Wu Youping's secretary entered and said, "Chief Wu, the gift has been sent."

In the entire Northeast, Wu Youping was the only one officially addressed as 'Chief'. Even Wu Youping himself was quite annoyed by this title. It was difficult to give a shorthand for the 'Administrative Chief of the Northeast'.

For other departments, the heads were either 'Minister of X' or 'Secretary'. The corresponding 'Secretary' for the Northeast Administrative Chief was the Chairman of the Civilization Party. This forced Wu Youping into this awkward title.

Hearing this address, Wu Youping's mood worsened. He simply stood up, "I'm going home."

This 'going home' naturally didn't mean returning to his own home. Like He Rui and the other young leaders of the Northeast Party, government, and military, Wu Youping only requested a dormitory. He spent most of his time moving between his office, the small single room next to it, and the cafeteria. He rarely stayed in that dormitory.

Where Wu Youping was heading now was his father's house. Originally, the old man lived in Siping and basically didn't receive guests. However, too many people went to visit Elder Wu, and since he didn't want to live in the countryside, he had no choice but to move to Shenyang.

In Shenyang, there were too many high-ranking officials, so the old man finally got some peace and quiet. Today was Elder Wu's birthday. Wu Youping had asked his secretary to prepare some pastries that the old man liked and send them over while he attended the meeting. At this moment, Wu Youping's mind was unsettled, so he decided to go home and see his father to see if it could calm him down.

Shenyang was becoming increasingly lively. The city of Siping was actually not suitable for large-scale industry; it was a transportation and agricultural center. But because that city had the foundation, it became the city with the highest degree of industrial integration in the Northeast, shouldering the heavy responsibility of technological research and development.

Personnel from other cities went to Siping to work and study, and then took the experience accumulated in Siping to various places to implement large-scale production suitable for the local area.

Shenyang's industrial development was changing with each passing day, but it still lagged behind Siping in terms of cutting-edge technology. However, as a transportation hub, Shenyang's scale effect was not something Siping could compare with.

Looking at the bustling crowds, the passing vehicles, the massive amounts of materials, and the delivery couriers rushing back and forth, Wu Youping felt that the unease and excitement in his heart had not subsided.

When Wu Youping was studying in Tianjin more than ten years ago, he already wanted to do his best to revitalize China. From that time on, Wu Youping gradually constructed the future appearance of China he looked forward to in his heart. During his time studying, Wu Youping paid great attention to absorbing the management concepts of the concessions.

When he chose to join He Rui's team five years ago, Wu Youping thought he had the opportunity to turn these concepts and visions into reality. But he didn't expect that he was following He Rui into a grander, more thorough revolution.

More than ten years earlier than Wu Youping, He Rui had also completed his design for China's future. The grandeur of this design far exceeded Wu Youping's imagination. Its internal logic and feasibility were things Wu Youping could only finally understand after fully participating in the execution for five years.

In another half year, the first phase would come to an end. The entire Northeast would be dragged into a war—a war with Japan, a Great Power.

Even though he had worked conscientiously for five years and knew the reality of the Northeast very well; even though comprehensive strategic simulations had been conducted several times, and each time they proved clearly from theory and data that the Northeast Government could achieve its strategic goals; even though they had prepared reasonably and specifically for several years, and his brain believed there was no reason for failure... his flesh, lacking the ability to generate rational thought, simply felt that a war of blood and fire was about to break out, and uncontrollably became excited and panicked.

Yes, if the war failed, all the peace and prosperity before his eyes would vanish into nothingness. Even if they won, these people before his eyes would have to throw themselves into a cruel war, shedding blood and sacrificing their lives.

Thinking of this, Wu Youping's body would tremble due to the intense emotions.

Returning home in this state, Elder Wu was somewhat surprised to see Wu Youping back. The person in the living room also stood up. After Wu Youping congratulated Elder Wu, that person took two steps forward and asked, "Brother Wu, is this Youping? He's changed so much since he was a child."

Wu Youping didn't find this person unfamiliar; he must have seen him before, but he couldn't remember his name.

Elder Wu didn't want this person to meet Wu Youping, but he hadn't expected Wu Youping to come home suddenly. He paused for a moment before saying, "Youping, this is your Uncle Li."

Wu Youping remembered now. When his father participated in the Revolutionary Party in the past, there was indeed such a person among the Tongmenghui comrades. This person had visited Wu Youping's home many times, and when talking about overthrowing the Qing Dynasty, his attitude was quite agitated.

After the fall of the Qing Dynasty, the Tongmenghui quickly splintered, and the former comrades scattered in all directions. Afterwards, Wu Youping went to Tianjin to study, and it wasn't until he returned home that he learned his father had completely lost hope in his former comrades and no longer associated with them.

Since his father was willing to receive this person, Wu Youping could only exchange a few words with him and wish his father a happy birthday.

Elder Wu sighed, "I am very happy you came back today. But you are so busy every day, you don't need to spend your time coming home."

The former Tongmenghui Comrade Li heard that Elder Wu actually meant for Wu Youping to leave. In his desperation, he stood up, "Brother Wu, are you really so heartless towards our old brothers from the Tongmenghui?"

Elder Wu didn't answer, while Wu Youping couldn't figure out what was going on. His father hadn't contacted his former comrades for a long time. If one were to speak of heartlessness, their friendship had faded long ago. It couldn't be called being heartless or unjust at all.

Just as Wu Youping was surprised, this former Tongmenghui Comrade Li turned to Wu Youping again, "Nephew Youping, there have been rumors recently that Marshal He is preparing for a Southern Expedition, and the world is about to fall into chaos. Brother Wu was a recognized figure in the Tongmenghui back then, with vision and insight comparable to a fortune teller. Brother Wu thinks so highly of Marshal He, and Marshal He has a talent like you, Nephew, under his command. We old brothers of the Tongmenghui have long since lost the intention of conquering the world. This time, we just want to ask how the situation will turn out so we can make preparations in advance. Everyone trusts Brother Wu, which is why they sent me here. Does Brother Wu really not care about the brothers at all?"

Wu Youping looked at his father and already had some judgment in his heart. He smiled and said, "Uncle Li, why ask more about such things? The situation is changing, and even Uncle Li has personally come to Shenyang. Does Uncle Li really not understand?"

The former Tongmenghui Comrade Li was stunned for a moment and quickly asked, "I wonder when it will be?"

Wu Youping pretended to answer calmly, "When it launches depends entirely on Chairman He's decision."

Hearing Wu Youping speak like this, Elder Wu frowned. However, Elder Wu did not interrupt, but just sat quietly on his chair.

The former Tongmenghui Comrade Li's expression was full of fear, and in the end, he asked almost with a trembling voice, "Then how will the troops be dispatched?"

"The matter of dispatching troops is naturally decided by Chairman He. However, China has changed dynasties so many times, and there have long been conclusions on how to dispatch troops. One route south, two routes south, three routes south... after fighting so many battles, how could everyone not think of it?"

Hearing this, Elder Wu finally couldn't bear it anymore and shouted, "Youping!"

The former Tongmenghui Comrade Li also knew that Elder Wu was dissatisfied, so he bowed to Elder Wu with clasped hands, "Brother Wu, today is your birthday, and this brother truly came to offer congratulations. Please don't be angry, Brother Wu. Big Brother is already in an invincible position, while we brothers are like duckweed on water, helpless and unsupported. Big Brother, this brother will take his leave first."

After this former Tongmenghui Comrade Li left, Elder Wu said unhappily, "The words you just said weren't your own decision, were they?"

Wu Youping shook his head, "I just happened to run into him, so I released some wind. It's also something the organization has discussed."

Elder Wu's brow furrowed slightly again, but after a moment he sighed, "Since he's already gone, let's eat."

The father and son ate, but both had things on their minds. Apart from toasting when drinking, this meal was eaten almost in silence.

Wu Youping found that coming home hadn't reduced his worries, but that uncomfortable feeling had indeed lowered a bit.

The Central Committee of the Civilization Party had accepted He Rui's strategic analysis. The various warlords in China all believed they were no match for the Japanese army. As long as the Northeast Army achieved its strategic goals, making the Japanese army admit defeat—unable to bear the cost of dealing with the Northeast Army and thus forced to make peace with the Northeast Army—seeing this result, the fighting will of the domestic warlord forces would be very low.

The war plan against Japan was spearheaded and completed by He Rui. The war plan to liberate China did not need He Rui to spearhead it. For thousands of years, Chinese dynasties changed every two or three hundred years. In so many unification wars, countless operational ideas had long been accumulated. Seeking knowledge from the experience of ancestors was enough to deal with China's current warlords.

With the Northeast Army's current advantages, as long as they didn't act foolishly or advance rashly out of underestimation of the enemy, the difficulty of the war itself was not high. As for whether the warlord troops knew that the Northeast Army had formulated a military plan to liberate the whole country, it actually didn't matter.

Since the Northeast Army occupied Inner and Outer Mongolia, the operational plan formulated by the Military Commission was naturally to divide the troops into three routes to go south.

The Central Route Army would enter Shanhaiguan and go south along the Hebei, Henan, and Anhui line. The East Route Army would cross the narrow Bohai Strait from the southern tip of the Liaodong Peninsula and enter Shandong. After liberating Shandong, they would continue south into Jiangsu and Zhejiang.

The West Route Army would enter Shanxi from Datong and march towards Shaanxi.

Just as Wu Youping had said, there was no need to worry about these things at all. China's geographical form had already determined that there were only those few directions for attack in a unification war. As for the detailed parts, the details Wu Youping had to pay attention to were providing logistical support for the war.

At the meeting, Xu Chengfeng asked He Rui, "Chairman, we can draft 2 million people within half an year and guarantee the tactical ability of the troops. The number of personnel in the Northeast who have received more than three months of formal military training can reach 4 million. But 2 million people can guarantee the war intensity; if it's 4 million, it can only guarantee the fierceness of the war."

He Rui smiled, "Why don't we let Comrade Youping talk about the preparation of war materials."

Economic work was the responsibility of the Northeast Administrative Chief, Wu Youping. Since He Rui made the request, Xu Chengfeng naturally expressed his agreement. Wu Youping immediately took out his notebook, opened it to a page, and without looking at it again after just a glance, he spoke directly, "In 1922, the Northeast and Inner/Outer Mongolia regions were able to produce 80 billion *jin* of grain. Calculated based on 40 million people, the per capita grain is 2,000 *jin*. Edible oil production is 30 *jin* per capita; meat is 30 *jin* per capita..."

While recounting these data points that were absolutely worthy of pride, Wu Youping felt no joy. This wasn't a spring outing or some grand gala, but a war that would drag in 40 million people and send over a million to the battlefield. Wu Youping no longer 'believed' that China would win when the war ended. Rather, the war *must* be won. Once it failed...

At this moment, Wu Youping's mind was filled with these thoughts that were hard to drive away. As for other matters, they had been completely thrown to the back of his mind.

As for the former Tongmenghui Comrade Li who had left, Wu Youping had completely forgotten about him.

However, Comrade Li did not disappear because he was forgotten. After leaving the Wu family, he went straight to his accommodation. Although Comrade Li was somewhat careful, the Northeast Security Bureau wouldn't foolishly stake him out; naturally, there were various established observation points.

It wasn't just this one person being monitored. After various preparations, the Security Bureau already had a master list. The moment the order to start the war was given, the entire Northeast would undergo a massive round of arrests.

During this stage, all sorts of suspicious personnel would be monitored. Although Wu Youping's home wouldn't be monitored, people who came to Elder Wu's home would enter the content of surveillance.

Early the next morning, a report on the previous day was conducted. The intelligence personnel discovered now were mostly serving the Japanese side. Including this former Tongmenghui Comrade Li.

Japan's collection of intelligence on China was a consistent action, especially after the Northeast began general mobilization, the activities of the Japanese intelligence network became noticeably more active.

So after the report passed through several hands, Xu Jia, the Minister of the Organization Department, found Wu Youping for dinner in the evening. After eating a few mouthfuls, Xu Jia said, "Yesterday was your respected father's birthday, right? I wish the old gentleman fortune as vast as the East Sea and longevity as great as the Southern Mountain."

Wu Youping gave a light laugh, "Is there something else? Don't tell me you've dragged my dad into something?"

Xu Jia said while eating, "The person who went to see the old gentleman yesterday works for the Japanese."

Wu Youping was stunned, but quickly continued eating. Xu Jia also seemed to be talking about a trivial matter not worth mentioning, his expression unchanging.

The two ate a few more mouthfuls before Wu Youping said, "I will write a report."

"En," Xu Jia replied. After finishing this matter, Xu Jia changed the topic. "Now we need to prepare to draft cadres, which will have a great impact on industrial production. Have you made the list on your side?"

"I've already asked Director Zhuang Jiaxiong of the Industrial Department to take the lead in making the list. Personnel are graded; some are the backbone of the factories and absolutely cannot be moved."

Xu Jia could completely understand such an arrangement. Excellent talents performed well everywhere, and every department drooled over these talents. The army wanted to poach people from the localities, and the localities wanted to poach people from the army. The Organization Department's job was to allocate personnel according to the main work at present. Under general mobilization, the Organization Department's hardships had increased several fold.

After finishing this meal, Wu Youping returned to his office to continue working. Director Zhuang Jiaxiong of the Industrial Department had an appointment to meet Wu Youping in the evening to discuss work. Now, every department was so busy that there was no time during the day. Content that required deep discussion like this could only be chatted about at night.

As soon as Zhuang Jiaxiong arrived, he placed a bag of food on the table. "No need to worry about getting hungry in the middle of the night this time."

Seeing that his old classmate had made preparations, Wu Youping also pulled out a bag of food bought from the cafeteria and put it on the table, laughing, "We thought of the same thing."

Zhuang Jiaxiong laughed out loud, "Then there's really no need to worry. Old classmate, I want to ask you something in the capacity of a classmate now. Just listen. Don't use your status as Chief to criticize me."

Wu Youping smiled, "I can't guarantee that. After all, we aren't students at the school anymore. We can blow hot air however we like."

Zhuang Jiaxiong naturally knew his identity was no longer a student of the Railway Academy, but if this matter couldn't be clarified, his heart was truly in turmoil.

"Youping, I'm not opposing Chairman He. It's just that Chairman He doesn't care about the possibility of Japan at all, and is convinced that Japan will definitely send troops to interfere in our War of Liberation. Recently, at the conference in Washington, Japan did indeed return all rights in Shandong to China, and didn't extort another sum from us like the Redemption of Liaodong Fee during the First Sino-Japanese War. Can't this matter be taken as a reason that Japan actually won't attack us?"

Wu Youping hadn't expected his classmate to think this way, but things were indeed as his old classmate Zhuang Jiaxiong said. The Republic of China government had resolved the Shandong issue quite satisfactorily this time.

Before this conference began, Japan had actually tried its best not to discuss the Shandong issue. But the Beiyang government firmly refused, stating that if the Shandong issue wasn't discussed, they wouldn't attend the conference. In the end, the Beiyang government achieved its goal. The Washington Conference set up a Far East Pacific venue.

After the Far East Pacific venue started, the American representative proposed Ten Principles regarding the China issue. After discussion, the Chinese delegation raised objections, and finally, after revisions, four resolutions were formed:

1.  Respect China's sovereignty, independence, and territorial and administrative integrity; 2.  Give China completely unhindered opportunities to develop and maintain a powerful and consolidated government; 3.  Maintain the principle of equal opportunity for commerce and industry of all countries within China's territory; 4.  Rights and safety of citizens of friendly nations shall not be reduced due to domestic conditions.

These four resolutions mainly reflected the basic thinking of the US policy towards China at that time. The Chinese delegation had reservations about this resolution, while the other eight countries all expressed support. Finally, the "Treaty Between the Nine Powers Concerning China" (Nine-Power Treaty) was formed.

In the subsequent negotiations, the two sides went through intense negotiations and finally recovered the rights in Shandong. All of Germany's privileges in China were recovered.

On the surface, it was indeed a great victory.

But Wu Youping felt that things were probably not that simple. After thinking for a while, Wu Youping smiled, "Since we aren't lacking a midnight snack, let's prepare to pull an all-nighter."

Zhuang Jiaxiong also got interested and laughed, "An all-nighter it is, who's afraid of whom!"

Saying that, he took out a cigarette and lit one.

Wu Youping didn't pay attention to his old classmate. He picked up the phone and called the External Affairs Bureau, asking them to send a copy of the received content regarding the Shandong issue negotiations as soon as possible.

The External Affairs Bureau told Wu Youping that the comrades responsible for this were working overtime. Although the final report wasn't available, the draft without final revisions was already completed.

Wu Youping immediately asked the External Affairs Bureau to send the revised draft. While waiting, he talked with Zhuang Jiaxiong about the personnel arrangements for the general mobilization.

Talking about personnel, Zhuang Jiaxiong was full of bitterness. "Youping, you know it too. What the army wants are people who are down-to-earth and sincere, work seriously, and have determined characters. Engaging in industry also requires such people. We really can't give people away. If we let those people with no sense of responsibility be the pillars of the factories, would you be at ease? Besides, they really can't hold it up!"

Wu Youping sighed. He actually didn't know how to respond.
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Staff from the Foreign Affairs Bureau delivered the compiled drafts to Wu Youping's office overnight, only to find the lights still on. Led inside by the guards, they discovered that Wu Youping was not alone; Zhuang Jiaxiong, the Director of the Department of Industry, was also there. The desk was covered with documents and statistical reports. It looked no different from the Foreign Affairs Bureau, which was also burning the midnight oil to process intelligence.

Seeing this, the staff members who came to deliver the documents felt a touch of emotion, and the slight displeasure from working overtime dissipated. Since everyone was busy, there was nothing to complain about.

Wu Youping invited the comrades from the Foreign Affairs Bureau to sit down. While pouring water for them, he asked them to introduce the situation.

Mentioning the content of the talks, the comrade from the Foreign Affairs Bureau sighed with emotion, "Chief Wu, compared to those unequal treaties of the past, this negotiation is much better. But it remains unequal."

This description surprised Zhuang Jiaxiong slightly. From the briefing, the meeting seemed to have gone reasonably well. It was said that not only was the Shandong issue resolved, but rights were also recovered regarding customs tariffs and consular jurisdiction. However, the Foreign Affairs Bureau was the professional body after all. Since they said it was still unequal, he needed to listen carefully.

The comrade from the Foreign Affairs Bureau went straight to the point: "We demanded that China recover its rights in Shandong. However, at this conference, Japan still secured Germany's former rights in Shandong. Our demands were not realized at all!"

Zhuang Jiaxiong was stunned, his expression turning grave.

Being professionals, the Foreign Affairs Bureau staff only highlighted the key points in the subsequent explanation. The Chinese and Japanese sides had engaged in fierce exchanges over the return of Kiaochow Bay (Jiaozhou Bay) and related industries, salt fields, coal mines, railways, and many other issues.

Regarding public property and government assets, the Japanese side proposed separating territorial rights from ownership rights. Territorial rights could be returned without compensation, but the return of ownership rights required compensation.

This demand was refuted by Gu Weijun and Shi Zhaoji, who argued that demanding compensation was equivalent to selling, and Japan had no such right.

The most heated debate was over the rights to the Jiaoji Railway. The Chinese representatives first proposed that since the Jiaoji Railway was originally a joint venture between China and Germany, and Japan had now inherited Germany's rights, the entire railway and its subsidiary properties should be valued, and Japan should be given half the value while China recovered the railway rights.

The Japanese side claimed that the railway was obtained from Germany, and if China redeemed it at half price, it would be equivalent to Japan losing half. The Chinese representatives then proposed that paying the full price was not impossible, but the accumulated operating profits over the years and China's original capital stock must be deducted. The Japanese side claimed that this way Japan would gain nothing, and it was worse than the previous proposal. Soon after, the Japanese side changed their tune, insisting on "joint operation" and refusing to give up management rights. The Chinese delegation also received instructions from the Ministry of Foreign Affairs to stick to the bottom line of redeeming full management rights at half price.

Hearing how Japan was behaving, Zhuang Jiaxiong felt very angry. Seeing that the comrade from the Foreign Affairs Bureau wanted to continue recounting the process, Zhuang Jiaxiong said, "Just tell us the result."

"The final negotiation result is that China will provide compensation to Japan, totaling forty million yen. Subsequently, Japan requested that the redemption funds be provided through a Japanese loan to China. The Chinese representatives believed this concerned sovereignty and insisted that China raise the funds itself. Finally, after mediation by Britain and the United States, Japan must return the entire Jiaoji Railway line to China, and China will issue treasury bonds to pay Japan in installments over a period of fifteen years. Japan still obtained the rights and interests in Shandong and made a profit in the end."

Hearing this, Zhuang Jiaxiong slapped the table in anger. But this did not relieve his anger. He stood up abruptly, his expression murderous, "...Forty million yen! Forty million yen! How many rifles could that equip to kill the Japanese!"

It was also Wu Youping's first time hearing this, but he wasn't as furious. Seeing that the mood of the Foreign Affairs Bureau comrade was slightly affected by Zhuang Jiaxiong, he comforted him, "Comrade, don't mind him. He hates Japan."

The comrade from the Foreign Affairs Bureau nodded, "Chief Wu. We didn't quite understand what Chairman He's notice meant before, but now we understand a bit more. Chairman He demanded that the rights in Shandong must resolutely not be ceded, but the Beiyang government still failed to achieve that."

Wu Youping nodded. This line of thinking was something Wu Youping hadn't considered before. Moreover, Wu Youping had learned of He Rui's war planning in the most core confidential meetings three years ago. At that time, He Rui had convinced Wu Youping. Without hard power, nothing could be protected. Wu Youping no longer cared about negotiations that hadn't been tested by bloody warfare.

Even so, there were parts Wu Youping was curious about. "Some say that this negotiation recovered quite a few rights. Is that true?"

The comrade from the Foreign Affairs Bureau flipped through the manuscript he brought, found the relevant content, and read: "In the 'Treaty on the Chinese Customs Tariff', it was agreed: A special conference on revising tariff rules and rates will be convened in Shanghai. Before the abolition of likin, a surtax of 2.5% can be levied on ordinary goods, and a surtax of up to 5% on luxury goods; after the abolition of likin, the tariff rate *will* be raised to 12.5%."

After reading, the Foreign Affairs Bureau comrade emphasized the core content again, "Chief Wu, the precondition for this is the cancellation of likin, and furthermore, it is 'will'!"

The Northeast Government had also used the word 'will' in recent years. 'Will' meant 'must be done'. Therefore, for parts that could not be realized, Northeast official documents used 'to be determined according to the situation'. But internationally, the word 'will' could basically be treated as non-existent.

In a jungle society where strength reigns supreme, what future is necessary? There is probably only one truth: 'In the long run, we are all dead.'

Moreover, the prerequisite was the 'abolition of likin'. Likin was a transit tax collected by checkpoints set up by various provinces and localities. Given China's current fragmented state, canceling likin was something that wouldn't happen for a very long time.

Even if likin were truly canceled, and foreign countries implemented the 'will'. Then...

Just as Wu Youping was viewing this treaty with the attitude of appreciating a bizarre text, Zhuang Jiaxiong said angrily, "On what basis do foreigners decide China's tariff quota?"

Wu Youping nodded slightly. Zhuang Jiaxiong had hit the nail on the head. For a sovereign nation, setting tariffs was entirely China's internal affair. On what basis did foreigners decide China's tariff quota? This point alone determined that foreigners were still manipulating China's sovereignty.

Looking at Zhuang Jiaxiong's annoyed appearance, Wu Youping asked, "In order for China to have money to repay the indemnities stipulated in previous unequal treaties, this tariff does indeed need to rise a bit. Otherwise, there won't be money to pay those customs duties."

Zhuang Jiaxiong was stunned, then immediately understood. He lit a cigarette and continued to pace back and forth in the office with a gloomy expression.

Wu Youping turned to the comrade from the Foreign Affairs Bureau, "What about other sovereignty issues? What was the result?"

The comrade from the Foreign Affairs Bureau found that section again and read, "A commission organized by various countries will investigate the current status of extraterritoriality in China and gradually abandon consular jurisdiction; foreign post offices within China, except in leased territories or as specially provided for by treaties, shall all be abolished; a special commission organized jointly by the Beijing Diplomatic Corps and Chinese commissioners will investigate the status of foreign troops stationed in China. If China can guarantee the safety of foreign lives and property in China, then the various countries will withdraw their troops."

Hearing the first phrase 'a commission organized by various countries', Wu Youping knew that the diplomatic victory boasted by the Beiyang government was just hot air. After the foreign-organized commission investigated and felt that China's situation was no good, what would the result be?

Wu Youping said to the Foreign Affairs Bureau comrade, "Thank you, comrade. It's hard work for you to come so late. You go back first, be careful on the road."

Seeing Wu Youping being so kind, the Foreign Affairs Bureau comrade couldn't help but say while shaking hands with Wu Youping to say goodbye, "Chief Wu, you have worked hard too. Please take care of your health and rest early."

When only Wu Youping and Zhuang Jiaxiong were left in the room, Zhuang Jiaxiong sighed deeply and sat back in his chair dejectedly.

Wu Youping was not surprised. He too had once held the thought that the pressure from foreign powers would decrease, at least giving China a chance to catch its breath. It wasn't until he joined He Rui's team that, after a few years, Wu Youping understood that this was absolutely impossible.

Zhuang Jiaxiong was depressed and angry for a while, but he also knew he absolutely could not continue to waste time like this. He could only turn the topic back to a solution mentioned earlier, "It seems the only thing that can solve the problem is education."

Wu Youping agreed deeply, "It takes ten years to grow trees, but a hundred years to rear people. This seemingly clichéd, clumsy method is the only right path. The lack of talent in the Northeast now is simply because everyone's education level is low, and those with industrial thinking are even fewer. If we persist in comprehensive education for 20 years, China will have a million engineers, ten million skilled workers, and tens of millions of industrial workers. With such manpower utilized, what is there that cannot be achieved?"

"20 years..." Zhuang Jiaxiong couldn't help but sigh, "We'll be 50 years old by then."

Wu Youping looked at his old classmate Zhuang Jiaxiong with bright eyes, "Yes, 50 is already very old. But I don't want to lament when I'm 50. If we start working hard at 30, we'll already see results by 50."

Zhuang Jiaxiong gave a bitter smile, "Then let's temporarily exclude teachers from the conscription list as well."

Wu Youping shook his head, "I also think it should be done this way, but unfortunately it can't be. The army is also a school and needs teachers."

The next day, comrades from the Foreign Affairs Bureau handed the compiled solution to the Shandong problem to He Rui. He Rui didn't look at the details, only picking up the outline. After reading it, he instructed his secretary, "Bring this along. We are going to pick up Lord Zhang."

Zhang Xiluan's special train arrived in Shenyang. When the train pulled into Shenyang Station, the old man felt his nostalgia had nowhere to land.

The original Shenyang Station had low platforms, and the only shelter for passengers from the wind and rain were a few low wooden sheds. The current Shenyang Station platforms had been raised. The brand-new platforms appeared to be made of concrete, with conspicuous and neat boarding and alighting positions marked with paint. The completely renovated platforms were entirely covered by a thick roof overhead that looked like brick or stone.

The number of railway personnel coming in and out of the station had increased significantly compared to before. The young people wearing railway uniforms were full of vigor, their movements exhibiting the heat peculiar to youth. What surprised Zhang Xiluan even more was that there were quite a few women among the railway personnel. These Northeast girls were tall and slender, and wearing railway uniforms and peaked caps, each one looked valiant and heroic.

As the train entered the station, one of the girls, clearly the leader, held a megaphone and shouted to the people on the train: "Arriving at Shenyang Station, arriving at Shenyang Station. Passengers, please maintain discipline and line up to disembark. Do not crowd."

When Zhang Xiluan left, this place was still called Fengtian. Now it was called Shenyang. Facing this brand-new... old place, Zhang Xiluan truly couldn't generate any feelings of nostalgia.

Soon, He Rui appeared in front of Zhang Xiluan's carriage and strode onto the special train car. He Rui walked quickly to Zhang Xiluan and greeted him with a face full of smiles, "Lord Zhang, you've had a hard journey. Since learning that Lord Zhang boarded the train, I have been waiting with eager anticipation."

Zhang Xiluan looked at He Rui. He Rui's position was still General Zhen'an, but his military uniform had changed. It was a very simple, bright, and neat military uniform, without the superfluous decorations of a Beiyang general. Only the three stars on his shoulder epaulets proved He Rui's rank. Apart from that, He Rui's uniform was exactly the same as that of the soldiers around him.

A brand-new Shenyang, a brand-new uniform, a brand-new group of people. In Zhang Xiluan's memory, the only thing that hadn't changed was He Rui.

Zhang Xiluan sighed, "Brother He, the fact that you still remember your old brother makes me truly happy in my heart."

"Lord Zhang, you are in the prime of your life, why do you say such things?" He Rui laughed. "Lord Zhang, your accommodation has been arranged. Please let me escort you there."

Seeing He Rui still so polite, Zhang Xiluan relaxed a lot. Following He Rui off the train, a two-person sedan chair was stopped outside the carriage door. Zhang Xiluan waved his hand, "Brother He, I'm not so old that I can't walk."

So He Rui accompanied Zhang Xiluan towards the station exit. Zhang Xiluan looked left and right, seeing that Fengtian Station not only had many more tracks but also had dug an underground passage. Passengers no longer had to detour a long way to exit the station. Going down from the platform into the underground passage and walking all the way forward, they reached the station hall at the end. A few more steps and they were out of the station.

The station square was huge, surrounded by many newly built buildings. Zhang Xiluan looked for a while and sighed, "This station alone already surpasses Tianjin by far."

On the way to the hotel, Zhang Xiluan looked left and right, already somewhat speechless. The changes in Shenyang were so great that the old man didn't know how to evaluate them.

Arriving at the hotel, Zhang Xiluan let his entourage settle in, while he and He Rui went to the reception room of the large suite. The old man sighed, "Brother He's talent for governance is truly unheard of by this old man. Moreover, I heard that Brother He banned opium, gambling, and brothels outside the pass. Without relying on these illicit revenues, Brother He still built Shenyang to be like this. Everyone from the capital and Tianjin who has been to Shenyang praises it."

He Rui had only asked after his well-being along the way, not mentioning these matters at all. Hearing Zhang Xiluan's praise at this moment, he simply smiled, "Lord Zhang was outside the pass for decades. I merely leveraged the foundation Lord Zhang laid down."

Zhang Xiluan gave a chuckle, ignoring these perfunctory words. Zhang Xiluan knew very well what the region outside the pass looked like when he left. If Shenyang had been half as prosperous as it was now, Zhang Xiluan would never have left no matter what.

"Brother He, I came this time entrusted by others. President Xu wants to convene a State Council meeting. If Brother He does not attend, this State Council meeting will be in name only. Brother He has not entered the pass for several years. President Xu feels that perhaps he has treated Brother He unfairly in some matter."

These words could not be believed at all, yet had to be believed. He Rui smiled, "Lord Zhang, President Xu has misunderstood. Assuming public office is to serve the country. In recent years, affairs in the Northeast have been as numerous as hairs on an ox. I worked with all my might and only barely maintained things. If I were to enter the capital to participate in the State Council meeting, I wouldn't even know how to report on my duties. Rather than going and feeling ashamed, it is better to manage the Northeast well first and do more for the people of the Northeast."

Zhang Xiluan nodded slightly, "Presumably, Brother He should have the confidence to enter the capital now."

"But I do not know what President Xu wants to discuss by convening the State Council meeting."

Hearing He Rui express his intention to covet the central political power so clearly, Zhang Xiluan smiled, "Since it is a State Council meeting, naturally it is to discuss major national affairs. With Brother He's talent, you should be able to point out the future direction for the Republic."

The smile vanished from He Rui's face, and he said seriously, "Lord Zhang, not long ago, I sent a telegram to the central government requesting that they fight with all their might for China's sovereignty at the Washington Conference. Yet the central diplomatic delegation actually negotiated such a thing."

As he spoke, He Rui took out the summary of the meeting results and handed it to Zhang Xiluan. "None of the national sovereignty was recovered. As a defeated nation, Germany's rights should have belonged to China, yet in the end, we still have to spend money to redeem them from Japan. The central government is actually not ashamed of such a result but proud of it. This truly baffles me."

Zhang Xiluan took the document and put on his glasses to read it for a moment. In officialdom, what was said could absolutely not be taken seriously. Because what everyone said was just like what He Rui had just said, high-sounding and dignified. Opening their mouths for the country, closing their mouths for the people. This was the rule of officialdom.

If anyone truly took these words about serving the country and people seriously, it could only be said that those people were definitely not meant to be officials, or at least not material for being officials. But if someone didn't believe what interests were represented within those words about serving the country and people, then they were foolish beyond redemption.

After flipping through the document for a moment, Zhang Xiluan seemed to have completely understood it. He threw the document on the table and replied seriously, "Brother He is right. The Ministry of Foreign Affairs failed to fight for any rights for the country, yet they blow their own trumpet. Truly shameless. Brother He, you have many talents under your command. List them out, and I will hand it to President Xu after I return. Replace these vegetarian corpse-position holders (incompetent officials)."

He Rui smiled slightly, "Lord Zhang, don't be angered by those people. They were just following orders, traveling thousands of miles to Washington, USA, circling half the globe. Even without merit, they have worked hard."

Zhang Xiluan didn't think He Rui would care about the personnel arrangement of the Minister of Foreign Affairs, so he asked, "Brother He, I, your older brother, feel that if you can assume the post of Premier of the Republic, you will surely be able to arrange outstanding chief officials for each ministry."

Hearing this, He Rui felt that Zhang Xiluan was really not putting his heart into this trip. But Zhang Xiluan couldn't be blamed. The old man was over seventy, yet he had traveled thousands of miles. If it weren't for truly caring about the favors of the older generation, he actually wouldn't have needed to go to this extent. It was excusable for him to be so unconcerned about bargaining.

Moreover, the chip that Duan Qirui and Xu Shichang could bring out now was probably just the position of Premier of the Republic.

"Lord Zhang, I am young and lack virtue. Going to the capital would only invite ridicule. I still have this bit of self-knowledge."

Zhang Xiluan didn't take this bait and asked straightforwardly, "So, Brother He is willing to participate in the State Council meeting?"

He Rui shook his head, "I dare not be so arrogant. If I could meet with Chief Duan at Shanhaiguan, I would be satisfied."
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Zhang Xiluan met with He Rui in the morning and by noon had dispatched news of their talk to the capital. That evening, as soon as the message arrived in Beijing, someone secretly handed the contents of the telegram to the Japanese side. Zhang Xiluan's telegram was addressed to Xu Shichang, after all, it was Xu Shichang who had personally invited him. Zhang Xiluan never imagined that when Xu Shichang arrived for work the next morning and saw the telegram, he would immediately invite Duan Qirui over for a consultation.

By the time Duan Qirui arrived at the Presidential Palace to meet Xu Shichang, a meeting regarding these developments was also underway at the Japanese General Staff Office and the Ministry of War. The latest intelligence, including the contents of Zhang Xiluan's telegram, was placed before the assembled Japanese officers.

This meeting was attended not only by Chief of the General Staff Uehara Yūsaku but also by Army Minister Tanaka Giichi.

General Uehara Yūsaku went straight to the point, with no intention of polite pretense. "According to the General Staff's judgment, He-kun has already begun war preparations. Once preparations are complete, the war will begin."

Although Tanaka Giichi had held opposing views to General Uehara during the Siberian Intervention, they presented a united front when it came to dealing with He Rui. After Uehara finished speaking, Tanaka ordered Lieutenant Colonel Nagata Tetsuzan of the Military Affairs Bureau to present the Ministry of War's assessment to the assembled officers.

In the Japanese military, the highest rank for frontline operational staff was Colonel; generals did not personally involve themselves in such specific work. Nagata Tetsuzan was highly regarded within the army, which was why he was entrusted with such an important task.

Standing up, Nagata Tetsuzan began his briefing. "In 1916, the Northeast Army began its integration, and by the end of the year, they had largely eliminated the power of the old Northeast Army. According to their designations, they established four divisions. From early 1917 to 1922, the Northeast Army added at least six division designations annually. In 1920 alone, they added 10 division designations. Currently, the Northeast Army has a total of 48 division designations. A Northeast Army division has a complement of over 13,000 men, a scale equivalent to half of an Imperial Division."

The assembled officers were very clear on these figures; the divergence lay only in the analysis of the data. The Northeast Army's 48 divisions amounted to a troop strength equivalent to 24 Japanese divisions. Japan currently had 17 standing divisions, plus the Imperial Guard Division, for a total of 18 divisions.

In terms of army numbers, the Northeast Army held the advantage. However, Japan also possessed a navy, making the overall troop strength roughly equal between the two sides.

The assembled officers did not consider troop quality at all, because no one believed the Northeast Army's combat capability could exceed that of the Japanese Army. Everyone waited to hear Nagata Tetsuzan's continued analysis.

"He-kun possesses outstanding strategic patience. The Anhui Clique's Duan Qirui, with fewer than 200,000 troops, threatened to unify China by force. He-kun's 48 divisions, with an actual strength exceeding 300,000, have remained silent. At this stage, He Rui has begun to speak politically. It is projected that He-kun will initiate a total war to unify all of China by 1924 at the latest. If He-kun's objective is merely to unify the region north of the Yangtze, he could launch the war before June of next year."

No one raised any objections. Nagata Tetsuzan's ability was highly acclaimed, but that didn't mean he was the only wise man in Japan. Based on current data, any officer of above-average competence could reach a similar judgment.

Nagata Tetsuzan continued, "According to intelligence, since last year, the Northeast Army has dispatched surveying and reconnaissance teams to map and inspect various railways and roads leading south. They are specifically examining the reliability of the railways."

Hearing this, the assembled officers understood that He Rui was truly about to make his move. Such surveying and mapping was in itself an act of war. If not to ensure the speed of troop transport, there was absolutely no need to do this.

Tanaka Giichi motioned for Nagata Tetsuzan to sit, then spoke himself. "The Ministry of War now judges that He-kun is ready to implement his unification plan. The Empire absolutely does not wish to see China fall into the chaos of civil war again. According to contacts between our diplomatic personnel and the British, although Britain has certain expectations of He-kun, they align with the Empire on the position that China must maintain peace."

Hearing Army Minister Tanaka Giichi speak like this, Chief of Staff Uehara Yūsaku felt a slight disdain in his heart. The Ministry of War could utilize diplomatic channels by virtue of being part of the Cabinet. The General Staff, as an agency directly subordinate to the Emperor, naturally could not run off to contact foreign governments.

However, the General Staff had not remained idle; based on strategic analysis, they had reached a similar conclusion. China had three major warlord factions: the Anhui Clique, the Zhili Clique, and the Fengtian Clique. The Zhili Clique had the support of Britain and France; the Anhui Clique controlled the central government and had maintained close ties with Japan since Yuan Shikai's time.

Although He Rui's Fengtian Clique had good trade relations with Britain, France, and Japan, He Rui had used his exceptional political ability to vigorously develop Northeast industry. He had also stabilized Soviet Russia by leveraging its currently perilous external environment. He now occupied a very transcendent position.

The Japanese General Staff believed that He Rui would be very clear that militarily unifying China would break this situation. The current point of divergence was whether He Rui prepared to unify China quickly, or if he prepared to eliminate the warlords one by one, using a dual approach of politics and military force to complete China's unification.

Army Minister Tanaka Giichi continued, "The Ministry of War judges that He-kun will adopt military means as the primary method, and political means as auxiliary, to unify China as quickly as possible."

General Uehara Yūsaku couldn't help but frown slightly. Compared to the minor unpleasantness with Tanaka Giichi, the current situation was far more significant. Tanaka's view conformed to military theory, but before the General Staff could accept such a view, they needed considerable certainty.

At this moment, Major General Mikuchi of the General Staff asked, "Excellency Tanaka, He-kun is skilled in diplomacy. Is it possible he will adopt a strategy of sufficient diplomacy to defeat the warlords one by one, thereby also ascertaining the reactions of various nations?"

Tanaka Giichi answered decisively, "Impossible. Precisely because He-kun is proficient in diplomacy, he can better judge that such a method would only trigger strong opposition from foreign powers. Even if done in stages, He-kun would first take the unification of the region north of the Yangtze as his strategic goal."

This judgment aligned with the perceptions of the assembled officers, and the meeting quickly turned towards how Japan should respond to this situation. Only Nagata Tetsuzan felt in his heart that this judgment was not yet optimal.

Even without having dealt much with He Rui, just reading He Rui's writings and articles allowed one to judge that this man possessed brilliant political insight. Up to now, everything He Rui had done conformed to political and military common sense; this was the consensus within the Japanese military, and Nagata Tetsuzan viewed it the same way.

What differed from the others was that various materials and intelligence gave him a subtle sense of incongruity. With He Rui's reputation and ability, he should be executing these plans more efficiently, rather than being seen through so clearly and thoroughly by the Great Powers.

Nagata Tetsuzan had discussed this 'sense of incongruity' with other officers. Whether generals or field grade officers, they all acknowledged this feeling, but their explanation was, 'If He-kun cannot make the various nations understand his strategy, misjudgments will arise. At that time, He-kun would suffer enormous losses.'

The officers' judgment, in Nagata Tetsuzan's view, was both right and wrong. Obtaining the understanding of various nations was correct, but after factoring in this condition, He Rui's actions seemed even less efficient to Nagata.

Having experienced this, Nagata Tetsuzan felt very lonely within the military establishment. If it were just him holding such a view on the same matter, the loneliness was even worse than living in seclusion in the mountains. If one lived in seclusion, one could imagine there were many others in the world with the same views. Being among the crowd, one discovered that the vast majority of people around were not fellow travelers at all, and one's true kindred spirits were slow to appear. Every exchange with others brought only disappointment and further disappointment.

Just as Nagata Tetsuzan was lost in his own thoughts, the discussion had developed as he expected, moving towards supporting Duan Qirui.

"...The Anhui Clique has a troop strength of around 200,000, but most equipment is obsolete and training levels are low. Duan Qirui has also discovered this problem and is recruiting sons of good families from Zhili and surrounding areas to join the army, following the Beiyang training tradition. We should cooperate with Duan Qirui in this regard. Even if Duan Qirui's strength cannot rival the Northeast Army in the short term, we must at least enable him to stall He Rui. Once war breaks out, we can coordinate with Britain..."

"...But the American side will support the Northeast Government, right?" someone raised this view.

The group of officers was momentarily silent. The United States was currently the world's number one industrial power. According to He Rui's geopolitics, the United States was situated on an isolated island outside the World Island; although it possessed powerful strength, it still had an island-nation mentality.

As Japanese, the military officers could well understand this judgment. The United States could fully guarantee its own security, so naturally, it would look forward to breaking the current world order. Of course, the United States itself lacked the ability to invade the World Island, nor was it appropriate to do so. With Britain's policy of continental balance of power, the United States could stir up the situation on the World Island at this time. Wherever the situation was critical, the United States could, through aid and support, cause the unbalanced and critical situation to develop towards a rapid intensification of contradictions and a swift collapse of the balance.

The United States likely did not wish to see He Rui unify China, but they would certainly be happy to see He Rui deal a heavy blow to the world order currently dominated by Britain and France during the process of unification. This was also a variable in the current strategic situation.

Duan Qirui did not know that he needed to do nothing, yet a massive interest was approaching him. In Xu Shichang's Presidential Palace, Duan Qirui answered decisively, "Since He Rui wants to meet at Shanhai Pass, I will send a telegram to He Rui right now."

Xu Shichang nodded. Zhang Xiluan's telegram did not mention He Rui's attacks on the Republic's Ministry of Foreign Affairs; even if it had, Xu Shichang wouldn't have taken it seriously. At this moment, all attacks on the Beiyang central government were merely He Rui's bargaining chips. Meeting Duan Qirui at Shanhai Pass would undoubtedly allow them to speak openly. Whatever He Rui actually wanted could be made clear and explained to Duan Qirui. To be able to negotiate such a result, Xu Shichang felt that his old brother Zhang Xiluan was truly loyal enough; he had done his best.

Upon receiving the telegram, He Rui began arranging his itinerary. Shanhai Pass, as a defensive direction in this campaign, was a very important secondary theater. If the Japanese army were pressed hard, it was very possible they would disregard everything and land at Tanggu, launching an attack on the Northeast from Shanhai Pass. Although the probability was not high, it could not be ignored.

Under normal circumstances, Duan Qirui would not send troops to participate in a military operation besieging He Rui, but preparations had to be made for such an eventuality. This was the seriousness of military affairs.

Traveling from Shenyang all the way to Shanhai Pass required passing through several regions vital to the Northeast. He Rui could not make this trip solely for Duan Qirui.

Arrangements made, He Rui embarked on the journey. The most critical area along the route was Jinzhou. This city controlled the vital passage into the pass and was the gateway and screen for Shenyang's southwest direction. If the Japanese army truly dared to land a large army group at Tanggu, a war zone would have to be constructed with Jinzhou as the core.

Arriving in Jinzhou, he saw many recruitment stations set up on the streets. There were even more recruitment stations in areas where Jinzhou's factories and enterprises were clustered. Young men came and went in groups, led to sign up by recruitment staff responsible for various units.

Arriving at the Jinzhou Command, Xie Mingxian, Commissar of the 7th Army Group, came out to welcome him. A division of the Northeast Army had only about 13,000 men, which was a relatively small division-level combat unit by world standards. Therefore, the Northeast Army's organization included the 'Corps' unit. One Corps commanded three divisions.

However, a 'Group Army' was a temporary combat unit that only appeared during wartime. For instance, now, Jinzhou and Shanhai Pass belonged to one theater of operations. A corps with a strength of 40,000 men would be deployed from Shanhai Pass to Tanggu. Jinzhou would also have a corps.

Between two corps commanders, there could not be an issue of who commanded whom, so a Group Army had to be established to unify command of the two corps in the unified theater of operations.

Xie Mingxian was the Group Army Commissar, the top political leader. Group Army Commander Xiao Bangguo was the top operational leader. When Xie Mingxian accompanied He Rui into the headquarters, they saw Xiao Bangguo confirming tasks.

Seeing He Rui enter, Xiao Bangguo and the reporting officers hurriedly stood up and saluted. He Rui returned the salute and said, "You continue first."

Xiao Bangguo immediately asked, "When will the airfield acceptance report be submitted?"

The reporting Lieutenant Colonel immediately answered, "Tomorrow at the latest. Reconnaissance planes have already started stationing at the airfield and have begun test flights."

Only after this matter was handled did He Rui speak with Xiao Bangguo. As a Group Army Commander, Xiao Bangguo had just reached the age of 32—truly astoundingly young. A 32-year-old Group Army Commander was rare even in times of war. What was less rare was that Xiao Bangguo's rank was only Major General.

Xiao Bangguo came up and asked straightforwardly, "Chairman, are there more backup plans for the operational plan?"

He Rui couldn't help but smile. "Are the current backup plans not enough?"

"The operational plans for the current stage are sufficient. However, the officers assigned to the 7th Army Group generally only master regiment-level confrontation drills. For division-level training, everyone can only rely on their own imagination."

There was much helplessness in Xiao Bangguo's words, but He Rui did not generate any negative emotion because of it. If Xiao Bangguo lacked military talent, he certainly wouldn't have been appointed as Group Army Commander. He now saw where the problem lay. As an extremely young army, the Northeast Army lacked the sediment of war experience. 99.9% of the officers and men had never met an enemy face-to-face, let alone fired a shot at one. No matter how much they trained, it was only sparring with their own people.

Regiment-level confrontations were not large in scale; their actions could be fully calculated. One could truly engage in 'paper talk' and complete it through training.

But at the division level of combat units, with a scale of over ten thousand men, the battlefield one was responsible for was completely different from regiment-level influence. Once war started, this combat unit would have to shoulder heavy tasks. Division commanders had to consider not just a trench or a few hilltops, but the overall war situation across a vast area.

Commanders who had not experienced these things were destined to only be able to talk on paper. Such heavy responsibility pressed upon a group of young soldiers who had been in the service for only five or six years.

Seeing Xiao Bangguo under such pressure, He Rui ordered, "Call the comrades from the Group Army Staff. Let's run a simulation."

Xiao Bangguo was overjoyed and immediately gathered the staff personnel. He Rui, acting as the Japanese side, began directing the Tanggu landing.

The Group Army Staff immediately discovered the landing 'Japanese forces' through the condition of 'all-day aerial reconnaissance'. And based on aerial photography and pilot observation, they determined the landing numbers.

Since the Japanese dispatched two divisions and landed successfully, there was a small debate within the Group Army Staff about whether to strike this Japanese force.

Of course, small-scale strikes had already begun from the moment the Japanese appeared. Division-level 100mm mortars and regiment-level 80mm mortars continuously bombarded Japanese troop concentration points.

As news of a new Japanese division landing arrived, the troops began dismantling railways, destroying roads, and setting up positions, effectively inflicting casualties on the Japanese while retreating in echelons when the Japanese launched fierce attacks.

During this period, because one Japanese detachment was found to be advancing too rashly, the 23rd Corps guarding Shanhai Pass used the terrain to launch a counterattack, dealing a heavy blow to the protruding Japanese brigade and rendering it completely combat-ineffective. And two hours before other Japanese forces could arrive, they chose to retreat.

Through such fighting, the troops pinned down three Japanese divisions, achieving a standoff with the Japanese centered on Shanhai Pass. Simulating up to this point, He Rui was very satisfied with the troops' preparatory work.

Although situations change in war, the Japanese Army was not the world's strongest army; in terms of equipment, they were inferior to the Northeast Army. In tactical understanding and war thinking, they were far inferior to the Northeast Army, which was armed with modern military concepts.

That the Northeast Army Group Staff could achieve this level meant they were absolutely a top-ten army in the world. If one insisted on saying they squeezed into the top five, it wasn't impossible.

The expressions of the Group Army Staff personnel were no longer as tense as before; they had all relaxed considerably. He Rui looked at the Group Army Commissar and smiled. "Comrade Xie Mingxian, you, the Commissar, haven't been able to eliminate the comrades' nervousness. The Japanese army is not that terrible."

Xie Mingxian could only nod. "Chairman, perhaps we emphasized too much in the early stages that we must not underestimate the enemy, which struck a blow to the comrades' confidence."

He Rui understood that political work was not easy, so he turned to the comrades. "Comrades, do you have the confidence to win this battle for the motherland?"

Everyone's eyes lit up, and they responded in unison, "We have confidence!"

"The most fearful thing in fighting a war is not knowing what you are fighting for. Since you know what you are fighting for, the next step is to cast aside selfishness, cast aside the desire for fame and profit. Focus on the things that need to be done. I see that comrades have prepared very sufficiently. I can tell you clearly, although we do not have a powerful navy, this war is a land war, not a naval war. Everyone is already very clear in the simulation on how to avoid letting the Japanese army utilize their naval strength, so we won't suffer silent losses. As for land warfare, we have airplanes, we have cannons, and our weapons and equipment are sufficient. We fight for the motherland, for our hometowns, for our families to live good lives. This will gain the support of the people. As long as we fight according to the laws of war, we will not fail. Setbacks suffered on the battlefield will absolutely not affect our overall situation."

The comrades revealed looks of joy, then they heard He Rui continue, "Unless..."

At this, everyone became tense again, staring intently at He Rui.

"Unless there are commanders who only think about winning, only think about winning for themselves alone, acting recklessly without regard for consequences. Or those who only think about how to preserve their forces when encountering setbacks or defeat, so as to reduce the punishment they might receive. So they disobey orders and cower in retreat before the enemy. This is the reason that will lead to our failure. I suggest that in the coming time, everyone can conduct simulations targeting our tactical arrangements and targeting such possibilities."

It was evident that the comrades in the staff department felt this was a good method. Group Army Commissar Xie Mingxian and Commander Xiao Bangguo felt a sense of relief, as if a heavy burden had been lifted.

He Rui was also very satisfied. With pressure mounting from all sides, adding more pressure would only push everyone into a worse state. Decompression was the priority of the moment. In other words, He Rui had to tell everyone that failure would not only happen but would be accepted.

Likewise, what could not be accepted was using failure as an excuse to seek personal gain. Such people were a scourge in the army and had to be eliminated immediately.

Having completed the inspection work and soothed the comrades' moods, He Rui continued his advance toward Shanhai Pass.

When the train stopped at Shanhai Pass Station, Duan Qirui's troops were already welcoming him at the platform. The Lieutenant Colonel in the lead saw He Rui and immediately stood at attention and saluted. "Reporting to General Zhen'an, Director-General Duan is already waiting for the General atop the Shanhai Pass city wall."

He Rui took only his guard detail and headed straight for Shanhai Pass. Climbing the steps to the top of the wall, he saw Duan Qirui indeed standing there, gazing out at the seascape. As He Rui approached, Duan Qirui's guard stepped forward to report. Duan Qirui then turned around. "Brother He Rui, you've had a hard journey. How about taking a walk with me on the wall?"
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The Shanhaiguan Pass of 1922 was vastly different from the tourist attraction it would become a century later. The damaged walls were mottled and worn, the battlements dilapidated. Yet, nothing could conceal the majesty of its original construction.

To see the ocean, one had to go to Laolongtou (Old Dragon's Head). It wasn't visible from here. When Duan Qirui gazed in the direction of the sea earlier, his mind had actually been preoccupied with what to say to He Rui.

The two walked for a while before Duan Qirui sighed. "Brother He, outside the Pass, you have reorganized the army, prepared for war, and developed the people's livelihood. You recovered the Chinese Eastern Railway and provided disaster relief to the people. Your reputation is now illustrious."

He Rui chuckled softly, not responding, simply waiting for Duan Qirui to continue. Seeing He Rui's reaction, Duan Qirui voiced the second half of his thought—the questioning part. "However, your implementation of land reform outside the Pass has truly shaken those inside the Pass. At the mere mention of your great name, Brother He, the gentry are struck with fear."

"Haha. Is that so? I wonder if they describe me as a monster with a green face and jagged fangs," He Rui replied jokingly.

Duan Qirui hadn't expected such a response and stared at He Rui with displeasure for a moment. He saw that He Rui looked completely at ease, clearly not taking the gentry's opposition seriously. Duan Qirui was greatly displeased but helpless. He could only advise, "Brother He, you currently enjoy outstanding fame and are proficient in both domestic administration and diplomacy. The old brothers of the Beiyang clique are getting on in years. As long as you can change your course, this position of Grand President will be yours for the taking in a few years. Brother He, you have always placed the country first; why be so willful?"

He Rui's purpose in coming this time was not to brush Duan Qirui off. This was a perfect opportunity to test just how reactionary Duan Qirui actually was. He put away his smile and answered seriously, "Premier, the world has changed."

Hearing the seriousness in He Rui's tone and this specific opening statement, Duan Qirui listened attentively.

"Historically, China has never lacked skilled craftsmen. Tools and implements were constantly improved, making China the most powerful and advanced nation in the world during the agrarian age. China's current backwardness lies in missing the era of industrialization—we have fallen behind in science, technology, and means of production across the board. However, Premier, given the innate intelligence of the Chinese people, catching up to the pioneering nations of Europe and America is not a problem at all."

As Duan Qirui listened to He Rui, he unconsciously frowned. With Duan Qirui's status in the Beiyang clique, talking to others about serving the country and the people usually had nothing to do with actually serving the country and the people. Whenever "country and people" were mentioned, it was always for the sake of interests—group interests, personal interests, the interests of those in high positions.

Now that He Rui was discussing Chinese history, it was technically on topic. But somehow, Duan Qirui felt that He Rui was genuinely discussing the subject itself.

However, Duan Qirui had weathered many storms. Since He Rui wanted to talk about this, Duan Qirui was curious to see what game he was playing. So, Duan Qirui smiled and said, "Brother He, what you're saying sounds like something I've heard others say. But usually, after saying this, those people go on to talk about 'saving the nation through industry' or 'saving the nation through education.'"

He Rui smiled. "Heh, those people have only studied the surface of the problem and fall far short of your insight, Premier. What you said right at the start was the most crucial point."

Duan Qirui had no interest in idle chatter. Since He Rui was circling around like this, Duan Qirui didn't want to waste time with him. "Oh? I didn't expect you to know how to flatter people, Brother He. What I said just now was merely the worry of the Beiyang brothers."

He Rui nodded. "Premier, in the agrarian age, the gentry played a significant role. They preserved culture, knowledge, and art, and were a key source of government officials. The saying 'farming and studying to maintain the family legacy' was not wrong. However, as I said before, Premier, the world has changed. This is no longer the agrarian age; it is the industrial age. This process is irreversible. To have a place in the modern world, China must become an industrial nation. The reason the Northeast is where it is today is not because land reform was implemented and the landlords and gentry fled. The Northeast is where it is today because, over the past few years, it has been built and developed according to the rules of the industrial age. In the industrial age, there is no longer any room for landlords and gentry."

Duan Qirui realized that He Rui hadn't strayed from the topic. Duan Qirui wanted to talk about landlords and gentry, and He Rui was talking about landlords and gentry. Both sides were discussing the issue with extreme frankness.

But this conversation was vastly different from Duan Qirui's previous ones. When He Rui spoke of the national economy and the people's livelihood, he was actually talking about the national economy and the people's livelihood. He wasn't using them as a guise.

From its inception, the Beiyang army had recruited boys from good families. These recruits came from wealthy households or were yeoman farmers. Over the years, these Beiyang soldiers had used their earnings to buy land, becoming landlords themselves. Moreover, after the Beiyang clique rose to power, many children of landlords and gentry joined the Beiyang forces. Therefore, He Rui's actions in the Northeast had directly triggered opposition from the entire Beiyang group.

Duan Qirui himself didn't care much about the position of Premier; he would yield it to He Rui if asked. But the upper echelons of Beiyang could not accept it. They were all landlords and gentry now. Once He Rui took power and implemented the policies already enforced in the Northeast, the family fortunes they had worked so hard to amass over the years would instantly vanish in a puff of smoke.

Since He Rui's stance was so diametrically opposed to Beiyang's, Duan Qirui had to get to the bottom of it. "Brother He, why can't you let the gentry go?"

"I have never targeted the landlords and gentry personally; I only want to lead China into a new era. But as the saying goes, 'Where the broom does not reach, the dust will not vanish of itself.' Premier, the gentry hold power. When it comes to distributing benefits, they will certainly carve out the largest share for themselves. In the industrial age, these benefits must be distributed to the working people. It is the working people who create the science, technology, and culture of the industrial age. Because the abundant products of the industrial age enable individual men and women to establish their own small families according to their own expectations, state institutions must serve these small families. This necessitates a legal system that abolishes all privileges. In the industrial age, landlords and gentry only serve as an obstruction. Like a rock blocking the great cart of industrialization—I truly have no other method but to kick the rock aside or crush it directly."

Hearing this, especially the final metaphor, Duan Qirui sighed and stopped walking.

Resting his hand on the battlement and looking down, he saw Beiyang troops on one side of Shanhaiguan and He Rui's troops on the other. Separated by the pass, the men on both sides remained silent. Standing atop the pass were the leaders of these two factions. Duan Qirui no longer wished to say anything more to He Rui. He turned around and praised, "Brother He is truly straightforward."

Seeing the steely resolve in Duan Qirui's expression, He Rui understood Duan Qirui's reactionary nature. Being reactionary was a stance; it didn't necessarily involve personal morality. Just like Duan Qirui himself, who was famously known as the "Six-No Premier"—no smoking, no drinking, no gambling, no whoring, no greed, no embezzlement.

In terms of personal morality, Duan Qirui had no issues. Moreover, in the other timeline, Duan Qirui refused to cooperate with the Japanese when they invaded, showing national integrity.

However, when faced with the grand trend that China must undergo revolution to achieve industrialization, Duan Qirui decisively chose his stance and reacted against this trend. This was what made a "reactionary."

Since Duan Qirui had confirmed his stance, He Rui didn't want to say more. After a moment of silence, He Rui smiled. "If the Premier has nothing else to say, this subordinate will take his leave."

Duan Qirui nodded. "I will see you off, Brother He."

Both were military men; their steps were brisk, and they soon reached the bottom of Shanhaiguan Pass. He Rui raised his hand in salute to Duan Qirui. "Premier, I do not know when we shall meet again. Please take care of your health."

Duan Qirui wore a smile with a profound meaning. "If Brother He wishes to see me, you can bring your men to visit at any time."

He Rui nodded. "There is one more matter this subordinate forgot to ask. If I go to war with Japan, I wonder which side the Premier will stand on?"

Duan Qirui was stunned. This question was completely beyond his expectations, and for a moment, he didn't know how to answer. While he hesitated, he heard He Rui continue, "In terms of righteousness towards the nation, would the Premier stand on Japan's side?"

Duan Qirui was very unaccustomed to He Rui's conversational style, but since He Rui had asked, Duan Qirui replied, "Brother He, if that day truly comes... we are all Chinese. Naturally, I would not help foreigners fight Chinese people."

He Rui smiled. "In that case, let me state something first. If I fight Japan, I will set up defensive positions at Tanggu to prevent a Japanese landing to ensure the safety of Shanhaiguan. I will also establish a defensive warning line from Beijing to Shanhaiguan. At that time, I ask Premier Duan not to misunderstand. I have absolutely no intention of attacking the capital."

Duan Qirui had been patiently listening to He Rui, but hearing this, he truly couldn't hold back. He let out a cold laugh. "Heh! As long as Brother He is acting for the country and the people, how could this foolish brother be so ignorant of the big picture? If that day really comes, you only need to say the word, Brother He, and this foolish brother will yield the capital to you."

Seeing that Duan Qirui was genuinely annoyed, He Rui said no more. He simply raised his hand to salute Duan Qirui, then turned and left.

Although he didn't look back, He Rui guessed that Duan Qirui probably wore a look of disdain. But that was no longer important. What needed to be said had been said. If Duan Qirui was merely a reactionary, he wouldn't be exterminated after being overthrown.

If Duan Qirui became a traitor, there would be nothing else to say; he would simply face a fair trial.

However, the matter of war with Japan had to be told to Duan Qirui first. If he didn't mention it, He Rui would be in a passive position later. As for whether Duan Qirui believed it... Duan Qirui absolutely would not believe it right now.

Just as He Rui expected, when the meeting ended, Duan Qirui didn't mention a word about He Rui going to war with Japan. Even when he returned to Beijing and recounted the meeting to Xu Shichang, he didn't bring it up.

Xu Shichang was a man of great intellect. After hearing He Rui's words, he knew the plan to win over He Rui had failed completely. If what He Rui said was false, then He Rui's intention was that Beiyang must submit.

If what He Rui said was true, it was even more terrifying. He Rui wanted to dig out Beiyang's very roots. If the civil and military officials of Beiyang knew that He Rui wanted the landlords and gentry to "exit the stage of history," would they have any choice but to fight to the death?

Understanding this, Xu Shichang sighed, not knowing what to say. Just then, Duan Qirui suddenly burst out laughing. It started as a cold sneer, turned into mockery, and finally, Duan Qirui laughed uproariously.

Xu Shichang looked at Duan Qirui, completely unsure of what was wrong with him. Duan Qirui laughed for a while, wiped the tears from the corners of his eyes, and said, "Brother Xu, during this meeting, just as He Rui was leaving, he exhorted me. He said he is going to fight Japan. When he fights Japan, he will send a force to occupy Shanhaiguan and Tanggu to guard against a Japanese landing. You didn't see He Rui's expression at the time; he looked as if he meant it."

Hearing this, Xu Shichang was stunned. Immediately, a strong emotion rushed to his head, and he couldn't help but laugh loudly as well.

Duan Qirui was born in 1865. Xu Shichang was born in 1855. This year was 1922; Duan Qirui was 57, and Xu Shichang was 67.

It had to be said, in his 67 years of life, Xu Shichang felt that this joke told by He Rui was undoubtedly the most f*cking ridiculous one he had ever heard.
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He Rui was not worried that the news of the Northeast Army's plan to attack Japan would be revealed to Japan by Duan Qirui. Back in Shenyang, He Rui continued his work. War is not simply a matter of a supreme commander giving an order, followed by soldiers naturally forming armies and swarming to the front lines.

Even in an agricultural society, war requires a preparation period. In an industrial society, the content and scale of war preparations are far greater than in an agricultural society. As a commander-in-chief, one must and can only grasp the progress of war preparations through documents.

The day after He Rui returned to Shenyang, Morrison came to see him. He Rui had just finished reading a large stack of reports and confirmed the military arrangements on the Sino-Soviet border in Outer Mongolia and Heilongjiang.

It was already August, and the Soviet Union had not yet formally appeared. However, the Central Committee of the All-Union Communist Party (Bolsheviks) had already held a meeting and decided to form the Union of Soviet Socialist Republics. According to historical trends, this matter would be finalized.

While waiting for Morrison to come in, He Rui had a mischievous thought. The Soviet Union indeed hadn't come to ask China if it wanted to join. If the Soviet Union dared to ask, He Rui would dare to agree.

Footsteps sounded, and Morrison walked into He Rui's office. He Rui thought Morrison would beat around the bush, but he didn't expect the Director of the Investment Promotion Bureau to get straight to the point. "Chairman, is the Northeast Army really going south?"

There were some foreign officials in the Northeast Government, including British, French, and Russians. Among these people, Morrison held the highest position and the most real power. Therefore, the British government had high hopes for Morrison. On one hand, the British government used the promise of a position in the British cabinet after Morrison resigned from the Northeast Government as bait, offering him sufficient temptation. On the other hand, the British government also tried to obtain core intelligence on the Northeast Government through Morrison.

Therefore, He Rui's key decisions were all made in Party branch meetings. As part of the administrative branch, Morrison could only obtain news that the administrative branch was entitled to know. And this news itself was nothing to hide.

As for the military branch, it was even less accessible to Morrison. So although He Rui wasn't surprised, he was somewhat satisfied. It seemed the British side indeed believed that the Northeast Army's combat target was the Beiyang clique.

Although he thought this, He Rui still had to follow the rules. His face darkening, He Rui asked, "Director Morrison, if there were such a war, the comrades in the administrative departments would naturally be informed at the mobilization meeting. The Investment Promotion Bureau inquiring about military matters is a violation of administrative discipline!"

Morrison certainly knew about administrative discipline. The British government had indeed sent a message to Morrison, asking him to determine the purpose of He Rui's actions as soon as possible.

Hearing He Rui say this, Morrison stared at He Rui and answered decisively, "Until now, the Chairman has never expressed his stance on the treaties signed by the Chinese central government. I personally support the speedy unification of China, and the purpose of my visit is to ask the Chairman to prepare for these matters. After the Northeast Army enters the Pass, it will immediately face the garrisons of various countries stationed in China. Military conflicts will inevitably occur then. If the Chairman can immediately issue a statement acknowledging the treaties, while sternly declaring that those treaties do not mean that foreign garrisons in China can unscrupulously initiate attacks on the Northeast Army. Once foreign garrisons provoke the Northeast Army, it exceeds the content of the treaties, and the Northeast Army will conduct annihilation operations against them in accordance with the rules of war. Based on my understanding of the various countries, they will restrain their troops and will not start a war without authorization."

He Rui was a little touched. To be able to say this proved that Morrison indeed had some affection for China. However, He Rui's emotion was limited. If it were a nationalist who adhered to He Rui's position, Morrison's words would not only fail to be considered 'having affection for China', but would be seen as 'an imperialist running dog intimidating the Chinese people's liberation cause'.

Why should foreigners decide how Chinese armies fight on Chinese soil?

From the standpoint of Chinese nationalists, anyone who dared to say such things was a running dog of imperialism, and killing them would not be a pity.

He Rui smiled. "Does Director Morrison miss his days in the Capital?"

"The environment in the Capital is much worse than in Shenyang," Morrison sighed.

He Rui advised, "Don't think like that. Wherever money is spent, it becomes good. As long as the money is in place, flowers can bloom even in the desert. Besides, the climate in the Capital is warmer than in Shenyang."

Morrison did not answer immediately. He Rui's words could already be seen as a hint, implying that He Rui wanted to take Morrison back to the Capital with him. Moreover, He Rui intended to shift his center of power from Shenyang to the Capital. So Morrison smiled and said, "Beijing and Tianjin are good places for trade. The Investment Promotion Bureau will certainly be able to attract more investors in Beijing and Tianjin."

He Rui nodded. "Compared to Beijing and Tianjin, Shanghai and Nanjing are also not bad."

Morrison's expression became serious again. "Chairman, once the Northeast Army reaches the Yangtze River, it will have to face the British fleet in the Yangtze. Before reaching an agreement with Britain on this matter, I really do not recommend the army crossing the Yangtze. If the army insists on forcing a crossing, it will really trigger a war."

He Rui just smiled but did not answer. At this moment, the secretary pushed a small cart in, loaded with many documents. He Rui pointed to the documents. "Director Morrison, I will consider what you said. But I really can't talk with you any longer today. Look at these."

Morrison had said what he wanted to say and received the response he wanted, so he stood up to take his leave.

On the way back, Morrison was not particularly worried. Based on his judgment of He Rui, such an intelligent politician who understood international politics would never fail to consider this. If possible, Morrison hoped to unify China under relatively peaceful circumstances. If the Chinese army overly provoked Britain, Britain would have to launch military operations. Once military operations began, it would be a tragedy for both China and Britain.

That evening, Morrison was invited to a ball hosted by the British Chamber of Commerce in Shenyang. Morrison had attended too many such gatherings and knew the ropes well. On the second floor of the completely British-style venue, Morrison leaned against the railing with a wine glass, looking down. Soon, the British Consul in Shenyang also walked up to Morrison with a wine glass. The two stood side by side, and the Consul asked, "Mr. Morrison, how is it?"

Morrison did not answer but asked instead, "Has the government prepared a contingency plan for the Northeast Army going south? What is London's attitude? Continue to support the Zhili clique, or decide to support the Northeast?"

Hearing this answer, the Consul understood that Morrison was certain the Northeast Army would go south. However, such things couldn't be based on guessing. The Consul continued to press, "Are you sure the Northeast Army will go south in the near future?"

"Going south is certain, but when they will go south cannot be determined. The Northeast Army's training is generally based on a three-month cycle. Soldiers who perform well undergo two cycles, which is six months of training. Non-commissioned officers are selected from outstanding soldiers and continue with three to six months of NCO studies. According to this timeline, and with the current recruitment intensity, war might break out after May next year."

The Consul nodded. "Have you written a report?"

Morrison touched his chest; the report was inside his clothes. But Morrison didn't take it out immediately. He returned to the previous question. "Is there any decision from London?"

The Consul was somewhat helpless. As a consul, he just did the dirty work in the diplomatic system. Unless London really made a decision and sent it to the diplomatic mission in China, the consul wouldn't know the news.

So the Consul said, "Once there is news, I will inform Mr. Morrison immediately. Up to now, we have not received any instructions."

Morrison didn't ask further. He took out the report in the envelope and handed it to the Consul. The Consul was relieved. As a worker, his job was done by submitting Morrison's report attached with a report on the current situation in Shenyang. Taking responsibility was naturally for those ambitious people who wanted to climb up; those who just wanted to get by only needed to survive.

Moreover, it wasn't easy to get by well within the system. Just taking responsibility once could ruin one's future.

For people who wanted to live a good life, 'getting by' was an unavoidable choice. In this regard, there was no difference between Chinese and foreign human societies.

Morita Mitsuko felt this clearly. Before former Prime Minister Hara Takashi was assassinated, Mitsuko received a mission to interview He Rui in Shenyang. Mitsuko soon discovered that the interview itself was a diplomatic mission. With Prime Minister Hara Takashi dead, the interview was naturally cancelled.

More than half a year later, Mitsuko received an arrangement from the newspaper office again. His Excellency Saionji Kinmochi, a big shot in the Japanese Ministry of Foreign Affairs, was going to visit the Northeast, and *Asahi Shimbun* dispatched Morita Mitsuko to cover the visit throughout.

Mitsuko wanted to agree after hearing it; she didn't have the chance to refuse anyway. Before the words left her mouth, Mitsuko remembered something and asked, "Which other newspapers are participating?"

The president smiled. "We got an exclusive interview this time, Mitsuko. You must write a good report."

"Yes," Mitsuko bowed and replied. But Mitsuko knew very well in her heart, and knew that the president knew very well, what this interview was really about.

Returning home, Mitsuko told her mother the news. Upon hearing it, Mrs. Morita immediately stood up and said, "Since you are going to see He-kun, the gift must be prepared well. Pickled vegetables... put more salt in them first. It's so hot on the road, they might spoil..."

Watching her mother rush off to get busy, Mitsuko suddenly felt a little sad. If possible, Mitsuko did not want to interview He Rui in such a capacity. But Mitsuko also knew very well that if not for this capacity, she would not be able to find an opportunity to interview He Rui independently.
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"Comrade Gao Shitou."

"Present!"

"Our platoon's task is to construct these four buildings. Once construction is complete, your squad will be responsible for launching an attack from the south."

"Yes, sir!" Gao Shitou answered loudly.

After the platoon leader finished assigning the exercise tasks, he took out a 1:100 scale map. The soldiers gathered around the map were wearing combat uniforms—loose-fitting, convenient, sturdy, and wear-resistant clothing perfectly suited for combat. In the pursuit of absolute battlefield utility, these combat uniforms had completely abandoned any pretense of 'aesthetics'.

The officers and soldiers didn't mind this; they almost intuitively sensed the utility and accepted it. After examining the layout of the buildings, the soldiers used entrenching shovels to dig several shallow trenches in the ground, piling up the excavated earth to simulate outer walls and the shape of houses.

It wasn't just Gao Shitou's platoon doing this. On the vast expanse of saline-alkali soil where almost no grass grew, various units of the 42nd Army were conducting field exercises. The 42nd Army was currently under the command of the First Army Group. In the Northeast Army, unit designations like '1st' through '3rd' didn't exist permanently. The Army Group was a temporary combat unit to be disbanded after the war, so there wasn't much fuss about the numbering.

Estimating the height of the walls, Gao Shitou led the soldiers of his squad through the 'controlled streets' to the target's exterior. Taking out a small mirror and clipping it to the muzzle of his rifle, Gao Shitou put his back against the 'wall' and raised his rifle high, using the mirror to observe the situation 'inside the wall'.

After observing, Gao Shitou sent the deputy squad leader to report to the platoon leader: "There are no enemy forces on the other side of the wall."

The platoon leader was very satisfied with Gao Shitou's report. The Northeast Army regulations required regular 'Military Democracy Meetings', also known as 'Zhuge Meetings' (Meetings of Wits). During training and study, soldiers learned many techniques. At the 'Military Democracy Meeting', they were required to speak their minds freely. In the standard terminology proposed by the higher-ups, this was called 'user feedback'. In common parlance, it was 'nitpicking'.

'Nits' might not cause wounds, but they certainly caused discomfort. Gao Shitou had pointed out that most of the time, one shouldn't use the small mirror method to look at things two meters away—you really couldn't see clearly. It was better for close range, like leaning against a wall to look at the immediate other side.

Originally, this observation method had been proposed by the higher-ups, along with various ways to use it. A mere squad leader daring to sing a different tune than the superiors made the platoon leader rather unhappy. However, his displeasure was only that Squad Leader Gao dared to oppose the higher-ups' methods; the platoon leader actually agreed with Gao Shitou's view. As a platoon leader, he had to master the use of various weapons and equipment. The platoon leader himself had found that using such a small mirror to observe things several meters or even ten meters away was extremely difficult. He had privately asked other platoon leaders in the company; the straightforward ones admitted they had tried and failed, while the less straightforward ones avoided the topic—implying they couldn't do it either.

Since the higher-ups mandated that one must speak freely at the 'Military Democracy Meeting', the platoon leader 'followed procedure' and submitted the report of the entire 'Democracy Life Meeting', which included this item.

To his surprise, the platoon leader wasn't called in for a reprimand, which put his mind at ease. It seemed the higher-ups were serious about the Military Democracy Life Meetings. Two months later, when the new combat regulations were promulgated, the method for using the small mirror had changed. The requirements were lowered directly to a level that ordinary people could operate.

The platoon leader was overjoyed, feeling a surge of admiration for the higher-ups and a significant increase in goodwill towards Gao Shitou.

Now receiving the report that there were 'no enemies inside the wall', the platoon leader immediately ordered, "Breach the door!"

A soldier pretended to fly-kick the door. Of course, the 'door' didn't open. At the same moment, on the other side, a human ladder was formed. A soldier with excellent eyesight secretly peeked over the wall to directly observe the situation in the courtyard and the house within the perimeter.

Kicking the door was intended to attract the attention of potential enemies, while direct observation was far more effective than using a small mirror.

Exercises were not playacting. They had to include drills for various situations, and most importantly, there had to be logic within them. One couldn't just make wild, baseless assumptions.

The offensive exercise continued for two days. After practicing various scenarios multiple times and verifying the unit's preparations for urban warfare, the regiment convened a meeting of officers and NCOs, including squad leaders.

The Regimental Commander randomly called on a squad leader to stand up, and it happened to be Gao Shitou. The Commander asked directly, "This Squad Leader, if you are attacking a house and encounter machine-gun fire from inside, what would you do?"

"Immediately order the men to stop the attack and report to the platoon. At the same time, pull back to a position that can seal off the exits. If conditions permit, have men irregularly throw grenades inside."

The Regimental Commander called up Gao Shitou's platoon leader. "Platoon Leader, what about you?"

The platoon leader immediately stood at attention. "Immediately report this enemy fire point to the company. At the same time, seal off the passages around this fire point as much as possible so the enemy cannot relocate."

The Regimental Commander was satisfied with these answers. He let them sit down and explained to the officers and NCOs, "The enemy cannot conjure machine guns out of thin air; they only have a fixed number. Light infantry without artillery support just need to identify enemy fire points and isolate them. Leave these enemies for the artillery to resolve. The light infantry will occupy other areas. We have the numbers; the isolated enemies will only be destroyed by us one by one. Light infantry groping forward should not try to be heroes when they encounter enemy machine guns. War involves casualties, but when it's not necessary, the lower the casualties, the better."

These words struck a chord with the comrades. The troops had conducted a large amount of live-fire training, learning and drilling on how to use their weapons against the enemy. They knew very well what it meant for infantry to charge with rifles against machine-gun fire. No one would do that unless absolutely necessary. Using artillery to resolve enemy machine-gun defensive points in urban warfare was undoubtedly the best option.

At this point, the Regimental Commander asked, "Do you comrades have any questions?"

Several people immediately raised their hands. The Commander eventually chose Gao Shitou again. Gao Shitou stood up and asked a question that had been puzzling him. "Commander, how do we confirm that the enemy's machine gun positions have all been destroyed?"

The Regimental Commander hadn't really wanted to discuss this issue, but after a moment's hesitation, he spoke.

"The quantity of the enemy's equipment is basically fixed; it's impossible for a batch to suddenly appear. After squads and platoons discover and destroy enemy machine gun or artillery positions, they must report it immediately. Companies and battalions must also quickly compile and report this. So, does everyone understand why falsely reporting military intelligence—reporting fire points destroyed by other units as your own kills—will be severely punished?"

Some officers and NCOs failed to complete this logical connection, but Gao Shitou figured it out. He immediately answered, "Doing so would cause the higher-ups to miscalculate the number of machine guns and other equipment the enemy still has left."

The Regimental Commander stared at Gao Shitou for a moment, then waved for him to sit down before speaking loudly to the comrades, "If a unit falsely reports military intelligence, and the Regiment believes there are no enemy machine guns in that area, ordering troops to advance rapidly along the passage... but actually, the undestroyed enemy machine guns open fire—how many men would die in vain? Comrades, what do you think we should do to someone who does such a thing?"

Exercises were not playacting, yet exercises were still just exercises. The 'casualties' would stand up again and joke with everyone. So while everyone knew that stealing credit was absolutely not allowed, they only knew it in principle.

After conducting actual urban warfare drills and hearing the Regimental Commander analyze the results from his perspective, the officers and soldiers who hadn't taken this matter seriously before felt a tension in their hearts. Many hadn't previously realized how every report and every action of theirs was viewed by the Commander. Now, no one dared to treat it lightly.

Just as the Commander said, if false reporting or failure to report in time caused a delay in battle opportunities, the execution of military discipline by the Judge Advocate General's office would not be a joke. It would be truly justified. Everyone felt that if they did such a thing and caused an incident, they really wouldn't be able to justify themselves.

Gao Shitou looked at the Regimental Commander's stern expression, and his heart burned hot. Before, he had no opportunity to know how a Regimental Commander, several ranks above him, commanded a battle. Although Gao Shitou also wanted to become a Commander, he felt the gap between himself and the Commander was like the distance between heaven and earth. Now that he understood how the Commander viewed problems, the path suddenly connected. Gao Shitou felt his views were on the same track as the Commander's; the Commander was no longer in another world, but simply in a world slightly higher than Gao Shitou's.

At this moment, Gao Shitou hadn't considered which city they were practicing to attack. It wasn't on the map, and the maps were immediately collected after use. As for the enemy having Japanese-style equipment, the Northeast Army had been training against this adversary for years, and everyone was used to it. So, the name 'Lushun' (Port Arthur) did not appear in Gao Shitou's mind.

Of course, on the Northeast Army side, Lushun was the 'Kwantung Leased Territory', and the Kwantung Leased Territory was Lushun. In conversation, people rarely used 'Kwantung Leased Territory'. But on the Japanese side, the title 'Kwantung Leased Territory' could absolutely not be mistaken.

In 1919, the original Kwantung Governor-General's Office was changed to the 'Kwantung Army'. The Kwantung Army included one division garrisoned in the Kwantung Leased Territory, as well as approximately 40,000 Japanese troops within the railway zones along the South Manchuria Railway.

The current Commander of the Kwantung Army was Lieutenant General Kawai Misao. Saionji Kinmochi from the Ministry of Foreign Affairs arrived in the Kwantung Leased Territory with a small delegation, and the Lieutenant General personally went to welcome Duke Saionji Kinmochi.

Lieutenant General Kawai Misao greatly admired the 73-year-old Duke, a major figure who had twice served as Prime Minister of Japan.

Saionji Kinmochi came from a family of court nobles (Kuge), not a samurai family. His status was second only to the "Five Regent Houses" (Konoe, Kujō, Nijō, Ichijō, Takatsukasa), belonging to one of the "Nine Seiga Houses" (Koga, Sanjō, Saionji, Tokudaiji, Kazan'in, Ōimikado, Imadegawa, Hirohata, Daigo).

The Saionji family and the Tokudaiji family shared the same lineage; their ancestor was Fujiwara no Morosuke, the younger brother of Kampaku Fujiwara no Saneyori. When the Saionji family line had no male heir by the thirty-second generation, Saionji Morosue, they adopted the second son of the Tokudaiji family due to their shared ancestry. This child was Saionji Kinmochi.

Saionji was born in 1845. After his adoptive father passed away, Saionji, born in 1849, was appointed "Chamberlain" to Emperor Kōmei in January of the sixth year of Kaei (1853), at the age of four. In May, he assumed the post.

In January of the second year of Bunkyū (1862), at the age of 13, he was awarded the court rank of Senior Third Rank.

But Saionji Kinmochi was different from that group of court nobles; he was personally extremely diligent. excellent in his studies, and possessed a broad vision. Therefore, Saionji promoted Western technology, established schools, and threw himself into the pro-Imperial faction, earning merit during the war.

After the establishment of the Meiji government, Saionji went abroad to study, learning more advanced foreign experiences. During the Franco-Prussian War in 1870, Saionji was in Europe. He witnessed with his own eyes how the Prussian army crushed France. He also saw the rise and failure of the Paris Commune.

Possessing such insight, Saionji returned to Japan. Although a member of the House of Peers, he threw himself into party politics, hoping Japan would become a democratic political state. Hara Takashi was a politician Saionji had vigorously supported.

Now that Hara Takashi had been assassinated, Saionji Kinmochi came to Shenyang in his private capacity after retirement to continue exerting himself for the Empire of Japan. For such a man, Lieutenant General Kawai Misao had no other thoughts but admiration.

Upon arriving at their accommodations, Lieutenant General Kawai Misao presented his arrangements. "Your Excellency, due to my status and duties, I cannot accompany you on your visit. I have prepared a guard detail to escort Your Excellency during this trip."

The 73-year-old Japanese Genrō (Elder Statesman) Saionji Kinmochi was in high spirits, his face full of hearty smiles. "General Kawai has gone to too much trouble. Has He Rui sent reception personnel?"

"Yes, they are already outside the border of the Kwantung Leased Territory."

Saionji Kinmochi nodded. "That will do. A guest should follow the host's convenience. For this visit, let He-kun be responsible for my safety."

"Your Excellency..." Lieutenant General Kawai Misao felt this was inappropriate.

Saionji Kinmochi smiled. "I am visiting in a private capacity, so there should be no official guards to begin with. I have heard a thing or two about this man He-kun. Given his way of doing things, the one who should be most afraid of an incident is him."

Kawai Misao completely agreed with Saionji Kinmochi's judgment, but as the Commander of the Kwantung Army, if he let He Rui be entirely responsible for Saionji Kinmochi's safety, he feared some people back home would make snide remarks.

Saionji certainly knew what Kawai Misao was worried about. If it were any other general, Saionji probably wouldn't bother explaining, but Kawai Misao had served as the Principal of the Army War College and possessed vision, magnanimity, and perspective far exceeding the average general. So Saionji Kinmochi asked, "Has General Kawai heard that He-kun has made preparations to blow up all mining enterprises joint-ventured with Japan at any moment?"

Kawai Misao was stunned. Reporter Morita Mitsuko, who had been standing quietly behind Saionji Kinmochi like a female secretary, was also stunned.

Kawai Misao thought for a moment before sighing, "This subordinate knows of this matter. He-kun made no secret of it when he did these things, nor did he avoid the topic. He even openly requested the cooperation of Japanese investors."

"In that case, can the Imperial Japanese Army make He-kun submit?" Saionji Kinmochi asked.

Kawai Misao himself certainly knew that He Rui would absolutely not submit. By doing this, He Rui was telling the Japanese side that he didn't care about mutual destruction. Japan's goal in attacking Manchuria and Mongolia was to obtain resources. Those factories, mines, reservoirs, and other facilities were extremely important assets. Once these were destroyed, Japan would be left with nothing but a tug-of-war and guerrilla warfare with He Rui in the Northeast, vainly consuming Japan's national strength.

Even if He Rui was finished, and Japan exhausted its strength to occupy Manchuria and Mongolia, it would face a land of ruins and a population filled with hostility. In any case, Kawai Misao would not make such a choice, nor did he wish for the result to turn out like this.

Mitsuko hadn't expected the incredibly kind He Rui to make such a decision. Such cold cruelty was vastly different from the He Rui *ni-chan* (big brother) in Mitsuko's heart, yet completely consistent with the top power-holders Mitsuko had seen.

So Mitsuko held her breath and concentrated, saying not a word. She heard Elder Statesman Saionji laugh, "In that case, if we send a unit of troops, are we demonstrating against He-kun?"

Lieutenant General Kawai Misao was somewhat persuaded by Saionji and could only ask, "Your Excellency, please at least take a few guards dispatched by the Kwantung Leased Territory."

Saionji still did not agree. "No need. If I were truly to be assassinated, a few guards wouldn't make a difference. I believe He-kun's ability can certainly protect my safety."

The next day, the special train stopped at the border line between the Kwantung Leased Territory and the Northeast Government. A unit of Northeast Army officers and soldiers boarded the security carriage, replacing the Japanese officers and soldiers. Director Liu of the Foreign Affairs Bureau entered Saionji Kinmochi's carriage and came forward to offer greetings. "Excellency Saionji, I have been ordered to welcome Your Excellency and accompany you to Shenyang."

Saionji Kinmochi exchanged a few pleasantries with Director Liu, then pointed to Morita Mitsuko. "This is Reporter Morita from the *Asahi Shimbun*. She will be covering the entire trip."

Director Liu stepped forward and shook hands with Mitsuko. "I have heard that when Chairman He was studying in Japan, he received much care from the Morita family."

The train soon started moving, beginning its journey across the vast land of the Northeast. Mitsuko didn't dare interject at all and could only watch the scenery outside the window. She saw vast fields, with forests and large patches of crops flashing by in an alternating pattern. Even at the edges of the crop fields, there were rows of neat trees. This scene was completely different from the small plots of land in Japan.

Mitsuko knew that the Manchuria and Mongolia region controlled by He Rui was 3 million square kilometers, almost ten times the land area of Japan. But she hadn't expected this land to be so flat and so full of vitality. No wonder there were always so many people in Japan clamoring that 'Manchuria-Mongolia is Japan's lifeline'.

Originally, Mitsuko could only understand the desire of those people to obtain food and raw materials for the Empire of Japan, given that Japan was mountainous with little land and scarce resources. Now Mitsuko completely understood their thoughts; just seeing the lushness on the Northeast plains outside the train window, she understood why those people would issue such covetous sighs.

Saionji's insight was not something Mitsuko could compare with. Although he was also surprised by the scenery outside the window, he didn't harbor much covetousness. Saionji had merely looked at the scene on the plains and confirmed that the Northeast had indeed undergone considerable development, just as various reports had stated.

This development was not just about extracting resources and grain from the land, but included massive construction. Apart from the forests and crops, the occasional river canals and ponds were all constructions that allowed this fertile soil to provide agricultural products more sustainably. The reports said that He Rui mobilized one-third of the population in Manchuria and Mongolia every year to invest in infrastructure. Looking at it now, the achievements were indeed remarkable.

The Northeast was already wealthy, and now it had been built to be even wealthier.

Such scenes were seen all along the way. Upon arriving in Shenyang, Director Liu of the Foreign Affairs Bureau personally accompanied Saionji Kinmochi to the Northeast Government. The bustling scene inside Shenyang city made Saionji even more certain of the reports' veracity; under He Rui's rule, Manchuria and Mongolia had made great strides in both industry and agriculture. Trying to conquer Manchuria and Mongolia by means of war would inevitably cost the Empire of Japan a tremendous price.

He Rui was waiting at the Northeast Government. Since the visitor was Saionji, He Rui even descended the steps to welcome him. The two entered the conference room, and Saionji smiled, "I am merely here for a tour this time; He-kun is too polite."

He Rui smiled and asked some unnecessary staff to leave first, keeping only close interpreters. Then He Rui spoke in Japanese, "Since Your Excellency is here for a tour, please allow me to host you in a private capacity."

A private conversation with He Rui was exactly what Saionji had expected. However, the time was not yet right, so Saionji began to chat about things an old man out on a trip would say.
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Duke Saionji walked tranquilly through the Shenyang Nursery Garden. This was the largest nursery cultivation site in Shenyang and the botanical garden with the most complete collection of flora in the Northeast.

It was September 6th, and the Northeast had entered the harvest season. To assist with the harvest, some schools had also gone on break. This was what the staff from the Northeast Tourism Bureau accompanying Saionji Kinmochi had told him.

Saionji quite liked the young girl from the Tourism Bureau, yet he was rather puzzled. Was the Northeast developed enough to whip up a tourism industry?

As for Saionji coming to the Northeast to 'travel' in the capacity of a retired old man, the Northeast Government had assigned the Tourism Bureau to be responsible for hosting Duke Saionji. This arrangement was quite reasonable.

As for He Rui... Saionji felt that He Rui was probably preparing for the military struggle to unify the whole country.

Saionji's guess was largely correct. He Rui was currently drafting a document for the Northeast Army—a top-secret document.

***

**Civilization Party Chairman / Civilization Party CMC Chairman / Civilization Party Military Commission / Northeast People's Liberation Army General Staff / September 6, 1922 / 1922 Top Secret Document No. 00002 — Disseminate only to Divisional Political Commissars and Division/Brigade Military Commanders**

The Northeast People's Liberation Army must prepare to proactively initiate a war with Japan before the war to unify China begins. We must thoroughly eliminate all Japanese armed forces within the borders of Northeast China and force Japan to sign a ceasefire agreement with the Northeast Government.

To this end, we will employ all available forces including the Army, Navy, and Air Force to engage the Japanese military. In this process, the Northeast People's Liberation Army does not aim to occupy Korean territory, while simultaneously ensuring that the Japanese military cannot breach our defense lines and enter the Northeast hinterland.

Based on the situation, our army will order troops to begin assembling within 4 weeks prior to the start of operations against Japan. Relying on the Northeast's railway and highway lines, we will complete the disposition of forces for interior lines operations. Since troops are currently stationed in various war zones, large-scale rapid movement of units entering attack and defense areas is required, necessitating precise transportation scheduling. The staff departments of each unit must, under the direction of the General Staff, make preparations for operations in all weather conditions. Furthermore, preparations must be completed by October 1, 1922.

However, operational intent must absolutely not be exposed.

The preparations of the Army, Navy, and Air Force commands must focus on the following points:

**(1) General Intent:** The Northeast People's Liberation Army must prepare to launch an offensive with the objective of thoroughly eliminating all Japanese presence in Northeast China before the start of the War of Liberation to liberate all of China. After resolving the enemy in a standing battle, we will complete defensive preparations with the objective of protecting the Northeast from sudden Japanese attacks.

Since it is absolutely impossible for Japan to docilely terminate its ambitions toward Northeast China and China as a whole after suffering such a blow, they will inevitably launch an attack on the Northeast. Our army will engage the attacking Japanese forces, consuming Japan's military strength and national power, to achieve the goal of making the Japanese government and military recognize reality, terminate their ambitions of invading China, and reach a ceasefire agreement with the Northeast Government.

**(2) Potential Allies:** To the north of my operational area is Soviet Russia. The Soviet Russian civil war has just ended, and there are still a considerable number of remnant bandit forces within their borders. Their war wounds are far from healed, so Soviet Russia will absolutely not participate in the war. Nor will they provide friendly support to any party in the war.

To the south of my operational area is the Beiyang Government. The strength of the Beiyang Government is far inferior to Soviet Russia. Although the Beiyang Government's attitude toward war is not serious, adventurous factions will certainly emerge internally, proposing to fish in troubled waters. The upper echelons of the Beiyang Government dare not take action when the situation is unclear. Therefore, the probability of suffering a large-scale attack by the Beiyang Army is very low.

Our army will take over Shanhaiguan after the outbreak of war and deploy defenses along the Tanggu to Shanhaiguan line. We will also deploy warning defenses between Tanggu and Beijing. We can crush potential attacks by the Beiyang Army at any time.

The only thing that might incline towards our side is the public opinion of our nation's people. Given the current rise of domestic nationalist sentiment and the spread of National Humiliation education, in large cities, there may be a portion of public opinion inclined to support us.

For these opinions, our side will express appreciation, but we must absolutely not exploit them.

**(3) Implementation of Operations**

1.  The Army and Air Force will thoroughly annihilate all military strongholds of the Kwantung Army within Chinese territory within 72 hours. At the same time, establish a defensive system along the Yalu River line. 2.  The Navy will coordinate with coastal defense units to strike the Japanese Navy attempting to penetrate the Bohai Sea. The Army will engage Japanese forces attacking our army along the Yalu River line, consuming Japanese military strength to the maximum extent. 3.  During this operational process, the Air Force must provide reconnaissance and bombing support to ensure the effective use of our military strength. Given that our naval strength is weaker than the Japanese military, our army may employ mine-laying methods to delay the Japanese Navy's entry into the Bohai Sea when the situation requires. 4.  Given Japan's national power, their war aims have always been to achieve the goal of ceding territory and paying indemnities; they do not possess the capacity for a long-term protracted war. In the initial 3-6 months, our army will face fierce attacks from the Japanese military. This offensive will be the peak of Japan's attack power. As the Japanese offensive fails and their strength is consumed, their offensive power will inevitably weaken. 5.  Our army's proactive offensive action will stimulate the war enthusiasm of the Japanese nationals for a certain period. With massive consumption, domestic prices in Japan will rise rapidly, the cost of living will increase, and taxes will also increase. The public's enthusiasm for war will dissipate rapidly.

When Japan can see absolutely no hope of victory, their domestic political situation will become rapidly unstable. Both internal and external conditions will determine that Japan has no choice but to acknowledge the fact that they cannot win the war. Ultimately, this will force Japan to sign a ceasefire agreement with the Northeast Government.

**(4)** All orders issued by comrades based on this directive must be consistent in tone: that this military operation is a defensive war conducted to gain a strategic window for the period of liberating all of China.

Officers participating in early preparatory work should primarily be Civilization Party members and activists seeking party membership. Other relevant personnel should undergo political and ideological education first as much as possible.

The Political Department within the units must conduct national condition education among the soldiers, especially among soldiers conscripted from immigrant families coming to the Northeast from the northern provinces inside the Pass. Special emphasis must be placed on education regarding a sense of national belonging, the country's future development, and the relationship between individual destiny and the nation. This is to enable the fighters to understand who they are fighting for and why they are fighting.

The Military Commission awaits comrades' reports on your specific plans formulated based on this directive. Each service branch of the Northeast People's Liberation Army shall report their respective preparatory work plans (including time schedules) to the Military Commission.

***

After writing this, He Rui read it through a few times and modified a few points. He then signed his name at the end of the document: *He Rui, Chairman of the Civilization Party Military Commission.*

Confidential documents had their own arrangement processes. He Rui no longer needed to concern himself with it. Standing up and walking to the window, He Rui clasped his hands behind his back and looked outside. Due to security requirements, He Rui's office was completely unable to see the outside, and the outside could not see He Rui's office. What came into He Rui's view was a patch of green trees, as well as the alert sentries and guard posts.

*Have we finally reached this step?* He Rui suddenly felt a bit weary. Before 1915, He Rui had already prepared for many years. In those years, He Rui inspected this world and was also tempering his own worldview.

From 1915 to now, 7 years had passed in the blink of an eye. What should have been a long time had passed in a flash amidst the countless detailed tasks to complete the institutional framework.

He Rui could recall the first day he arrived in the Northeast, and he could recall most of the work during this process; it felt as if it were only a day. In fact, 7 years had already passed.

Based on He Rui's understanding of various situations, the war would absolutely not fail. However, there was never any process in the world that could be determined with certainty. In the process of war, various things that were actually within the plan but outside of expectations would definitely occur.

When the war conditions for both sides were already determined, for a commander, there was only firmness. This firmness was not stubbornness or wishful thinking, but a profound recognition of existing conditions and control over human weaknesses.

He Rui knew that such a challenge was immense for the comrades who had gathered in the Northeast over the past 7 years, but He Rui could only consider the positive aspects. There would definitely be many unnoticed people who would stand out in the test of war... the ordeal of war.

If viewed from a cold perspective, He Rui had gathered a large group of undergraduate students, junior college students, vocational secondary students, and technical school students under his command. They were all undergoing a life-and-death test of blood and fire. Anyone who could pass this test would achieve a breakthrough in life and human nature. And these people who achieved breakthroughs would be the mainstays in the future cause of liberation.

He Rui did not consider those who could not pass the test, because the system established over the past 7 years inherently had plans and regulations to deal with those who could not pass. As for those guys who exposed the evil aspects of their human nature, there were various violent institutions, including the judiciary and military tribunals, to deal with them.

Thinking of this, He Rui stretched broadly. He decided to sleep for a while.

At this moment, outside the window was the bright sunshine of 1 p.m. If it were in the 21st century, He Rui actually liked to take a nap at this time; sleeping at such a time was exceptionally comfortable. Especially in early September, the weather was warm, but no longer sweltering.

The Autumn Equinox was approaching. The season of harvest was beginning.

Duke Saionji had just eaten a 'picnic' at the botanical garden's dining area. Desserts made from autumn berries and *Guobaorou* (Double Cooked Pork Slices) made from animal foods that had started to fatten up for autumn all made the Duke feel very delicious.

This picnic in the botanical garden gave Duke Saionji a feeling of a European picnic. At this moment, His Excellency the Duke no longer dared to look down on the young girl sent by the Tourism Bureau. Although she was a girl, she knew three foreign languages: English, Russian, and Japanese.

However, Saionji was not particularly surprised. Noble girls' schools in Japan also paid great attention to foreign language education, and many girls' middle schools were essentially preparatory schools for studying abroad.

"Miss Zhang, have you considered studying abroad?" Duke Saionji asked.

Guide Zhang from the Tourism Bureau was not hearing this question for the first time. She answered readily, "Your Excellency, I really want to go. But looking at the situation now, I'm afraid I can't go."

"Why?"

"My family has no money," Comrade Zhang answered readily.

Duke Saionji did not look down on Comrade Zhang because of this answer; on the contrary, he felt that Comrade Zhang's family was likely either rich or noble. To study in Europe or America was a huge expense even for a Japanese peerage family. If poor people in Japan wanted to obtain qualifications for studying abroad, they either had to get into the Army War College or Naval Academy and go abroad on public funds as outstanding members. Or they had to get into those few Imperial Universities, become civil servants, and go abroad on public funds.

Whichever it was, it was treatment that only a very small minority of elites could obtain. If one relied on their own money to study abroad, the family had to have substantial financial resources.

Comrade Zhang frankly admitted that her family had no money, so she couldn't go study abroad. This was something only the wealthy class in Japan could say so frankly. Saionji began chatting with Comrade Zhang about her family.

"My family was originally in Siping. My father was a cargo hauler. He just knew a bit of kung fu, acted righteously, and was willing to stand up for poor neighbors. After Chairman He arrived in Siping, he recruited civil servants. At that time, Chairman He was a newcomer and relied on the recommendations of the villagers. My father first went to the Tax Bureau as a temporary tax collector, and later he was assigned to work in the Police Bureau..."

Duke Saionji listened as Comrade Zhang recounted her family's history. This was a grassroots experience of rising completely by relying on the Civilization Party. In it, Comrade Zhang's father had also felt heavy pressure due to the Northeast Government's massive educational requirements. However, Comrade Zhang's father withstood the pressure, working during the day and attending school at night, completing the required middle school education.

In this process, Comrade Zhang very naturally followed her reading father to read books together. In her view, if her father had to hold a book and read even at home, then reading books must have a value that made it mandatory. Just like that, father and daughter would hold books and read. When Comrade Zhang was mischievous, her father would scold her, and sometimes even posture as if to hit her. But he never actually beat her.

Duke Saionji did not look down on Comrade Zhang because of this. This process reminded Duke Saionji that he too had once vigorously promoted education, hoping that all aspiring men in Japan would become pillars of talent mastering advanced knowledge.

The social construction He Rui was promoting in the Northeast, in a certain sense, was no different from the path Japan had once walked. With educated talent, one could naturally support a promising government.

Comrade Zhang's family was undoubtedly one of such representatives. This family also came from the grassroots; the father knew a bit of kung fu, and was even more a representative figure of the rise of the Japanese grassroots.

In April of the 3rd year of Meiji (1870), Saionji Kinmochi studied in Nagasaki, learning French. In January of the 4th year of Meiji (1871), he departed from Yokohama to study in France.

When Saionji Kinmochi arrived in Paris, it happened to be the time of the Franco-Prussian War, and the city of Paris was under the supervision of the Prussian army. On March 18, the 4th year of Meiji (1871), the Paris Commune revolution occurred in France, and on May 28, the Paris Commune was overthrown. Saionji Kinmochi witnessed the current situation and saw with his own eyes the brutality of the rulers. This made him feel that although there were many differences between the Paris Commune and the Meiji Restoration, there were also common points: specifically, the "Fourth Estate"—the masses who formed the foundation of the Paris Commune—had similarities to the "Kiheitai" (Irregular Militia) organized by the Chōshū people during the Restoration period.

In France, the "Fourth Estate" could establish a government, whereas Japan established a state ruled by the merchant class and the "lower samurai" who later transformed into capitalists or politicians. Saionji Kinmochi's comparative analysis of French reality combined with the actual Meiji Restoration movement he had just participated in made him feel the power of the masses. This became one of the sources of Saionji Kinmochi's liberal democratic thought.

He Rui's construction in the Northeast, in Saionji's view, was even more so completely replacing all of China's old systems with a social system of civil rights. Although the people of the Northeast did not understand to what extent they had been liberated, the people of the Northeast had undoubtedly been liberated.

Looking at the female reporter from the *Asahi Shimbun*, Morita Mitsuko, who was at the side and only dared to carefully interview on some issues, unable to hide the joy and curiosity deep in her heart, Saionji felt even more the gap between the Northeast Government and the Japanese Government.

In Japan, even women of the upper class, receiving help from so many big figures, would only reach the position of a female reporter. And this position was probably Morita Mitsuko's limit. It was also likely the limit for women of Japanese high society.

It wasn't that some women couldn't play a bigger role. But that kind of role was only directed towards noble families and aristocrats, playing a role for a certain family or a small group within the power circles of high society.

To be like Miss Zhang before him, becoming a laborer in society as a whole, exerting one's own abilities for society as a whole under a good social system—in Japan, such opportunities were almost non-existent.

This was the gap in systems. It was not something one person could change, or even a group of people could change.

On Japan's railways, there were still no arrangements for female formal employees. In the Northeast, women already possessed the right to work granted by the system. As far as Saionji Kinmochi knew, except for the military and a small number of agencies, the proportion of women working was mandatorily set at a minimum of 5%. And the propaganda that "women hold up half the sky" was political correctness in Shenyang City and in the Northeast.

Even for agencies like the military and fire department, the reason for not recruiting women had nothing to do with ideology. It was entirely out of physiological considerations. Even so, the military's hospitals and civilian departments like communications and accounting also had to recruit women.

In the Civilization Party, in councils at all levels, and in government departments, there were figures of women. Not out of policy pity, but relying on work, relying on exams, relying on ability.

In the reports, there was a strange saying in the Northeast: 'Women are used as men, and men are used as draft animals.'

Saionji felt that based on the situation he saw, the Northeast was not that harsh. Compared to Japan, and compared to the future Japan Saionji expected, current Japanese women didn't even have the legal channels to be 'used as men.'

This reminded Saionji of his conversation with Lieutenant Colonel Nagata Tetsuzan. This highly acclaimed young officer had listed out the data summary he had compiled for Saionji.

In the Northeast, among the working-age population, the proportion of males participating in labor reached 90%. The proportion of females participating in labor also reached 76%.

As for socialized labor, that is, industrial production, the male participation rate reached 38%, and the female participation rate was also 27%.

Saionji still remembered Nagata Tetsuzan saying with a solemn expression, "Your Excellency, the population of Northeast China is close to forty million. It is less than the Empire of Japan, but considering only the number of people participating in socialized labor, the number in the Northeast exceeds that of Japan. As long as He-kun obtains North China, he will have sufficient strength to launch an attack on the Empire of Japan in 1925 to gain the power to dominate the situation in Northeast Asia. For the Empire of Japan, this is an imminent and realistic threat."
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"Miss Zhang, if war breaks out in China and you are conscripted into a frontline combat unit, would you feel resistant to it in your heart?" Duke Saionji asked with interest, sipping his tea as the picnic came to an end.

After asking, Saionji Kinmochi emphasized his scenario: "I mean going to the front lines, engaging in direct combat with the enemy. Enemy bullets flying everywhere, shells constantly striking. You would be under the threat of death at every moment."

In Saionji's experienced eyes, the young girl before him was far from being a scheming or deeply calculating person. Although she was intelligent and knew how to be polite, a young person was, after all, a young person.

Sure enough, Guide Zhang's brows furrowed slightly. After a moment of contemplation, she seemed to come to terms with it, and her furrowed brows relaxed a bit. "I would obey the country's orders."

"...Truly brave," Saionji uttered his only sigh of the moment.

Guide Zhang gave a wry smile and answered with feigned cheerfulness, "The army certainly wouldn't send me to fight with bayonets. If I'm following the troops and fighting in the trenches, I should still be able to fight."

Saionji had intended to end the topic there. For a young girl under twenty to support herself as a guide using the foreign languages she had learned was already remarkable. That such a girl knew to serve her country, even if it was just lip service about daring to go to the battlefield, was admirable enough. There was no point in saying more.

However, hearing the girl actually say she couldn't engage in bayonet fighting but could execute trench warfare, Saionji felt he should continue the chat. Being willing to go to the battlefield was courage—courage is a hard thing to define, and many people might suddenly find it in a moment. But using a rifle in combat was another matter entirely. Even for a girl, if she truly understood how to conduct trench warfare, she could display combat effectiveness on the battlefield. Being hit in a vital spot by a bullet meant death; being hit in a non-vital spot meant injury. It had nothing to do with whether the person firing the bullet was a man or a woman.

Saionji chatted as an ordinary old man would with a junior. "How many months of military training did you undergo, Miss Zhang? You actually handled a rifle?"

Guide Zhang hesitated, looking like she wanted to stop. "Your Excellency, I apologize. I've taken up so much of your time. Let's continue visiting the botanical garden."

Saionji waved his hand. "I have visited many botanical gardens—in Europe, in Japan, in the United States. I've seen them all. But I have never seen a woman who underwent rifle training during military training. In Japan, I wonder if there are even ten such women."

Speaking of this, Saionji turned to Mitsuko. "Mitsuko-chan, you are a reporter and have seen much of the world. Have you seen any?"

Mitsuko indeed had never seen a Japanese woman who had received formal military training. However, Mitsuko also knew very well that Saionji wanted to hear about Guide Zhang's training experience. So she smiled and said, "Miss Zhang, I really want to know. Please tell me; I will definitely write it into my news report."

Guide Zhang hesitated for a moment. Although she felt she shouldn't say it, she couldn't quite hold back. Especially hearing that her experience might be published in a Japanese newspaper, the feeling of anticipation actually gained the upper hand over the feeling of refusal.

Moreover, before this reception duty, her superior had said, "As long as you don't involve anything related to personal privacy, including names, just answer whatever Mr. Saionji asks."

Guide Zhang finally mustered her courage and began to recount her military training experience. She had participated in two training sessions. The first was a month and a half, receiving "rookie training" in formations, basic military terminology, and the basic use of weapons like rifles.

The second was three months. This time, she was trained as a new recruit. The training content included marching, drills, basic military boxing, light weapon usage, and soldier combat techniques. In the end, she even participated in two small-scale military exercises.

Saionji was already seventy-three years old. If he didn't want the other party to see his expression of astonishment, they absolutely wouldn't see it. Therefore, Saionji asked with a look of astonishment, "I didn't expect Miss Zhang to have actually fired a gun in a trench."

Miss Zhang had a deep impression of this part of her recruit experience because she didn't know how many times she had been reprimanded by instructors and unit commanders. Hearing Saionji say this, those memories immediately floated to the surface of her mind.

Morita Mitsuko had never received military training. She had a strong impression of a photo showing soldiers squatting side by side in a trench, their upper bodies resting on the edge of the trench. That was the photo with the densest concentration of soldiers and the clearest image she had ever seen. So, gesturing as she spoke, she described the scene in that photo to Guide Zhang.

In Mitsuko's imagination, Guide Zhang and a group of young girls receiving military training stood shoulder to shoulder in the trench, shooting at the 'enemy' in the exercise field. That felt so cool and intimate.

Guide Zhang really couldn't hold it back and laughed. "Haha. How could we lie on the edge of the trench? do you think the enemy's machine gunners are just decorations? If a row of heads is out there, one burst of bullets comes over, and few in that row would be left. Mitsuko, when entering a frontline trench, you have to huddle inside, with your back against the side of the trench facing the enemy. All actions follow the squad leader's command. Without an order, you are absolutely not allowed to stick your head out to look. Weapons must be grounded with the stock on the ground and the muzzle facing the sky. You are absolutely not allowed to raise them, and certainly not allowed to point them at your own comrades."

Mitsuko recalled the appearance in the photo and really couldn't understand the purpose of these requirements. Mitsuko could only continue to ask according to her own thinking, "If you don't lie on the trench edge, how do you shoot at the enemy?"

"The squad leader will arrange firing positions."

Hearing this, Mitsuko was even more confused. "Do you mean... the squad leader has to arrange a firing position for everyone?"

Looking at Mitsuko's cute appearance with her brows slightly furrowed, Guide Zhang, who was 163 cm tall and several centimeters taller than Mitsuko, smiled. "Isn't that what the squad leader is for? Mitsuko-chan, firing positions have to be changed frequently. It's impossible to let you lie in one spot and fight from beginning to end."

Hearing this, Mitsuko no longer knew what to say or ask. In Mitsuko's imagination, battle was orderly, with unified command. In many war pictures regarding the Meiji Restoration, soldiers on the battlefield stood shoulder to shoulder, holding rifles and shooting together at the enemy opposite them. As for the military formations passing neatly during parades, they further reinforced Mitsuko's imagination of the army.

Of course, when He Rui rented a room at Mitsuko's home, Mitsuko had also asked He Rui what fighting was like. At that time, war was just a very vague concept for Mitsuko, a kind of thrilling story. He Rui didn't like to talk about war, so Mitsuko had absolutely no concept of the reality of war.

The story told by Guide Zhang before her was about the combat of grunts in the trenches, which was miles apart from the war in Mitsuko's imagination.

Finally, Mitsuko asked, "Why?"

Guide Zhang looked at Mitsuko, just like seeing herself before attending military training. She felt quite emotional, and the words of her platoon leader during training blurted out, "Fighting is to survive. Doing what you said not only throws your life away for nothing but also exposes the unit's position. That harms both yourself and others."

Mitsuko had never been spoken to like this, especially not by a girl two years younger than herself. For a moment, she couldn't keep her composure, and a dark cloud covered her face.

Seeing Mitsuko like this, and knowing Mitsuko's relationship with He Rui, Guide Zhang quickly smiled and said, "Mitsuko-chan, don't be angry. My platoon leader scolded me like that many times before. I don't know why, but it just popped out. If you get angry, I'm going to cry."

Mitsuko certainly knew she couldn't get angry at He Rui's people, even for He Rui's sake. However, the unhappiness in her heart was real. Fortunately, Mitsuko had been a reporter for two years and had encountered quite a few awkward situations. She barely managed to gather her mood and said, "Then let's cry together."

Watching the girls bantering like this, Saionji couldn't help but laugh out loud. But inside, Duke Saionji was not happy at all. Mitsuko understood nothing of military affairs, but Saionji did.

Guide Zhang's description of trench warfare was feminine in phrasing, but put Guide Zhang in a trench and she would be a good soldier, absolutely capable of combat. And listening to Guide Zhang, the number of young women who had received such military training was not small. How many young men were there at Guide Zhang's level? Saionji was now willing to fully believe Nagata Tetsuzan's estimate that the troop strength in the Northeast Army capable of fighting the Japanese Army was roughly between 300,000 and 500,000. If these women were added, 500,000 was not impossible.

Once Mitsuko's emotions returned to normal, Saionji smiled and asked, "Miss Zhang, if you were to join the army, which positions do you feel you are most suited for?"

"I want to go to the communications unit, or the translation department," Guide Zhang answered.

Saionji nodded and dropped the subject, resuming the tour of the botanical garden. Although he was looking at plants, Saionji was considering war. Guide Zhang, a young girl, would be a qualified trench grunt if not for bayonet fighting. The gap between her and 50% of Japanese soldiers was limited.

Once this young girl went to the communications or translation departments in the army, she would be completely competent. However, although 99.9% of the Japanese army were qualified trench grunts, they did not possess the ability to understand English, Russian, and Japanese. Guide Zhang would already be classified as a technical NCO in the army, a rare and important human resource even in the Japanese army.

The contrast in strength between the Northeast and Japan gave Duke Saionji even more confidence and expectation for Japan to transform into a democratic society led by citizens.

That evening, upon returning to his residence, Duke Saionji fell into deep thought. The Duke had intended to travel more in the Northeast, but he had lost interest. Various landscapes were no longer rare to Saionji; what was truly valuable were the people, and the social system that allowed people to fully exert their abilities.

At this time, the comrades of the Civilization Party's Military Commission had not rested either. Not only the Military Commission, but every Army Group also convened internal meetings. Chief of General Staff Cheng Ruofan forwarded a top-secret mobilization order and had the Army Groups and Army commissars open and read a document sent to the political departments at the Army Group and Corps levels.

In the headquarters of the 2nd Army Group, Commander Hu Xiushan and others quietly listened to the clerk reading this document.

"...Japan's national fiscal budget for 1920 to 1922 was 1.5 billion Yen. The proportion of military expenditure has been increasing constantly. In 1922, the Army budget was 256 million Yen, and the Navy budget was 397 million Yen. In 1914, the Japanese Army budget was 95 million Yen, and the Navy budget was 104 million Yen. Because the Navy budget accounts for more than half of Japan's military expenditure, our army has an opportunity to win."

After the clerk finished speaking, the 1914 Japanese government total budget, as well as the Army and Navy budgets, and the ratio of military expenditure to the budget were written on the blackboard.

The commissar and military commanders of the 2nd Army Group Headquarters looked at these figures, and their expressions could not help but become grave. Japan's military expenditure figures were huge. Even if the Navy took more than half, the coming war was indeed a land war. But Japan's military power was truly strong.

After writing, the clerk turned back and continued reading the report.

"...In 1921, the population under the Northeast Government was nearly 40 million. The per capita GDP was about 125 Yuan, with a total volume of 5 billion. Since the value of one Northeast Yuan is close to one Japanese Yen, it is roughly calculated as an exchange of one Northeast Yuan to one Japanese Yen. Since the Northeast tax revenue is around 30%, the government tax revenue is 1.5 billion Yuan in cash and goods. The Northeast Government's finances are equivalent to the Japanese Government's."

The vast majority of the comrades in the troops did not care about economics. Hearing at this moment that the Northeast's tax revenue was actually as much as Japan's national fiscal budget, they were all shocked by this matter.

The comrades from the Political Department had their eyes lighting up. They praised the General Staff Department in their hearts; worthy of being the General Staff, as soon as the numbers came out, the effect was excellent.

These numbers... were morale-boosting!

There was also light in the clerk's eyes, and his emotions were obviously fuller. "Our army's annual military expenditure is about 400 million Yuan. The sum of military expenditure over the past six years actually exceeds the Japanese Army's military expenditure for the same period. Furthermore, our army's weapons and equipment all adopt the latest technology, and in a series of confrontation exercises, we have clearly suppressed the Japanese army. If the Japanese army were to divert military funds into the production of new weapons and equipment, the quantity would be far lower than ours and could not cause a major impact on us. In the coming war, our army is in a position of advantage regarding equipment."

Hearing this, even the reticent Army Group Commander Hu Xiushan nodded slightly. As for the other military and political personnel, they were even more spirited.

"Comrades, the agricultural strength possessed by the Northeast Government exceeds that of Japan, and exceeds it by a lot, while the industrial strength is inferior to Japan. However, the Northeast Government's system is based on developing productive forces and improving the level of the people's labor power. All tax revenue is used to provide social services for the working people. The privileged ruling class of this country, Japan, controls the power to distribute Japan's national profits, and a considerable part of these profits is used to satisfy the interests of the Japanese privileged ruling class. Even if Japan's total national industrial capacity exceeds the Northeast, the amount of funds available for national construction is lower than the Northeast. In particular, a large part of Japan's heavy industry serves the shipbuilding industry and naval equipment, and cannot be switched to infantry equipment. There is no particularly large gap in the output of civilian industry between the Northeast and Japan. Especially in the production of army equipment, we have absolutely no disadvantage."

"More importantly, is the question of why we fight and for whom we fight. Ordinary Japanese army soldiers come from Japanese rural families. Japan is mountainous with few plains. There is still a gap between rural life there and the Northeast in 1915. After seven years of construction in the Northeast, the standard of living for farmers has tripled, basically eliminating the survival problem in rural areas and beginning to enter a development stage. Japanese rural areas are still controlled by landlords and gentry, a situation similar to the old Chinese countryside. Tenant farmers struggle amidst abject poverty and debt. The fighting will of such a Japanese army lies in plundering spoils after victory. Once the war enters a protracted phase and the goal of a quick victory is shattered, although the Japanese army can still maintain combat effectiveness under nationalist sentiment, they can no longer have any expectations for a bright future. Under such expectations, the thinking of the Japanese army will begin to fall into a twisted state. The distortion of thinking and mental state will produce a negative impact when the army exerts its combat effectiveness."

The military commanders could understand, but the political and ideological aspects were the work of the Political Department. The military commanders just listened and did not say anything. The personnel of the Political Department had fallen into thought. Everyone was actually unclear about what the thoughts of the Japanese army were. But the basic political logic of the Civilization Party held that the economic base determines the superstructure. Even if they didn't know how the Japanese landlords and gentry differed from the Chinese landlords and gentry, with the same economic base, presumably their methods wouldn't be much different.

If the majority of the soldiers in the Japanese army opposite them were fighting for such Japanese landlords and gentry, their fighting will would indeed be affected under a political offensive.

The clerk paused, and Army Group Commissar Lu Dingnan said, "Continue reading."

The clerk then read the final paragraph. "Comrades. The Central Military Commission decided to fight against Japan only after conducting a comprehensive assessment of the strength of both the enemy and ourselves. We are not fortune tellers who can predict with iron certainty; we will definitely encounter various accidents during the course of the war. As long as we maintain our army's tradition of military democracy, and through full communication and exchange with officers and soldiers let them understand the purpose of the war and the process of combat, pool wisdom, and seek truth from facts, we can certainly formulate specific operational plans that fully bring into play our army's combat effectiveness. In the entire development of the war, our army possesses tangible advantages. As long as we exert our combat effectiveness in battle, we will certainly be able to win the war. Chief of General Staff, Cheng Ruofan."

When the final name was read, no one spoke in the 2nd Army Group Headquarters. Warm applause rang out.

The uneasiness in the expressions of the comrades responsible for military administration had vanished. Everyone was mentally prepared for the brutality of combat. But having never fought a major war, it was inevitable to feel uncertain and have various wild thoughts.

The document sent by Cheng Ruofan had thoroughly analyzed the Northeast Army's advantages and its relative disadvantages compared to Japan. Just as the document stated, if combat effectiveness was exerted in battle, then victory or defeat was already determined.

At this point, what more was there to say?

This report was first conveyed in the various Army Group headquarters, and then the Army Groups convened meetings of division and brigade-level military commanders and regiment-level commissars for centralized conveyance. The effect was better than the Army Group headquarters had imagined.

Division and brigade military commanders did not need to consider strategic issues. Just as described in the report, the military commanders had clearly noticed the gap in weapons between the two sides during a large number of confrontation exercises. Taking the rifles used most in the army as an example, the Northeast Army's semi-automatic rifles did not require pulling a bolt, had a fast rate of fire and high accuracy, and easily suppressed ordinary Japanese infantry.

The Northeast Army had a high proportion of technical weapons. Infantry squads had squad machine guns. Infantry platoons would use heavy machine guns and mortars in defense, and if needed during offense, heavy machine gun squads and mortar squads would be added.

Regiment-level units were equipped with radios, so a regiment could operate independently. Therefore, intermediate command units did not fear the Japanese army and even looked forward to fighting them.

These pieces of news were aggregated through the reports of various troops and handed over to He Rui. Just as He Rui was reading the reports, his secretary walked into the office. "Chairman, Mr. Saionji would like to have a meal with the Chairman."

He Rui looked at his watch; it was already three o'clock in the afternoon. Duke Saionji had traveled in the Northeast for four days, visited some places, and seen quite a lot of the specific situation in the Northeast.

Stretching his back, He Rui answered, "Tell His Excellency Saionji that I will treat him to dinner tonight."
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He Rui did not choose a Japanese restaurant when treating Saionji Kinmochi to a meal. Instead, he reserved a private room in Restaurant No. 6 within the Northeast Government office complex. It had a rectangular table and chairs, looking quite similar to a somewhat decent restaurant for common people in the 21st century.

Mitsuko finally saw the Northeast Government building with her own eyes; the architecture was indeed as magnificent as it appeared in photos. However, upon seeing the restaurant, she felt it was overly plain. The private rooms used for meetings among the Japanese upper class were exquisitely decorated. The room before her couldn't be called devoid of decoration, but it was so simple that it was clear the decorations were merely there for the sake of having them—no real effort had been put into it.

Saionji, however, did not dislike this style at all. When starting a great undertaking, one's whole heart should be on the work; where would there be energy for such trivial details? A room like this suited a young man full of vigor like He Rui perfectly.

Moreover, Saionji noticed that cushions and soft backrests had been added to his and Mitsuko's chairs. He Rui's chair was identical to the simple wooden ones in the cafeteria hall.

After the three sat down, He Rui invited them to order. Both guests expressed that they were 'unfamiliar with Chinese cuisine and would ask He Rui to order for them.' He Rui then asked if Saionji had any dietary restrictions. Upon hearing there were none, He Rui ordered four dishes and a soup based on recent popular choices.

Northeast cuisine is known for being substantial. Saionji smiled as soon as the dishes were served. Each portion was generous; in Japan, a single dish would almost equal the quantity of an entire table's spread.

He Rui did not serve <i>Baijiu</i>. Instead, the brandy brewed from Northeast fruits emitted a delicate fragrance in the wine glasses. Saionji was very westernized; after He Rui offered a toast of "Good health, eternal health," he began to eat and drink.

Although Northeast cuisine looks rough, the taste is excellent. Japan follows a custom of individual servings, where everyone eats their own portion. He Rui, being a person from the 21st century, was not in the habit of serving food to others unless they were very close. Everyone eating freely was actually quite refreshing.

After the meal, He Rui asked for the leftovers to be packed up to take back for a late-night snack.

Seeing that He Rui still hadn't taken the initiative to speak, Saionji understood that the current He Rui did not fear Japan. As long as Japan did not attack first, He Rui even held a certain degree of initiative. So, this meal turned out to be truly just a meal. Saionji then took the initiative and said, "He-kun, why don't we go sit at your residence?"

"This... alright," He Rui agreed.

Ten minutes later, Saionji looked around the one-bedroom apartment and couldn't help but sigh, "How nostalgic. I lived in a room like this in Paris."

Mitsuko also felt the room was very familiar. He Rui had lived in a small single room at her home—a bed, a wardrobe, a bookshelf. This small suite merely had an additional kitchen connected to the living room and a private bathroom compared to the one at her house.

He Rui rarely stayed here, but he paid a cleaning fee, so a cleaner came every three days. The room was exceptionally clean and tidy.

The guards stood in the corners, backs to the blind spots, keeping watch. The three sat in the living room while He Rui boiled water with an electric stove to make tea. Saionji took a sip of the Anhua dark tea and sighed, "He-kun left Japan in the fourth year of Taisho (1915). Before leaving, you proposed the concept of counter-cyclical investment, which the Japanese economic community appreciated greatly. After Hara-kun was elected, he applied He-kun's concepts in many of his policies."

He Rui shook his head, "Your Excellency Saionji is too polite. Prime Minister Hara already held a political philosophy of developing people's livelihood. Counter-cyclical investment simply fits the line of thought for developing livelihoods, so it appears similar to his policies."

Saionji actually shared He Rui's view. Saying that earlier was partly out of politeness and partly to gauge He Rui's magnanimity. Since He Rui was straightforward and frank, Saionji followed the topic, "He-kun has governed Manchuria and Mongolia with remarkable achievements. What is He-kun's governing philosophy?"

He Rui countered with a question, "Has Your Excellency read *The Communist Manifesto*?"

Saionji had, of course, read it. However, in a country like Japan, socialists were targets of suppression. Even a politician like Hara Takashi, who engaged in party politics, had publicly stated, 'Socialists must never be allowed into the Diet.'

However, this was the Northeast, He Rui's territory. Saionji eventually nodded.

"*The Communist Manifesto* points out three major future directions: Industrialization, Urbanization, and Globalization. All of Japan's development and progress have been derived from these three directions. The progress and development of the Northeast are also derived from these three directions. The basic concept of Communism is that the development of productive forces drives social progress. How to most effectively develop productive forces under existing conditions is the governing philosophy of the Civilization Party."

Saionji did not like such a political philosophy. "Does He-kun oppose Civil Society?"

"The state is a tool of class rule; the ruling class realizes its will through laws," He Rui replied. Seeing Saionji frown, He Rui knew that Saionji likely didn't know this description.

Apologizing first, He Rui wrote this passage down and placed it in front of Saionji. After Saionji picked it up and read it a few times, He Rui continued, "Civil Society—who defines the 'Citizen'? Do citizens define themselves? This kind of pleasant-sounding noun can be interpreted in various ways, but it is a concept created <i>a posteriori</i>. However, class division is based on the ownership and usage rights of the means of production—an objective reality. It is like the Imperial system versus the Metric system. The Imperial system exists because someone proposed that 'this length is one foot.' The Metric system is based on dividing a certain longitude line of the Earth into a number of parts, where one part is one meter. The two are completely different matters. I support the Metric system."

Saionji hadn't expected He Rui's political stance to be so radical; the gap between it and his own philosophy was too wide, creating a sense of talking past each other. However, this confusion did not deprive Saionji of his ability to communicate. The knowledgeable Japanese politician quickly tried to pull the line of thought closer to He Rui's, "He-kun, civic politics acknowledges the existing social structure and only opposes the privileged class. What about the Communist system you speak of?"

Since Saionji spoke so clearly, He Rui answered concisely, "Communism holds that the level of productive forces determines production relations. Since the Northeast Government's goal is to continuously improve the existing level of productive forces, our policies do not contain any part intended to maintain existing production relations for all eternity."

Mitsuko sat to the side, having completely lost track of what the two politicians were discussing. She did what was within her power; seeing the water boil again, she lifted the teapot to pour tea for them.

When two of the most outstanding politicians in Northeast Asia discussed politics, being able to do something within one's power by their side was a privilege possessed only by those from the Japanese upper class. Mitsuko was very satisfied with her current position.

He Rui was a bit thirsty. Mitsuko placed the tea in front of him. He said thanks and drank it in one gulp. Saionji looked serious, pondering for a moment, feeling even more displeased with He Rui's stance. Saionji sighed, "It seems He-kun is indeed of the violent revolution school. Does He-kun intend to use the army to eliminate China's existing rich people?"

He Rui shook his head, "Violence is used to eliminate criminals, not the rich. Using the army to suppress the rich—are they worthy of that? Your Excellency is truly joking."

Hearing this, Mitsuko couldn't help but chuckle. She felt the familiar He Rui-niisan had returned. His banter was filled with a sense of humor. Mitsuko thought, *how could rich people be that easy to deal with?*

She heard He Rui continue, "The government's job is to ensure the social baseline: paying wages on time, paying social insurance for workers, and having workers receive adult re-education during work. For enterprises that fail to do this, relevant departments will naturally deal with their illegal and non-compliant behaviors. Why mobilize the army for things the police can handle? As for the wealthy, if they just stay at home living off their own means or living off bank interest, why would the government move against them?"

As an outstanding politician, Saionji didn't think rich people were hard to deal with at all. The wealthy naturally wouldn't agree with He Rui's policies. However, those people were cowardly; not accepting didn't mean they would stand up and use violence to oppose the government and the army. In extreme cases, if He Rui's army went to their doors to arrest them, they would likely just stretch out their necks for the blade, at most groaning a few times before being killed.

For those rich people to stand up against He Rui, there must exist a hostile armed force capable of rivaling He Rui, so that the wealthy could attack He Rui by supporting his enemies. From his conversation with the tour guide, Miss Zhang, a few days ago, Saionji did not believe there was any force in the Northeast today that could threaten the Northeast Government.

Another possibility was that there were opposing forces within the Civilization Party, and these forces were very powerful. From the intelligence Saionji obtained, there were absolutely no signs of this. The entire Civilization Party completely submitted to He Rui's leadership, and it was internally very united.

Having determined He Rui's political stance and governing philosophy, Saionji turned the topic back to Japan. "He-kun, the number of people in Japan who are pro-China has increased greatly. I wonder how He-kun views the domestic attitude in China toward Japan?"

These contents were very different from abstract political understanding, so Mitsuko immediately listened attentively. She heard He Rui answer, "Japan being my second home, I have always looked forward to Sino-Japanese friendship. Sharing raw materials and markets, with labor able to flow between both sides. As civilized nations, an attitude of equality and mutual benefit is the foundation. Currently, Japan's posture is too high."

Saionji felt He Rui wanted to discuss the issue of forcefully unifying China, so he replied, "From Japan's perspective, He-kun is the one with the extremely high posture. Regardless of what decision He-kun makes, you never coordinate with Japan, but adopt an attitude of going it alone."

"Is Your Excellency referring to the issue that China must be unified?" He Rui asked, following Saionji's train of thought.

"If China is unified by He-kun's hands, it would be a blessing for China and a blessing for Asia. As a talent cultivated by the Empire of Japan, Japan is very clear about He-kun's strength, so many in the Japanese political circles feel immense pressure. I imagine He-kun can certainly understand this sentiment."

He Rui answered sincerely, "I understand very well. That is why I would like to ask Your Excellency Saionji to point out a path to resolve these misunderstandings."

Saionji thought for a moment. "Why doesn't He-kun visit Japan? Your friends in Japan would all welcome you."

He Rui thought briefly and replied, "I will consider it seriously."

"If He-kun has this intention, please do so as soon as possible. The situation in Japan changes quickly. Many people cannot understand He-kun's friendly stance. Once those people come to power, He-kun's efforts for Sino-Japanese friendship will face enormous resistance," Saionji Kinmochi advised with a sincere tone.

"Thank you, Your Excellency. I will definitely take these into consideration. It is late today, and I have a meeting. I will have my guards escort Your Excellency back to your residence."

Saionji could see He Rui was hesitant, but he wasn't confident he could persuade He Rui to leave immediately, so he stood up to take his leave.

After seeing Saionji off, He Rui stretched. The so-called most enlightened politician in Japan was only at this level; it truly disappointed He Rui.

The greatest advantage of Marxism lies in the methodology of materialist dialectics, which allows one to see the essence through phenomena. Just like the topic that wasn't continued in the conversation just now: Civil Society.

The foundation of Civil Society is the 'Citizen,' but citizens do not exist naturally. Those who created the concept of the citizen and hold the power to define it are the masters of the so-called 'Civil Society.' It is a concept created upon another concept.

Means of production, however, are a reality. Those who control means of production are the 'propertied class' (bourgeoisie), and those who do not are the proletariat. Its theory stems from objective facts, simple and clear, distinguishable even by children.

In terms of social progress, Saionji was progressive when facing feudalism. But facing socialist revolution, he was also a reactionary.

Having determined this, He Rui returned to his office and picked up his pen to write.

*...Some comrades believe that we have the ability to liberate all of China without going to war with Japan. Although this possibility does not exist, there exists a path to liberate the whole country without a total war with Japan. However, this path implies that the process of liberating China will face greater resistance. Domestic reactionaries, believing they have Japan as their backer, will frantically oppose China's unification and liberation cause. The Chinese people will suffer immense pain during this process.*

*The sooner the war for China's unification ends, the less pain the Chinese people will suffer, and the more of China's national strength can be preserved. Considering this from a strategic perspective, we must thoroughly shatter the fantasies of the domestic reactionaries and let the people of all China see and acknowledge the hope for China's unification and liberation.*

*Therefore, war against Japan is imperative.*

*I hope comrades will unify their thinking, make up their minds, overcome all difficulties, and carry the Chinese revolution through to the end. To realize China's unification, as well as China's comprehensive rejuvenation in the future.*

*Chairman of the Civilization Party: He Rui.*

After writing this, He Rui put down his pen. There was actually a paragraph missing here: another objective of He Rui waging war against Japan was to pave the way for a revolution in Japan. The reason Japanese reactionaries were still active and jumping around was that they hadn't reached a dead end.

Even if they were only defeated by the United States, Japanese reactionaries would suffer a heavy blow. Facing a China that had realized a socialist revolution, Japanese reactionaries would only despair even more. And the Japanese people would be able to see hope, see a possible better future.

Only by winning this battle could the situation in Japan be pushed to this step. For the future global war of liberation, the power of China alone was not enough. If Japan could be liberated, making a post-revolution Japan a member of the ranks opposing the old world, the odds of completely winning the global revolutionary war would increase significantly.

If China couldn't even liberate Japan and could only brutally and savagely completely destroy Japan, then on what basis could China convince the world to follow it in liberating the globe?

Retracting his thoughts, He Rui continued to read documents. Although the war hadn't broken out, it had already begun. The mobilization of the Northeast Army was a very important link in the war operations. Ensuring the troops entered the war in good condition was He Rui's current job.

Saionji Kinmochi rested at the hotel for two days—waiting for He Rui for two days. To Saionji's disappointment, He Rui did not send anyone to contact him. This meant He Rui had absolutely no intention of visiting Japan.

Saionji Kinmochi felt helpless but had no other recourse. As the most important elder in the Seiyukai, he once thought the Seiyukai, which pioneered party cabinets in Japan, could govern for a long time. After Hara Takashi was assassinated, the Seiyukai's power immediately wavered. Scandals were constant during this period. Although the succeeding Prime Minister, Takahashi Korekiyo, was recognized domestically as the best Minister of Finance with unchallengeable fiscal ability, his ability as Prime Minister was obviously very weak.

As a result, in June of this year, Takahashi Korekiyo had to resign after multiple scandals. After clearing out relevant personnel within the Seiyukai, it was thought that Emperor Taisho would let him form a cabinet again. However, Emperor Taisho ordered the Vice Minister of the Navy, Kato Tomosaburo, to form a cabinet.

Kato Tomosaburo had no political party background; he was from the military. His cabinet had no partisan color and was called an 'administrative' cabinet. This cabinet's style was pragmatic, without the inflammatory style of political parties. Therefore, its attitude toward China was also very pragmatic.

Saionji Kinmochi believed that if it were the Kato Tomosaburo cabinet, they would negotiate with He Rui. But the content of the negotiations would certainly not be acceptable to He Rui. A unified China would inevitably begin industrialization, and an industrialized China would be Japan's greatest threat. This was the consensus of the Japanese upper class. With He Rui's understanding of Japan and his intelligence, it was impossible for him not to know this.

After staying another day and seeing that He Rui still hadn't sent anyone, Saionji Kinmochi sent someone to bid farewell. He Rui did not see him off personally, only having the Deputy Director of the Northeast Foreign Affairs Bureau escort Saionji Kinmochi to the train. The Deputy Director brought He Rui's message: 'When to visit Japan is still under consideration. At a suitable time, I will definitely visit Japan.'

Saionji Kinmochi could only ask the Deputy Director to pass a message to He Rui, "I look forward to He-kun visiting Japan soon."

Days passed quickly. In the blink of an eye, it was October 1st. The Northeast Army units were ready, and every group army was waiting for He Rui's order.

He Rui was currently listening to the report from the Department of Agriculture. The Northeast begins harvesting every September, with the southernmost regions naturally harvesting first. By October 1st, the Liaoning region had finished harvesting. Most of the Jilin region had finished. The central and northern parts of Heilongjiang began harvesting on October 1st and would finish by mid-October.

This year saw a bumper grain harvest, with over 60% of regions already harvested. Thanks to meteorological cooperation with Russia and information exchange, the forecast for southward-moving cold air could reach 5 days ahead. Based on the known situation, future harvest expectations were good.

Having already confirmed the industrial production schedule, and now confirming the grain situation, He Rui finally picked up his pen to write a document.

*Civilization Party Chairman / Civilization Party Military Commission Chairman / Civilization Party Military Commission / Northeast People's Liberation Army Command Staff / October 1, 1922 / 1922 Top Secret Document No. 00007 — transmitted only to Division-level Political Commissars and Division/Brigade-level Military Commanders*

*The Military Commission has received reports from all units confirming troops are ready for combat against Japan. To maintain its dominant position in Northeast Asia, Japan will absolutely not accept a future where China is unified. To realize the cause of China's unification and liberation, our Northeast People's Liberation Army—Army, Navy, and Air Force—has no choice but to launch a war against Japan.*

*Army:*

*The 1st Group Army will begin independent operations on October 4th, advancing covertly toward the Port Arthur-Dairen (Lüshun-Dalian) region. It must enter the attack zone by October 6th.*

*Starting October 7th, it will launch an attack on the Port Arthur-Dairen region with Air Force support. Strive to annihilate the local Japanese forces as quickly as possible and liberate the Port Arthur-Dairen region.*

*Simultaneous with the start of the attack, Northeast local armed forces will launch attacks on all Japanese strongholds distributed throughout the Northeast to eliminate Japanese military points.*

*At the same time, the Armed Police Force will take into custody all Japanese personnel in the Northeast. Ensure all Japanese personnel within Northeast borders are under our control.*

*The 2nd and 3rd Group Armies will enter the Yalu River defense system starting October 7th to conduct defensive operations against the Japanese side.*

*The 7th Group Army will assemble outside Shanhai Pass. After the Northeast Government notifies the Beiyang Government of the commencement of war with Japan, it will take over the defense of Shanhai Pass. According to the plan, it will deploy defenses along the Tanggu to Shanhai Pass line. Furthermore, prepare to deploy defenses from the Capital (Beijing) to Tanggu.*

*The 4th, 6th, and 8th Group Armies will assemble in the area behind the Yalu River defense line, ready to replace the positions of the 2nd and 3rd Group Armies at any time.*

*The 5th Group Army will deploy in the Yingkou area.*

*The 9th, 10th, and 11th Group Armies will deploy in designated areas near the coastline of Southern Liaoning.*

*The 12th Group Army will be stationed in Harbin.*

*Navy:*

*Await sortie orders at home ports at all times, ready to blockade the estuary of the Bohai Sea by laying mines.*

*Air Force:*

*All 12 Aviation Groups will temporarily suspend all flights starting at 12:00 on October 5th for comprehensive aircraft maintenance and preparation.*

*On October 7th, before the 1st Group Army launches its attack, enter the airspace of the Port Arthur-Dairen region to provide reconnaissance for the 1st Group Army.*

*Other Aviation Groups will conduct reconnaissance in their responsible airspaces. The three Flight Groups along the Yalu River will cross the Yalu River to conduct reconnaissance. Furthermore, provide comprehensive aerial photography images as soon as possible to supply data for drawing precise maps for the troops.*

*Comrades of the Army, Navy, and Air Force. Since the establishment of the Northeast People's Liberation Army, our army has always regarded the Japanese military as the hypothetical enemy and has conducted preparations for several years. Now, the time to put these long preparations to use has finally arrived. As long as the three services—Army, Navy, and Air Force—remain free of arrogance and rashness, fight calmly, and exert their due combat effectiveness, victory will surely belong to the Northeast People's Liberation Army, and to every soldier dedicated to the cause of China's unification and liberation.*

*Long live China! Long live the Chinese people!*

*Chairman of the Civilization Party Military Commission: He Rui.*

He Rui handed the document to the Secretary's Office. He thought it would be sent out very soon, but unexpectedly, after a while, the General Staff Headquarters sent someone over.

The arrival was a Major. Upon seeing He Rui, the Major immediately stood at attention and saluted, "Report to the Chairman. I am Staff Officer Xiao Bailang from the First Operations Bureau of the General Staff Headquarters. I am under orders to inquire about an issue regarding the order."

"What issue?" He Rui didn't think there would be any issue worth running over for. Although the order was issued by He Rui, the General Staff Headquarters had already war-gamed the entire operation plan many times. The plan could be executed even without He Rui's order. If there were any problems, they would have been discovered long ago.

Xiao Bailang could hardly conceal his excitement. He puffed out his chest and asked, "May I ask what reason for war should be announced to the outside world?"

It took He Rui a few seconds to realize what Xiao Bailang meant. This wasn't Xiao Bailang's fault; from 1840 to 1922, China had only issued a *Declaration of War Against All Nations* under Cixi. At all other times, it was foreign countries attacking China.

He Rui himself had overlooked the matter of declaring war for this conflict. That the General Staff Headquarters remembered this showed their work was very meticulous.

After thinking for a moment, He Rui picked up his pen and wrote down the reason. Xiao Bailang stepped forward and took the paper He Rui had signed. He saw a single line written on it:

*'Our army's soldier went missing in front of the Japanese Kwantung Army Headquarters. We demanded to enter the Kwantung Army Headquarters to search. The Kwantung Army Headquarters actually refused. Therefore, our army is launching an attack on the Kwantung Army.'*

Xiao Bailang had expected some momentous reason and momentarily thought he had read it wrong or misunderstood something. He read the content a few more times, confirming he hadn't made a mistake. And in the bottom right corner of the paper, He Rui had signed his name.

*Chairman of the Civilization Party Military Commission: He Rui. 17:00, October 1, 1922.*

Since this was an official document, Xiao Bailang couldn't say anything more. He could only salute and leave.

Watching Xiao Bailang's retreating figure, He Rui knew that neither Xiao Bailang nor anyone in the entire Northeast People's Liberation Army would understand what this reason meant to He Rui.

Such an arrogant reason, aside from being meaningful to He Rui, was also a form of psychological warfare. If a reasonable and fair reason were given, the Japanese army, suffering a surprise attack, might be confused. Seeing such an arrogant reason would make the Japanese army mobilize immediately. A Japanese army that mobilized immediately was beneficial for the Northeast Army to win the war.

Putting aside thoughts on this matter, He Rui buried his head in work again. The war had just begun, and the work to follow would only increase.
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October 7th, 5:30 AM. Reveille sounded in the Northeast Army garrison in Changchun. By 6:00 AM, the awakened civilians around the military camp could already hear the sounds of troops running drills.

"One... two... three... four..." The chanting was neat and powerful; just listening to it, one could feel how vigorous and energetic the young soldiers were.

At about the same time, similar sounds came from the Japanese garrison camp in the concession. A squadron of Japanese troops also began their drills.

The total number of Japanese troops in the Northeast was 40,000. The main force of a reinforced division, about 30,000 men, was stationed in the Kwantung Leased Territory at the southernmost tip of the Liaodong Peninsula. The remaining 10,000 were scattered like pepper across the vast Northeast. Changchun, being an important city, had a squadron of Japanese troops stationed there.

After the drills, some of the sharper Japanese soldiers felt something was slightly amiss. It was too quiet around them. As the Northeast's economy improved, the Japanese concessions had rapidly declined. Usually, the Japanese troops inside the concession could hear the noise from the Chinese markets early in the morning. Especially in the morning, when Chinese people were going to school, going to work, or setting up stalls—it was one of the most densely populated times of the day.

However, over the past two days, the number of people on the roads around the concession had been decreasing. Although during the autumn harvest, people in Chinese cities would go to the countryside in large numbers to participate in the harvest, it shouldn't have reached the point where there were hardly any people on the streets.

It wasn't just the Japanese garrison in Changchun that felt this way; the Japanese concession garrisons in Harbin, Siping, and Shenyang felt the same.

7:00 AM. Inside the Security Bureau in Shenyang. Comrades of the Security Bureau, dressed in black uniforms, were already neatly lined up on the grass field. Regardless of gender, everyone except civilian staff was equipped with a pistol. The comrades of the combat units carried submachine guns on their backs. The metal parts of the submachine guns revealed a deep, dark sheen in the faint morning light.

Security Bureau Chief Wang Bin, wearing the same black uniform as the comrades, walked onto the platform of the parade ground. He picked up the microphone but did not speak immediately. The ranks of the Security Bureau were solemn and orderly; no comrade had left the station for the past two days. In the back row, there was also a formation of liaison personnel from various units participating in this operation. Once this team began to move, all Japanese in Shenyang, whether soldiers or civilians, would be swept away.

Not only in Shenyang, but Japanese people throughout the Northeast would face such a fate. As a part of this war, Security Bureau Chief Wang Bin felt every cell in his body brimming with vitality.

Picking up the microphone, Wang Bin's voice was transmitted to the ears of every member on the parade ground through the speakers.

"28 years ago, in 1894, the Qing dynasty, which claimed to be the master of China, owned this China. It fought against Japan with the power of the whole country, but was defeated by Japan, which mobilized 240,000 troops and actually committed 170,000. The Qing dynasty paid indemnities everywhere, ceded Taiwan and Penghu to Japan, and paid a total of more than 230 million taels of silver to Japan. Since then, Japan has had concessions in China and the right to station troops. Today, the targets we are going to clear out are these people. Over the past 28 years, Japanese people have continuously come to the Northeast. Excluding the Kwantung Army, the total number of Japanese in the Northeast has reached 274,654."

Even knowing this history, even knowing this number, the expressions of those present remained grim.

Wang Bin paused for a moment to calm his overly agitated emotions before continuing the mobilization for action. "For 28 years, the Japanese have thought themselves superior to the Chinese, acting high and mighty in China. The time has come to put these Japanese back in their proper place. When we are old, our grandsons and granddaughters will ask us: Grandpa, Grandma, why were more than 280,000 Japanese cleared out immediately? We can proudly tell those children: because we held weapons in our hands and fought on the front line. Today, the Qing dynasty that thought itself the master of China has perished. Today, as the vanguard of the Chinese people, we are about to end this humiliating history. To... day..., comrades are creating history. This history will be written in history books and praised by future generations of Chinese people!"

Although the heart of every comrade below the stage was beating fiercely, no one spoke. Not because of fear, but because of discipline.

Wang Bin continued loudly, "Our army is a civilized force and has battlefield discipline. Any Japanese who surrenders without resistance shall be treated according to the prisoner-of-war policy. We are absolutely not allowed to harm them after capturing them. But, comrades, faced with those enemies who resist stubbornly in a corner, what should we do?"

"Kill!" A earth-shattering roar erupted from the formation in response.

The roar was so intense that echoes appeared within the parade ground.

Wang Bin asked again, "Our army is a civilized army and must strictly abide by the prisoner-of-war policy. But, what should we do to the enemy?"

"Kill! Kill! Kill!" Shouts erupted from the crowd again. The response from the gathered comrades seemed to have a tangible form; Wang Bin even felt a pressure washing over his face.

"Then, dismiss. After dismissal, all departments start operations according to the action plan!" Security Bureau Chief Wang Bin issued the order.

7:45 AM. A car was driving on the road in the Japanese concession in the Kwantung Leased Territory. The car was obviously a product of the Shenyang Automobile Manufacturing Plant, its appearance resembling the German 'Beetle' people's car from before WWII.

Small flags were inserted on both sides of the car's hood. On the left was the Five-Colored Flag of the Republic of China, and on the right was the Five-Star Red Flag, the regional flag of the Northeast Government. He Rui wasn't trying to be unique; the Five-Star Red Flag had always been the only flag in his heart.

At 8:00 AM, the Northeast Government's car stopped in front of the Kwantung Army Headquarters. The door opened, and Major Yu Cen from the back seat got out with his guards, standing outside the Kwantung Army Headquarters.

This trip would be extremely dangerous. Major Yu Cen knew this very well, as did all the officers in the First Operations Bureau of the General Staff Headquarters. Therefore, the young officers who usually didn't submit to anyone expressed one after another, 'My strength is poor, I'm not afraid of sacrifice. Please, you must let me go.'

Major Xiao Bailang had already picked up a paper knife to cut his finger, preparing to write a letter in blood. He was seen by the Deputy Chief, who immediately shouted angrily, "What are you doing! Are the tools of the Staff Headquarters for you to hurt people with?"

This was indeed a regulation. Xiao Bailang, afraid of being disqualified from the operation, immediately settled down.

After discussion by the General Staff Headquarters, it was finally decided to dispatch a Major to be responsible for this diplomatic work. Although this matter was very dangerous, it was exceptionally important, and a qualified comrade had to be found. In the end, the General Staff ordered: draw lots.

When Yu Cen became the lucky one, several comrades, including Xiao Bailang, immediately expressed their willingness to switch with Yu Cen. Yu Cen couldn't be bothered to pay attention to these guys. He immediately followed the Deputy Chief to start preparations.

At this moment, the initial intense emotions had dissipated. Yu Cen even felt some unease on the way to execute the mission. Faced with the threat of death, it would be strange not to feel uneasy. This was a basic point repeatedly emphasized by instructors in the first lesson of the military academy and the first lesson of military psychology.

Feeling his emotions, Yu Cen dispelled all of this from his heart through a few deep breaths. Two Japanese officers walked out of the Kwantung Army Headquarters. After exchanging salutes, the two Japanese officers led Yu Cen into the Headquarters.

Lieutenant General Kawai Misao lived a rather regular life, waking up at 6:00 AM. At this moment, the Lieutenant General was waiting in his office, guessing why He Rui had sent an urgent telegram to the Kwantung Army Headquarters at 12:00 on October 7th [Note: likely meant Oct 6th or midnight, context implies just before this morning], stating that personnel would be sent to request a meeting with Lieutenant General Kawai Misao in the morning.

Since He Rui was doing this, Lieutenant General Kawai Misao believed He Rui must have a reason.

Could it be that He Rui suddenly started a war against the Beiyang Government for some reason? Or was it that He Rui was still holding onto the drug trafficking issue and wanted to cause some trouble?

Thinking of the drug trafficking issue, Kawai Misao felt puzzled by He Rui's moral eccentricities. Opium was indeed addictive and led to tragedies. Lieutenant General Kawai Misao was very clear about this. However, opium was still a legal trade commodity in the world. Not only opium, but morphine was also a legal drug that could be bought in pharmacies in various countries.

In this world, perhaps only the Northeast Government used cruel means to crack down on the sale and trafficking of opium and morphine. The Kwantung side had no way to deal with He Rui's anti-drug atrocities. After all, it was no longer 1840; the inability to freely sell opium and morphine in China could not become a reason for Japan to declare war on Northeast China. Moreover, the sales volume of opium and morphine occupied only a tiny figure in the trade between the Northeast and Japan, small enough to be negligible.

To stabilize normal trade between the Northeast and Japan, the Japanese side pretended not to see when He Rui killed Japanese drug traffickers. At most, they informed Japanese expatriates in China never to sell opium and morphine in the Northeast.

Thinking again, Kawai Misao felt that He Rui was not a person to make a fuss over trifles. Could it be... there was some military conflict between He Rui and Soviet Russia? If such a thing happened, Lieutenant General Kawai Misao felt it would be worth looking forward to.

Soon, a tall Chinese Major appeared in front of Lieutenant General Kawai Misao. The Major said in Japanese, "Your Excellency Lieutenant General Kawai, I am subordinate Yu Cen, under orders to meet Your Excellency Lieutenant General Kawai to convey the document from General He Rui."

Lieutenant General Kawai Misao hadn't expected a Chinese Major to speak passable Japanese. He replied, "What document has the Major brought?"

Learning Japanese and English was mandatory among Northeast Army officers. An army that does not understand the enemy's language is foolish. Major Yu Cen's English wasn't great, but his Japanese was so-so. He took out the document, opened it, and began to read, "On October 6, 1922, a soldier of the Northeast Army disappeared mysteriously in front of the Japanese Kwantung Army Headquarters. To recover the missing soldier, the Northeast Army Headquarters informs the Kwantung Army Headquarters..."

Lieutenant General Kawai Misao and the officers beside him were a bit confused. Northeast Army soldiers were not allowed to enter the Kwantung Leased Territory without permission. How could one suddenly disappear 'mysteriously' in front of the Kwantung Army Headquarters? Was it a spy who got caught? But neither Lieutenant General Kawai Misao nor the Japanese officers had heard of such an incident.

Since he had read 'the Northeast Army Headquarters informs the Kwantung Army Headquarters', the Japanese soldiers continued to listen.

"...The Northeast Army Headquarters informs the Kwantung Army Headquarters to lay down weapons and accept inspection by the Northeast Army before 9:00 AM on October 7, 1922. If the Japanese Kwantung Army refuses to execute this, the Northeast Army Headquarters will regard it as a hostile military action and will immediately conduct military strikes against the Japanese Kwantung Army. End."

After Major Yu Cen finished reading, he stepped forward and handed the document to the dumbfounded Japanese adjutant beside him. The adjutant subconsciously accepted the document before suddenly realizing what was happening. The adjutant shouted angrily, "Bakayaro!"

Major Yu Cen didn't care at all about this angry curse. The matter had proceeded unusually smoothly. He had met Lieutenant General Kawai Misao and read the document face to face. Moreover, the other party had actually accepted the document, which was even more perfect.

Along the way, what Major Yu Cen worried about most was not his own safety, but whether he could complete the mission. Now that the mission was accomplished and the document, equivalent to a declaration of war, had been handed to the Kwantung Army Commander Lieutenant General Kawai Misao, his task was over.

Taking a step back, Major Yu Cen saluted the grim-faced Lieutenant General Kawai Misao. "Your Excellency, the subordinate's work is completed. Farewell."

After speaking, the Major turned and walked away. Flustered and exasperated, the Japanese officers stepped forward to stop Major Yu Cen.

"Stop it all of you!" Lieutenant General Kawai Misao shouted angrily behind the Japanese officers. The Japanese officers all stopped. Major Yu Cen paused slightly, then continued walking out, completely disregarding the Japanese officers behind him.

Yu Cen didn't know what other Northeast Army soldiers would do. Yu Cen himself chose to walk straight out. As a soldier of the Northeast Army, Major Yu Cen didn't feel he had any reason to listen to the orders of a Japanese soldier. The war was less than an hour away from starting; see you on the battlefield.

Striding out of the building like this, a group of Japanese soldiers rushed in front of Major Yu Cen, pointing their rifles at his chest.

The Major chuckled lightly and stopped. This was his stage, and all dangers began from this moment. Being arrested, imprisoned, tortured, or even killed. Major Yu Cen was already mentally prepared. Moreover, Major Yu Cen had made up his mind that he would never lose face for the Northeast People's Liberation Army. He definitely wouldn't let the Japanese devils think that the men of the Northeast Army weren't men.

"What is the meaning of this?" Major Yu Cen asked calmly, facing the muzzles of the Japanese troops.

"What is the meaning of you coming here?!" A Japanese Major at the front shouted with a ferocious expression.

Yu Cen answered coldly, "I came here to request a meeting with Lieutenant General Kawai Misao. As for what it means, go ask the Lieutenant General."

"Bakayaro!" The Japanese Major put his hand on his katana, looking like he was about to draw his sword and cut someone.

Although Major Yu Cen's guard had surrendered his weapons when entering, he still blocked diagonally in front of the Major with his bare hands. Major Yu Cen stepped forward, patted the guard on the shoulder, and pulled him to his side. He continued to say to the Japanese Major, "I would like to ask, what is the meaning of this? Where are your manners!"

'When two countries are at war, envoys are not killed'—this is the most basic rule of civilization. Only when both sides are in a situation of fighting to the last man will the killing of envoys occasionally occur. At present, the Japanese side actually didn't dare to kill Chinese envoys. Once they really did it, the Kwantung Army would face retaliation after defeat, and very severe retaliation at that.

If Lieutenant General Kawai Misao were captured by the Northeast Army, and a group of officers from the Kwantung Army Headquarters, including Kawai Misao, were shot for ordering the killing of an envoy, other countries wouldn't have much to say.

Sure enough, the arrogance of the Japanese Major, who was scolded by Major Yu Cen about 'where his manners were', immediately dissipated a lot. Just then, a Lieutenant Colonel ran out of the Kwantung Army Headquarters building in a hurry. He glared at Major Yu Cen extremely unhappily before going to the Major's side and ordering in a low voice, "Let them go."

"Why?"

"The Commander ordered to let them go." The Lieutenant Colonel's voice was filled with suppressed anger.

The Major actually knew that he couldn't possibly kill the Northeast Army envoy inside the Kwantung Army Headquarters, so he could only order the Japanese soldiers to clear the way. Striding out through the passage formed by the fierce-looking Japanese soldiers, Major Yu Cen looked indifferent, and his mood was even very happy.

Exiting the gate and returning to the car, Major Yu Cen asked, "What is the status of the radio preparation?"

The telegraph operator sitting in the passenger seat immediately replied, "Report, the radio is ready to transmit at any time."

"Send the telegram now. Add three numbers to the front of the message: 918."

The telegraph operator immediately began to transmit. With the clatter of the telegraph key, the short message was sent out immediately.

The radio station of the Northeast Army's 1st Group Army had long been waiting on the channel. After receiving the message, they immediately replied to confirm receipt. Major Yu Cen's telegram was handed to the headquarters. The Group Army Chief of Staff read it and took out the codebook to verify.

Delivering a 'Declaration of War' before the war was a very dangerous job, and the Staff Headquarters had discussed many plans. Especially regarding the safety of the message content, so the telegram used common plain code. Only after Major Yu Cen came out safely would he tell the telegraph operator the password prefix. Receiving the complete telegram proved that the mission of delivering the 'Declaration of War' had been completed.

The 1st Group Army immediately sent the news to the General Staff Headquarters. The General Staff Headquarters then sent a telegram to all units: 'Operation Start.'

At 9:00 AM on October 7, 1922, the artillery of the 1st Group Army of the Northeast People's Liberation Army began to bombard the Japanese Kwantung Army positions located at the border of the Kwantung Leased Territory.

At the same time, the entire Northeast mobilized. The Japanese concession garrison in Changchun saw a large group of Northeast Army troops surrounding the Japanese concession barracks. The other side shouted at the Japanese troops with loudspeakers: "Listen, Japanese on the other side. Come out immediately with your hands held high. Our Northeast Army treats prisoners well; lay down your guns and you won't be killed!"

Hearing this, the Japanese concession garrison in Changchun immediately ran back to the barracks like rabbits. The Northeast Army didn't spoil them; since the Japanese army had heard the order and continued to choose stubborn resistance...

The barracks of the Japanese concession garrison were made of brick and wood. Hit directly by 80mm mortars, these houses were like paper, shattering into pieces along with the Japanese soldiers inside under the impact of the explosions.

To avoid casualties, the Northeast Army completely leveled the barracks before sending troops into the ruins to search for survivors.

Not only Changchun, but Japanese garrisons in Shenyang, Harbin, and Siping all met the same fate. Since the Japanese army had absolutely no experience surrendering to the Chinese army, less than one in ten survived. Nearly 10,000 Japanese troops stationed outside the Kwantung Leased Territory were completely annihilated within two hours.

On October 7, 1922, the Northeast People's Liberation Army launched a full-scale offensive against the Japanese troops in the Northeast.
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On October 7th, shortly after 8:00 AM, Lieutenant General Kawai Misao, Commander of the Kwantung Army, received the 'Declaration of War' and immediately ordered the Japanese troops to enter their defensive systems.

Over the past few years, as the strength of the Northeast Army increased rapidly, the Japanese army began to increase defenses at the border of the Kwantung Leased Territory. When Lieutenant General Kawai Misao took office, he continued to strengthen the defense system of the Kwantung Leased Territory. At this time, the border of the Kwantung Leased Territory had a land defense system built around several extremely sturdy reinforced concrete fortresses.

The 1st Group Army was responsible for attacking the Kwantung Leased Territory. At 8:55 AM, all personnel at the headquarters were watching a fortress within their field of view in the distance. No one spoke; they just quietly watched the silent battlefield. When Commander Zheng Silang checked his watch for the third time, the hands showed it was already 9:00 AM.

All units had synchronized their watches with a difference of less than a minute. On the positions of the 13th Army, which was responsible for attacking the Kwantung Leased Territory, the 120mm mortars belonging to each regiment opened fire one after another at the Japanese troops.

From the intense flash and loud noise when the shells landed, Zheng Silang knew the troops were using high-explosive shells. Unlike armor-piercing shells that break through enemy hard defenses, after high-explosive shells hit a target, the explosives filled inside the shell explode, producing fragments, metal jets, shock waves, and smoke to damage the target.

Without even looking closely at the magnificent scene produced by the explosion of the high-explosive shells, Zheng Silang said 'Let's go back' and left the front line with the headquarters personnel.

Some comrades wanted to watch a while longer, but Zheng Silang did not rush them. After all, such a grand situation was a first for the Northeast Army. But Zheng Silang didn't want to watch the war like a spectator; what a commander had to do was command the troops to fight the enemy.

The signal corps had already laid the field telephone lines. When Zheng Silang returned to the headquarters, the news that should have been sent to the headquarters had not arrived yet. The frontline combat units were organized by regiment. Between the regiment and the group army, there were still two units: the division and the army. Bypassing the chain of command was a taboo in the military, and Zheng Silang would absolutely not do such a thing.

Outside the headquarters, the sound of artillery was rumbling, like thunder on the horizon before a summer rainstorm. Zheng Silang sat in his chair with his eyes closed to rest, but in fact, he was combing through the known intelligence of both the enemy and his own side again in his mind, predicting the course of the battle.

Like Group Army Commander Zheng Silang, who was in the rear preparing to adjust deployment according to the battle situation at any time, the regimental commanders directing operations on the front line were also fulfilling their duties with all their might.

The regimental artillery units participating in the first wave of attacks were firing fiercely at the Japanese firing points in front of them. After the first test shot, each gun position quickly adjusted its firing data and began the second round of shooting. Japanese firing points were already being hit by Northeast Army shells. Artillery observers strained their eyes, trying their best to determine with maximum accuracy whether the shells had accurately hit the Japanese firing points marked on the map.

After the third round of shelling ended, more Japanese firing points were hit. No one cheered because of this. Behind those Japanese frontline firing points, the huge Japanese fortresses stood motionless. Fortresses as massive as monsters were definitely not something 120mm mortars could deal with. Currently, these fortresses hadn't reacted yet, but before long, the Japanese artillery inside the fortresses would begin to counterattack. The powerful fortress guns would pose a huge threat to the Northeast Army officers and soldiers on the front line.

While the Northeast Army officers and soldiers felt a huge threat, the Japanese troops facing the Northeast Army were stunned.

Japanese units assigned to the defense system received a call from headquarters around 8:40 AM, ordering all units to enter the defense system immediately. Although the various units of the Kwantung Army acted immediately, they did not truly realize what was happening.

Just as the Kwantung Army defense troops entered their defensive positions, shells flew over like rain. Experiencing the terrifying shockwave brought by the shell explosions personally, seeing comrades from the same unit in the distance blown into bloody pulp or simply turned into pieces of corpses, the Kwantung Army finally realized that war had broken out.

But it was too late to realize it now. The Northeast Army's firepower preparation was fierce and efficient. Field earthworks were blown sky-high as long as they were directly hit by a 120mm high-explosive shell. The only things that could withstand it were the Japanese reinforced concrete bunkers.

Even so, the Japanese troops inside these reinforced concrete bunkers were shaken to the core. Those unlucky Japanese soldiers suffered internal injuries, with blood starting to flow from their mouths, noses, and even ears.

The last time the Japanese army participated in a high-intensity war was the Russo-Japanese War 18 years ago. Now, middle and high-ranking commanders in the Japanese army basically had experience from the Russo-Japanese War. Junior officers enlisted later and only heard seniors bragging about the brutality of the war at the wine table, or searched for records of war scenes from military history materials. Japanese soldiers who enlisted in peacetime had no idea what a high-intensity war was like.

On the earth-shattering battlefield, the struggling Japanese troops finally heard their own artillery begin to return fire. Artillery inside several Japanese fortresses opened fire on the Northeast Army positions, and the Northeast Army artillery fire weakened almost simultaneously.

The young Japanese officers who understood this were overjoyed and quickly seized this opportunity to reorganize their troops and prepare for the ensuing battle.

Seeing that the Japanese fortresses had begun to operate, Senior Colonel Qiu Wenchang, Commander of the Artillery Regiment of the 13th Army responsible for the attack, covered his cheeks with both hands and rubbed them like a cat washing its face. When Senior Colonel Qiu Wenchang felt he had fully entered the state, he put down his hands and ordered the troops beside him: "Prepare to fire!"

Behind Qiu Wenchang were four extremely huge artillery pieces, and two Germans were standing with the Northeast Army artillerymen.

The artillery battle had proceeded until now like the precise operation of a machine. Our army was like this, and the enemy army began to operate just as our army had predicted. Next, Qiu Wenchang looked forward to the war process continuing to run like this.

Hearing Qiu Wenchang's order, the 13th Army's artillery immediately began to operate the four giant guns.

The two German soldiers were both veterans of World War I. The reason the Northeast Army hired them was that both had been crew members of the German siege gun 'Big Bertha'.

At the beginning of WWI, the Belgian Liege Fortress blocked the German advance. The concrete defense walls of the Liege Fortress were three meters thick and reinforced with steel plates. The Germans used 40,000 troops and more than 200 cannons to attack the Liege Fortress, but they couldn't make a dent in it.

The German army immediately deployed giant siege mortars nicknamed "Big Bertha". The "Big Bertha" giant gun was 7 meters long, weighed 42 tons, and had a caliber of 420mm. Each shell alone weighed 1 ton and could penetrate hard reinforced concrete buildings; its power was extremely huge. To transport it to the front line, it first had to be transported by train to the end of the railway line, then a special road had to be paved, and then it was dragged by 36 strong horses to the German positions near Liege.

At that time, the German army only had 9 such guns. Helmuth von Moltke the Younger allocated 4 of them to Ludendorff at once.

At the same time, cannons from Austria were also in place. Named "Slim Emma" (Schlanke Emma), produced by Skoda, the caliber was not weak either, at 305mm. The two launched a competition for the first time at Liege, which claimed to have the strongest fortress in the world. What made the German army feel incredibly gratified and the Belgian army astonished was that 12 Emmas and Big Berthas tore the so-called impregnable reinforced concrete defense line into fragments in just four days.

Japan's industrial strength was far inferior to Europe's. Although the intelligence was not detailed enough, it could be basically determined that the thickness of the concrete used in the Kwantung Leased Territory's defensive fortresses was definitely not 3 meters. Therefore, the artillery produced by the Northeast Arsenal was not even a 'Little Bertha', but a 'Slender Emma' with a caliber smaller than the Austrian-produced siege gun 'Slim Emma'.

The siege gun 'Slim Emma' had a caliber of 305mm, while the Northeast Army's siege mortar had a caliber of only 255mm. With the Northeast Army's habit, if they could use whole numbers, they didn't like using fractions. However, a 250-caliber artillery sounded a bit off no matter how you listened to it [Note: "250" is slang for an idiot/simpleton in Chinese]. That was how the 255-caliber siege mortar appeared.

Regardless of these details, the 255-caliber siege mortar also used delayed-fuse armor-piercing shells. The armor-piercing shell would not explode immediately after hitting the fortress. Instead, it would wait until the shell penetrated into the interior of the fortress and its kinetic energy was exhausted before detonating.

No one dared to operate the artillery near the 255 gun; the huge shockwave would immediately kill the surrounding soldiers by concussion.

The 255 guns were placed on reinforced concrete bases. It took more than an hour to complete the adjustment of firing data. The artillerymen quickly retreated to nearly a hundred meters away and fired the shells electronically.

At that moment, the earth trembled violently. The nearby artillerymen felt as if their hearts had been grabbed by something. Every artilleryman was wearing earplugs and a hood. Even so, it was impossible for no sound to enter. But at the moment the artillery fired, the world seemed to suddenly become quiet. All background noise disappeared completely, and the surrounding sound entered an extremely uniform state.

The terrifying roar of the artillery overwhelmed all sounds in an instant. The powerful sound wave impact made the artillerymen's senses unable to receive other signals at that moment.

At this time in the sky, several tiny objects that were almost invisible were flying; they were reconnaissance planes of the Northeast People's Liberation Army.

The planes were monoplanes with single propellers and two seats. Looking down from an altitude of nearly a thousand meters, everything on the ground was so tiny. The flash and dust of the 120mm artillery felt no stronger than a small firecracker exploding during the Spring Festival. The fierce artillery battle was as insignificant as a game of children throwing stones on a lake surface.

The Japanese fortress was the only object with some presence in this game. Compared to the fortress, the artillery positions were like mantises launching a brave attack against a cart.

Suddenly, the observer in the back seat saw a huge flower bloom abruptly at a position about 200 meters above [or on] the Japanese fortress. In the center of the flower was a bright orange-red fireball. The size of this flower was already a fraction of the size of the fortress.

The fortress, which looked lonely and indifferent, finally met a companion that could match it.

Immediately, the plane began to shake left and right. The pilot seemed to be cursing something while manipulating the plane, swaying and flying higher. The shockwave of the shell could even affect the high altitude of nearly a thousand meters. This was something neither the pilot in the front row nor the observer in the back row had expected.



★


The Doomsday of the Kwantung Army (3)

Volume 3 — Chapter 17

❧ ❧ ❧


On the battlefield, the crews of every 255mm siege mortar remained orderly, with absolutely no one showing the slightest nervousness or panic. The intense shockwaves generated when the shells landed and exploded could be felt even on the ground five kilometers away. Each gun crew continued to operate like a machine, firing armor-piercing shells fitted with delayed fuses at the Japanese fortresses at a rate of one round every 15 minutes.

Beside the gun crews, two German artillery officers participating in the Northeast Army's siege artillery units as de facto observers looked solemn. Both were instructed by the German 'former General Staff' to come to the Northeast with the mini-General Staff to give lectures. After the cooperation period ended, most of the German dispatched officers were extremely opposed to the Northeast Army's political model of unity between officers and soldiers and chose to return home. These two officers came from ordinary families, without 'von' in their names, and both chose to stay.

(XXX von XXX is the naming convention for German nobility; anyone without 'von' is of commoner origin.)

Although the two did not like the Northeast Army's political model either, they learned from letters from Germany that the German economy was even more depressed after the war. Employment opportunities were scarce, and returning meant unemployment. After discussing it, both requested to renew their contracts.

After political vetting, the Northeast Army judged that their backgrounds were within an acceptable range, and their solid artillery experience was a plus. With revenge sentiments high after Germany's defeat, it was unlikely that these two were British or French spies. Coupled with the fact that they stated their true reasons for staying very sincerely, they were hired as instructors in the artillery major at the Army Academy.

Seeing the Northeast Army artillerymen firing in an orderly manner without asking them to participate at all, the two German officers inevitably felt a bit jealous. In the interval while the artillery adjusted firing data based on the previous shell's impact point, they conversed. Unlike the emotions in their hearts, what they spoke aloud was different content.

"It seems the Northeast Army can already produce qualified naval guns."

"Hmm... 255-caliber naval guns could fully serve as the main guns of Chinese battleships."

The artillery officers discussed their profession. In World War I, German battleships also used 305mm main guns. Although the 255 caliber was slightly smaller, the two German artillery officers hadn't expected the Northeast Government to be able to produce 255-caliber artillery themselves. With such military industrial capability, China could certainly build battleships of smaller tonnage.

"It's a pity. If China had its current strength before World War I, we might not have lost."

Although this hypothesis was meaningless, both German officers couldn't help but have such a thought. China's greatest enemy in Northeast Asia was undoubtedly the Anglo-Japanese Alliance. If China had been unified under He Rui before World War I and could build its own battleships, airplanes, and cannons, China joining the Central Powers would certainly have changed the entire war situation.

Even if China didn't participate in the war, as long as it could force Russia not to participate, Germany could have spared two more group armies when the war started. The German army might have fought its way into Paris within less than half a year of the war starting.

But laments were just laments, and a new round of shelling had begun. The two German officers shut their mouths; the shock generated when the 255 siege mortars fired overwhelmed all surrounding sounds.

Less than two minutes after the shelling, Senior Colonel Qiu Wenchang, Commander of the 13th Army Artillery Regiment, spoke a few words with a soldier who ran over, then turned and shouted with the unique loud voice of an artilleryman: "Comrades, we have hit the Japanese fortress! Comrades, add oil (keep it up)! Two or three more hits and the Japanese fortress will be completely written off!"

The two German officers' Chinese was average and couldn't keep up with such a fast speaking speed. However, seeing the artillerymen cheering in unison, they understood that the shells had hit the Japanese fortress. When destroying the Belgian Liege Fortress, German officers and soldiers were similarly excited when they learned they had destroyed one of its turrets. On the positions at that time, German military caps were constantly thrown into the air, and cheers shook the earth. Compared to that, the Chinese Northeast Army was really much more reserved in expressing emotion.

The good news for the Northeast Army was bad news for the Japanese side. It was just 10:00 AM, and the city within the Kwantung Leased Territory was already in chaos.

A large number of Northeast Army aircraft were circling over the Kwantung Leased Territory. The 10kg bombs carried by the planes fell here and there in the military zone of the Kwantung Leased Territory. Although accuracy was out of the question, the military zone occupied a large area within the Territory, and the bombs were not dropped into residential areas.

Inside the cramped cabin of Bomber No. 0042, the roar of the engine echoed. The pilot turned his head and shouted at the bombardier at the top of his lungs, "Drop the bombs quickly, we're running low on fuel!"

The bombardier was observing ground targets through the bombsight, trying to find the best position to drop the bombs. This shout interrupted the various parabolic calculations churning in the bombardier's mind. The Northeast Air Force combat manual stipulated that planes were absolutely not allowed to fly back to the airfield with bombs. The bombardier stepped hard on the pedal, and the bomb bay door below the cabin opened. A gust of strong wind blew directly into the cabin; if not for his goggles, the bombardier would have instinctively closed his eyes.

The last of the four 10kg bombs carried by the bomber was clamped on the bomb rack. As the bombardier pulled the handle hard, the clamp on the rack opened to both sides, and the bomb fell into the wind like a light piece of paper. The bombardier immediately released the pedal. As the lower hatch closed, he could no longer see the situation below.

The plane shuddered slightly from the tactical maneuver of dropping the bomb. The pilot quickly stabilized the plane and began to turn back. Neither the pilot nor the bombardier could see that the small propeller on the stabilizer at the tail of the bomb began to spin rapidly under the push of the air. A moment later, it turned into a nose-down posture and plunged toward the ground.

A squad of Japanese soldiers preparing to enter the city defense fortifications was running through the streets. With a sharp whistle, this 10kg bomb landed and exploded in the middle of this unlucky Japanese formation. The violent explosion directly blew more than twenty Japanese soldiers into severed limbs flying in the air.

This squad of Japanese soldiers was exceptionally unlucky. The bombing accuracy of the Northeast Air Force was not just unsatisfactory; it could only be said to be better than nothing. Before the hundred or so bombs dropped earlier landed, the bombardiers all tried their best to hit valuable targets, but the results were poor. The number of Japanese soldiers killed or wounded was only over three hundred, and few buildings were destroyed—all valueless ordinary barracks. This bomb, which wiped out more than twenty Japanese soldiers at once, was actually the result of a random drop.

The Japanese troops on the ground didn't know the state of the Northeast Air Force overhead. A 10kg bomb had an explosive charge of about 8kg, which was about the same amount as a 155mm shell. This round of bombing, which had absolutely no accuracy to speak of, dropped more than a hundred bombs equivalent to the power of 155mm shells into the Kwantung Leased Territory military zone. The chaos caused was far greater than the actual casualties.

Lieutenant General Kawai Misao, Commander of the Kwantung Army, received various chaotic reports. That the Northeast Army actually used an air force for bombing did indeed surprise Lieutenant General Kawai Misao. But it was only surprise.

During World War I, a large number of fighter jets and bombers had already appeared on the European battlefield. The Japanese army had sent many young officers to Europe as observers, so they were not unfamiliar with this.

Lieutenant General Kawai Misao believed that the Northeast Army fought very methodically. Before the fierce infantry engagement, the Northeast Army, as the attacker, not only conducted standard artillery bombardment but also dispatched an air force to bomb and cause chaos among the Japanese troops.

When a communication officer with a grief-stricken expression brought the news that a fortress had been destroyed to the Kwantung Army Headquarters operations room, Lieutenant General Kawai Misao stood up, ignoring the stunned and angry expressions of other officers, and stood before the window with his hands behind his back.

Lieutenant General Kawai Misao found that he was indeed somewhat shocked and annoyed, but felt more of a sense of certainty. This was the level that He Rui, who had deliberately planned the attack, should achieve. His student He Rui possessed all the qualities a chaotic commander should have, and even more so the ability and perseverance to turn his plans into reality. To annihilate the Kwantung Army, one must destroy the fortress defense system that the Kwantung Leased Territory was so proud of. If he couldn't do that, He Rui would never have acted rashly.

At this moment, the only regret Lieutenant General Kawai Misao felt was that although he knew He Rui was prepared for war, because of his own arrogance, he thought He Rui's target would never be the Empire of Japan.

Although a group of Kwantung Army officers was waiting for Lieutenant General Kawai Misao's orders in the command room, and although the war situation was obviously developing in a direction favorable to He Rui, Lieutenant General Kawai Misao continued to calmly consider countermeasures.

At 8:35 AM, the Kwantung Army Headquarters had already reported to the Army Ministry and the General Staff Headquarters in Tokyo that they might be under attack.

At 9:05 AM, the news that the Kwantung Leased Territory was sneak-attacked by He Rui was also sent out.

According to the current troop deployment of the Empire of Japan, the first to provide reinforcements would be the Army stationed in Korea. In 1910, Japan formally annexed Korea and established the Governor-General of Korea, with the Commander of the Korean Army as the Governor-General, directly answerable to the Emperor. At the same time, the main forces of the Japanese 19th Division and 20th Division were organized into the new Japanese Korean Army.

Given the combat readiness of the Korean Army, the entire army could reach the Yalu River in four days at most. Lieutenant General Kawai Misao was certain that He Rui must have prepared defensive fortifications on the Yalu River border to resist the attack of the Korean Army. At the same time, he would do his utmost to completely annihilate the Kwantung Army before the Imperial Japanese Navy could transport a large number of troops to reinforce the Kwantung Leased Territory via transport convoys.

In other words, He Rui had to achieve his goal within 72 hours. As long as the Kwantung Army survived these 72 hours, they could win the victory.

Having sorted out the basic situation of the war, Lieutenant General Kawai Misao turned around, walked back to the operations conference table, and sat in his seat.

"Gentlemen, our army must hold out for 72 hours. The enemy is using siege artillery to destroy our outer fortresses. Our army currently has two choices: one is to stick to the Port Arthur Fortress and wait for reinforcements. The other is to send infantry to launch a counterattack against the enemy, at least to destroy the enemy's siege artillery positions. What do you think, gentlemen?"

Lieutenant General Kawai Misao's voice was not loud, and his speaking speed was not fast, but he had the ability to calm people down. The anxious Kwantung Army officers immediately determined the current situation from Lieutenant General Kawai Misao's speech and understood all the remaining choices for the Kwantung Army in the face of He Rui's fierce attack.

Since it concerned the outcome of the war, no one dared to answer immediately.

At this moment, a violent explosion came from outside the window. Officers immediately became nervous and wanted to stand up to look.

Lieutenant General Kawai Misao immediately ordered the subordinates who stood up to sit back in their seats. "No need to panic. The enemy doesn't have artillery that can reach here. It was just a plane dropping a bomb that landed nearby by accident."

The Kwantung Army officers also had an understanding of airplanes. For a high-speed airplane to accurately drop a bomb on a target was not something current technology could achieve. Their hearts also settled down.

Seeing that his subordinates had regained their composure, Lieutenant General Kawai Misao continued to ask, "Gentlemen, regarding the plan just now, what are your opinions? Or, do you think there are other options?"
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The Japanese Kwantung Leased Territory in China, located at the southernmost tip of the Liaodong Peninsula, includes Jinzhou, Port Arthur (Lüshun), and Dairen (Dalian). It is an extremely critical location.

A map was laid out on the operations table, but no officer was looking at it. When officers first arrived to serve in the Kwantung Leased Territory, they would be led by senior officers to tour the not-so-large territory and familiarize themselves with their jurisdiction.

The Kwantung Leased Territory has an area of 3,500 square kilometers, with terrain roughly shaped like a chicken leg. The thick 'thigh' is the administrative area of the Jinzhou Civil Administration Office. The thicker 'drumstick' (lower leg) is the administrative area of the Port Arthur and Dairen Civil Administration Offices.

The thinner joint between the thigh and the drumstick is the Jinzhou Isthmus. To the east of the Jinzhou Isthmus lies Dalian Bay in the Yellow Sea, and to the west lies Jinzhou Bay in the Bohai Sea. The isthmus is 5 kilometers wide and is the true gateway to Port Arthur and Dairen that cannot be lost.

In the Russo-Japanese War, the Jinzhou Isthmus successfully blocked the Japanese army. The critical position of the Port Arthur Fortress forced the Japanese army attacking Port Arthur to launch human wave attacks ('meat bullet' charges), resulting in over ten thousand casualties.

After the Russo-Japanese War, the Japanese army reinforced the Port Arthur Fortress. Facing the fierce attack of the Northeast Army, choosing to concentrate forces on the Jinzhou Isthmus and Port Arthur Fortress for defense was indeed a very feasible option.

However, doing so meant that the Kwantung Army had to give up the outer defenses. The Kwantung Army was divided into two types of troops: one part was the garrison force, responsible for guarding various fortress batteries. When the Northeast Army began attacking the Kwantung Leased Territory, this part of the force either quickly reinforced the frontline fortresses or was already on duty inside them.

The two brigades were mobile forces, which could leave the fortresses to conduct operations or enter the fortresses to conduct fortress defense operations together with the garrison forces.

Lieutenant Colonel Ushijima Mitsuru, Commander of the 2nd Regiment of the 1st Brigade of the Kwantung Army, stood up and said, "Report to the Commander. I am willing to lead my troops to launch an attack on the enemy's siege artillery units."

Japanese people speak with a lot of 'ventriloquism' (tatemae/indirectness), especially to sound high-sounding. Generally speaking, a so-called 'counterattack' refers to troops helping the forces north of Jinzhou to defend. But this time was different. Lieutenant Colonel Ushijima Mitsuru knew very well that as long as He Rui broke through the border line north of the Jinzhou Civil Administration Office, he could move the siege artillery units to the Jinzhou Isthmus defense line and continue the attack.

The Jinzhou Isthmus is indeed narrow, only 5 kilometers wide, which is very conducive to defense. This also meant that the attacking side could equally easily defend against a surprise attack by the Kwantung Army. Using siege artillery to continue the attack, once the Jinzhou Isthmus was breached, the Kwantung Army could only rely on the Port Arthur Fortress for defense.

If He Rui's siege artillery units were destroyed, the Northeast Army, lacking a navy, would have to go through the Jinzhou Isthmus. Even if He Rui had a hundred thousand troops, he could not break through. The Kwantung Army could then wait until reinforcements arrived in the Kwantung Leased Territory.

Defending meant passively taking a beating; taking the initiative to counterattack meant inevitably facing a counterstrike from He Rui's forces, which were waiting at their ease. If the counterattack failed and the Northeast Army's siege artillery was not destroyed, the defensive power of the Port Arthur Fortress would also be weakened, greatly increasing the Northeast Army's chances of winning.

This was a dilemma. Lieutenant Colonel Ushijima Mitsuru had already made his decision. Even if standing up to request battle at this time did undermine the Brigade Commander's face, once the Kwantung Leased Territory was conquered by the Northeast Army, what the Brigade Commander would lose would not only be face but also the heads of all officers and soldiers in the entire brigade.

Ushijima Mitsuru was not the only one with this idea. Several other young regiment commanders stood up one after another, expressing their willingness to sortie.

The Brigade Commanders knew there was really no way to delay any longer. The war had only been going on for an hour, and the Northeast Army had already destroyed an outer fortress of the Kwantung Leased Territory. The Northeast Army would never be satisfied with this; perhaps the next outer fortress was already crumbling, or even already breached.

The two Brigade Commanders couldn't care about face anymore. They stood up and said, "I am willing to lead my unit to counterattack."

If possible, Lieutenant General Kawai Misao did not want to make such a decision. After all, the opponent was He Rui, the smartest and most capable student he had seen in his many years in the army. He Rui would never let the Kwantung Army succeed so easily; he might even have set an ambush, preparing to deal a head-on blow to the sorting Kwantung Army.

But Lieutenant General Kawai Misao nodded, stood up, and ordered, "Then, the 1st Brigade will sortie."

Brigade Commander Saito of the 1st Brigade received the order, stood at attention and saluted, then led his subordinates and strode out of the operations command room.

Lieutenant General Kawai Misao ordered Brigade Commander Kamijo of the 2nd Brigade, who had also stood up, "You proceed to the Jinzhou Isthmus. If the 1st Brigade makes progress, follow up with the attack. If they encounter setbacks, go to rescue them and help them withdraw."

Brigade Commander Kamijo of the 2nd Brigade immediately saluted and led his subordinates away. In the blink of an eye, the operations room went from crowded to empty. Just as Lieutenant General Kawai Misao checked his pocket watch, Chief of Staff Major General Fukuhara Yoshiya asked, "Commander, is this approach too rash?"

"Sending only one regiment would undoubtedly be sending them to their deaths," Lieutenant General Kawai Misao replied.

"The enemy... the Chinese army is definitely not a match for the Imperial Japanese Army!" Major General Fukuhara Yoshiya stated his judgment.

Lieutenant General Kawai Misao did not answer. As the principal of the Army War College, he had warned his students in class never to underestimate any enemy. If the Kwantung Army, already at a disadvantage, still held the view of underestimating the enemy, it would undoubtedly be foolish. The Lieutenant General actually tacitly accepted that the border defense line of the Kwantung Leased Territory probably could not be held. Although the Kwantung Leased Territory was only 3,500 square kilometers, the distance from Port Arthur to the border was dozens of kilometers. It would take more than an hour for a train to travel at full speed.

The troops must board the trains urgently now, and boarding also took time. It would take at least two and a half hours for the 1st Brigade to reach the front line.

Lieutenant General Kawai Misao knew very well that the few bombs carried by planes could not stop an army's advance at all. Could it be that He Rui didn't know this? Knowing that planes were useless, He Rui still sent planes to bomb just to delay the reinforcement of troops from Port Arthur. Perhaps in four hours, when the 1st Brigade arrived at the northern defense line of Jinzhou, the defense line would have already been breached by He Rui.

Brigade Commander Saito headed straight for the train station. At the station entrance, he turned to his adjutant and ordered, "Set up the Brigade's temporary headquarters right here."

After speaking, Brigade Commander Saito strode into the station. The moment he saw the platform, Brigade Commander Saito was stunned. The platform and its vicinity were already neatly packed with officers and soldiers. Seeing the Brigade Commander arrive, the officers came forward to salute one after another. Some impatient ones asked, "Brigade Commander, are we going to fight?"

Brigade Commander Saito did not answer immediately but turned to look at Regiment Commander Ushijima. Ushijima Mitsuru immediately replied, "Report. The personnel of this regiment received an assembly order asking where to assemble. I told them to assemble at the station."

Since the troops had already assembled, Brigade Commander Saito didn't plan to say anything more. He would note this matter down and settle accounts after the battle ended.

Turning to the officers and soldiers, Brigade Commander Saito asked loudly, "Gentlemen, do you know where we are going?"

"To fight the Chinese!" the officers answered loudly.

Brigade Commander Saito's gaze swept over his subordinates. In their expressions, he saw the enthusiasm for battle. No officer showed fear; instead, because of the sneak attack by the Northeast Army, the officers' faces were full of indignation.

"Gentlemen, board the train!" Brigade Commander Saito ordered loudly, "Annihilate those Northeast Army troops!"

The Japanese troops had already lined up, and the train was slowly approaching. The Japanese army quickly boarded the train by unit. Saving soldiers is like saving a fire; some train cars were open-top freight cars. Regiment Commander Ushijima Mitsuru directed soldiers to load the mountain guns, mortars, machine guns, shells, and bullets of the regimental artillery squadron that had already arrived into the open-top freight cars.

Brigade Commander Saito had to command the brigade's direct units and prepare to wait for the next train. He called Ushijima Mitsuru to him, "Ushijima-kun, no matter what, you must hold on until the Brigade arrives!"

"Yes!" Ushijima Mitsuru's tone was full of determination.

"May your military fortunes be long-lasting!" Even though Brigade Commander Saito was angry inside, he still blessed his subordinate who was brave enough to go forward.

"I wish the Brigade Commander long-lasting military fortunes!" Ushijima Mitsuru replied immediately.

Brigade Commander Saito patted Ushijima Mitsuru's shoulder, "Board the train quickly."

The telephone rang. Lieutenant General Kawai Misao's adjutant picked up the phone, listened for a few words, then turned his head, covered the microphone, and said joyfully, "Excellency, the entire 2nd Regiment of the 1st Brigade has already departed!"

Lieutenant General Kawai Misao opened his pocket watch again; it was 11:05 AM. More than half an hour after the officers of the 1st Brigade left here, a regiment had already departed. This speed gave Lieutenant General Kawai Misao a glimmer of expectation. Maybe the 2nd Regiment could really make it to the battle? As long as a regiment arrived, it would be helpful to the war situation.

If there were still Northeast Army planes in the sky over Port Arthur at this time, even random bombing could achieve significant results. However, things were just as Lieutenant General Kawai Misao had said; the Northeast Army's bombing was only to delay the movement speed of the Kwantung Army. Since the aircraft's range was only over 400 kilometers, flying from northern Jinzhou to Port Arthur left very little loiter time; the planes could only drop bombs and leave.

The bravery of the Japanese army allowed them to seize the gap in the Northeast Air Force's bombing and board the train straight to the front line.

He Rui naturally knew that the bombing effect would definitely not be good. When the General Staff Headquarters formulated the plan, they just treated it as 'beating the rabbit while cutting the grass' (a bonus opportunity)—it didn't matter much either way. At this time, the main force of the Northeast Army's 13th Army did not use trickery at all, but adopted extremely orthodox tactics: concentrating firepower to take out the Japanese fortresses one by one.

The second fortress was hit by four 255mm armor-piercing shells in succession. The armor-piercing shells were loaded with over a hundred kilograms of high explosives. Even the thick reinforced concrete building was blown to pieces from the inside in the fierce explosions one after another.

In fact, when the third armor-piercing shell exploded, the soldiers inside the fortress were stunned even if they weren't killed. Just like the previous destroyed fortress, when the Northeast Army rushed into the fortress ruins, they faced absolutely no obstruction from inside. However, the Japanese troops deployed on the positions outside the fortress recovered from the huge shock and immediately charged into the fortress ruins.

The Northeast Army, which had occupied the fortress ruins first, waited at their ease, fully utilizing the terrain to counterattack. Those brave counterattacking Japanese troops were directly knocked down in the trenches leading to the fortress by the unseen Northeast Army.

The 1st Group Army attacking the Port Arthur Fortress had two corps under its command and an artillery brigade missing three artillery batteries. The artillery batteries went to participate in the operation to annihilate the Japanese garrison in the Northeast, taking away the 100mm mortars. The 100mm mortars were completely useless against fortresses anyway.

The Division Commander of the 4th Division of the 13th Army had pushed his command post almost to the front line. Having occupied the ruins of two fortresses, they needed to clear out the Japanese garrison forces located between them as soon as possible.

At 11:19 AM on October 7th, the infantry of the Chinese and Japanese armies finally began to engage head-on.
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The battle started at 9:00 AM and had continued until 11:30 AM. In two and a half hours, the Japanese garrison commander, Colonel Tanaka, had witnessed the destruction of two fortresses with his own eyes.

There were a total of 12 fortresses on the defense line. The main bodies of the four fortresses located on both sides of the railway and highway were reinforced concrete structures, equipped with Japanese Type 38 150mm howitzers.

The other eight fortresses had reinforced concrete main frames with brick and stone walls reinforced with cement. Due to their structure, they were only equipped with 75mm guns. With the power of the Northeast Army's siege artillery, a single hit was enough to completely destroy these secondary fortresses.

The rear headquarters said reinforcements had already set off, but Colonel Tanaka felt he couldn't wait any longer. He ordered his subordinates to immediately connect to the internal telephone of Fortress No. 9. The adjutant vigorously cranked the handle of the field telephone, and the connection was made very quickly.

Just as he clarified that he was calling from the command post, Captain Nomura, the garrison commander of Fortress No. 9 on the other end, shouted immediately, "The squadron we sent out to seize the ruins has been completely wiped out. Please send reinforcements immediately, Colonel Tanaka. Otherwise, Fortress No. 9 has absolutely no troops left to defend it."

The adjutant was shocked and quickly asked, "What exactly happened!"

A huge noise came from the receiver. The sound transformed into an ear-piercing electrical screech, making the adjutant feel his teeth ache. At the same time, a huge explosion was heard from outside.

The sound in the receiver cut off. The observer at the high point of the command room turned around and shouted to everyone, "Fortress No. 9 has been destroyed. It should be an ammunition cook-off!"

The adjutant dropped the receiver and ran towards the observation port. Colonel Tanaka beat him to it, rushing to the observation port to look out. He saw smoke and fire rising from the location of Fortress No. 9, but the once tall figure of the fortress was nowhere to be seen. Colonel Tanaka felt utterly disheartened.

Three of the four strong fortresses supporting the defense line had been destroyed, greatly reducing the utility of this defense line. Can the defense line, planned to withstand 50,000 Northeast Army troops, not even hold out for four hours?

Garrison Commander Colonel Tanaka knew very well that if those few terrifying siege mortars of the Northeast Army continued to exist, even the Port Arthur Fortress might not be able to withstand their continuous bombardment. Since death was inevitable either way, Colonel Tanaka ordered the adjutant who had run to his side, "Immediately notify the nearby fortresses. Have them leave behind artillerymen and minimum defensive forces, and all other officers and soldiers assemble at the command post. Launch an attack on the Northeast Army's artillery positions!"

The adjutant also understood the current situation clearly; this was indeed the best choice. But...

Colonel Tanaka had already realized his fate at this moment. He shouted loudly to his subordinate who showed hesitation, "Tell each fortress that it is only a matter of time before all fortresses are destroyed. The enemy will never let us retreat to Port Arthur. If our army retreats hastily, we will only be pursued by the Northeast Army cavalry and wiped out on the retreat route. Rather than being killed dishonorably on the road of retreat, it is better to die bravely in battle. Assemble troops from all fortresses and launch an attack on the Northeast Army's artillery positions!"

After hearing this, the adjutant also understood the situation at this time. Colonel Tanaka continued, "The assault force will be divided into front and rear teams. I will be with the rear team and launch an assault on the Northeast Army!"

Since the commander was already fearless of life and death, the adjutant felt his blood surge and answered loudly, "Commander, please let your subordinate charge together by your side!"

Colonel Tanaka nodded. "Contact the other fortresses first."

The adjutant ran to execute the order with grief and indignation, but because he was too agitated, he forgot the matter he had intended to report to Colonel Tanaka earlier: the commander of Fortress No. 9 said that the counterattack squadron dispatched had been completely wiped out.

Since the start of the battle, the Northeast Air Force had been continuously reconnoitering over the Japanese fortresses. The Japanese troops appeared the size of ants in the observation scopes of the reconnaissance planes, but it was enough for the sharp-eyed observers to notice. The news was immediately sent to the ground via preset wireless short codes.

The 13th Army Headquarters also received the telegram. Commander Song Junsheng did not contact the attacking division commanders but chatted about the content of the telegram with Staff Officer Yu Cen, sent by the General Staff Headquarters. Commander Song Junsheng greatly appreciated a young man like Yu Cen who dared to deliver the 'Declaration of War'.

Yu Cen finished reading the content, thought for a moment, and sighed, "The Japanese army is quite elite."

Song Junsheng nodded; this was also his feeling. So far, relying on intelligence provided by air force reconnaissance planes, the Japanese army had not panicked at all after being suddenly attacked and immediately adopted the best counterattack plan. As long as an army dares to fight and is brave in battle, it has a chance of victory.

Having understood Yu Cen's character through conversation, Song Junsheng liked this young officer very much. Just then, three division chiefs of staff called to inform the Army Staff Headquarters of the latest situation and proposed that the troops were prepared to deal a heavy blow to the Japanese army.

As the Army Commander, Song Junsheng agreed to the plans of the division commanders but added a final instruction: "Be cautious."

This was something Song Junsheng felt he must emphasize. Up to now, the Japanese army's reactions were within the scope considered when formulating the operational plan. If the division commanders felt victory was in their grasp at this time and failed to execute the operational plan completely because they wanted to pursue greater results, they would be severely criticized after the war even if they won. Naturally, they could not be allowed to become complacent at this time.

Twenty minutes later, new news arrived. The 1st Group Army was attacking from north to south, with the 3rd Division on the left flank (east side of the battle line). The 3rd Division mobilized the 120mm artillery assigned to the divisional artillery battalion to begin bombarding the Japanese brick-and-cement fortresses. After being hit by four 120mm shells in succession, a large hole was blasted in the outer wall of the fortress.

Before the battle, the 3rd Division gave this fortress the code name 'Fortress No. 2'. This was the second fortress from right to left among the four fortresses the 3rd Division had to destroy. As the gray cement wall collapsed with a crash, revealing a huge gap, all artillery fire inside the fortress stopped. There were no longer machine guns conducting tentative strafing towards the Northeast Army positions. Li Xiaoyi, Commander of the 2nd Battalion, 2nd Regiment on the front line, immediately raised his binoculars and lay on the trench at the very front of the troops to observe.

After watching for less than a minute, Li Xiaoyi retracted into the trench and ordered the signal soldier, "Go get the artillery company commander."

As soon as the artillery company commander arrived, Li Xiaoyi pulled him up to check together. Li Xiaoyi pointed out several positions, and the artillery company commander nodded repeatedly. For several years, the Northeast Army had always regarded the Japanese army as a hypothetical enemy. The positions pointed out by Battalion Commander Li Xiaoyi, in the view of the artillery company commander, were exactly the positions where the Japanese army would habitually deploy machine guns and other firing points.

The two retracted into the trench. Battalion Commander Li Xiaoyi immediately spread out a map and marked the locations of those points on it. The artillery company commander finished looking, then lay on the trench to observe for a moment longer, agreeing with Battalion Commander Li Xiaoyi's judgment.

Soon, the artillery company commander returned to the artillery position with the map. The Northeast Army had plenty of maps. Quickly, artillery observers entered observation positions with another map marked with targets. The artillery company then operated the 80mm mortars to prepare for firing. Compared with the 120mm mortars, the 80mm mortars were much slimmer. So within a minute, the test firing was ready.

The first shell landed. The observer immediately reported the deviation of the impact point, and the artillery crew adjusted quickly. Three shells were fired in succession, and the third one accurately hit the target point. The observer immediately reported, "Company Commander, that should be a firing position for a Japanese heavy machine gun. I saw parts of the Japanese heavy machine gun being blown into the air."

This was the first time in his life that the artillery company commander had destroyed an enemy firing point, and a sense of pride and excitement arose spontaneously. However, the artillery company commander's training experience made him calm down instantly. "Continue to observe the second point. The artillery company will start the first test shot in one and a half minutes."

The Japanese squad leader on the opposite side hadn't expected his unit to be exposed. Before the battle began, the squad leader had led his troops to carefully hide in the positions in front of the fortress. This was a carefully dug and arranged trench. After the excavation, front-on inspections were conducted multiple times, and the unit's location could not be seen at all from the attacker's angle.

However, the Northeast Army was able to fire three rounds of rapid fire in succession, destroying one heavy machine gun and two light machine guns. The sergeants operating the machine guns were also two dead and one wounded. Sergeants were professional veteran soldiers and the combat backbone of the army. Losing them, the unit was left with only the squad leader, the deputy squad leader, and a group of soldiers. Combat effectiveness was lost significantly.

The squad leader had intended to ambush carefully and counterattack suddenly after the Northeast Army began to attack, catching the Northeast Army off guard. Unexpectedly, the one caught off guard was himself.

Just then, the Northeast Army's mortars fired again. This time it was not the 80mm mortars, but 60mm mortars. Shells flew into the Japanese trenches one after another and exploded inside.

Originally, this forward-deployed squad could rely on the artillery of the fortress behind them to strike the approaching Northeast Army artillery, so they didn't have to worry about being accurately hit by enemy artillery at close range. Now that the fortress behind them had been destroyed, they, armed only with rifles, were completely passively taking a beating.

Seeing the situation had reached this point, the squad leader knew that if he waited any longer, his unit would be completely blasted to pieces first. Since the sergeants were already lost, the squad leader hardened his heart and ordered the deputy squad leader and himself to each lead half of the troops, flanking out from the left and right of the trench, and launching an attack on the Northeast Army in two teams. Retreating to the fortress now had no meaning; even if they were to die, they should die in the attack.

A Japanese squad had between 50 and 70 men, equivalent to the strength of two platoons of the Northeast Army. Although there were losses in the trenches, more than forty people participated in the attack.

When the Japanese rushed out of the trenches, using various terrain features as cover while launching an attack on the Northeast Army positions, Battalion Commander Li Xiaoyi was both surprised and delighted. All of this was quite consistent with the experience accumulated in confrontation training.

During exercises, seeing comrades playing the role of the Japanese army counterattacking regardless of life and death, Li Xiaoyi actually doubted whether the Japanese army could go to this extent. Now Li Xiaoyi could be sure that the higher-ups' definition of the Japanese army was correct. This army not only had a considerable degree of combat capability but also lost nothing to the Northeast Army in terms of courage.

When the Japanese approached the Northeast Army's position, the two forces stood up almost simultaneously to launch the attack. Such tactics were obviously designed to make it easy for the Northeast Army to be unable to attend to both the left and right.

However, the squad and platoon tactics that formed the tactical foundation of the Northeast Army were completely different from those of the Japanese army. Even a single squad was divided into three combat teams (fireteams), each equipped with weapons capable of fighting independently, and had undergone extensive training. Not to mention the Japanese dividing into two teams; even if they divided into ten teams, a Northeast Army platoon had enough combat teams to implement one-on-one confrontation.

The Northeast Army's machine guns and rifles began firing. The Japanese were shot dead or wounded and fell to the ground in the volley. Those Japanese soldiers who were not wounded adopted crawling tactics, preparing to continue approaching the Northeast Army positions to rush in with a short assault.

As the Japanese struggled to get closer, Northeast Army grenades flew over one after another. At this time, the Japanese troops finally experienced despair; the Northeast Army gave them absolutely no chance.

From the start of observation to the implementation of shelling, and then to the end of the battle, it took a total of no more than twenty minutes. Battalion Commander Li Xiaoyi, who had annihilated the enemy position, commanded the troops to advance and soon occupied the position of the Japanese squad just now. The battalion commander did not underestimate the enemy and advance rashly. He observed the terrain and the direction of the trenches, then dispatched two squads to advance left and right along the trenches.

The soldiers at the head of the two squads held submachine guns and pulled out entrenching shovels, advancing carefully. Before long, gunfire erupted, and shouts of killing rang out. Battalion Commander Li Xiaoyi immediately heard that the Northeast Army had fired first. There was no need for the battalion commander to order; the platoon leaders to which the two squads belonged had already followed up the attack.

Soon, the battle report came: the troops encountered Japanese soldiers in the trenches and had cleanly eliminated the enemy.

The troops continued to advance along the trenches. Before long, they reached a fork in the trench. The troops advanced along the trench towards the fortress. Finally, the troops approached the fortress. There was an obvious slope for multiple people to go up and down in the trench here. Climbing up the slope, the fortress was right in front of them.

The hole blasted by the 120mm artillery looked like a dark, large mouth from a distance. Walking close enough to touch, one discovered it was a huge gap more than two meters high and two meters wide. A thick smell of gunpowder smoke and blood emanated from the gap.

The submachine gunner of the infantry platoon that arrived here first didn't care if the bullets in the magazine were finished or not. He directly swapped in a new magazine, pulled the bolt to chamber a round, and flashed into the hole first, moving to a convenient cover position.

But no sound came from inside the fortress. The lifeless fortress seemed as if no one existed inside at all.

A combat team entered the fortress and covered each other as they advanced inward. When they had entered a dozen meters, they found the light inside was too dim. Coming in from the bright outside, they couldn't adapt completely for a moment. The combat team stopped, trying hard to look around. Finally, the rifleman made a hand signal.

The other two team members immediately crouched down, as if to speak with the rifleman. When his comrades entered relatively safe positions, the rifleman raised his rifle and pulled the trigger repeatedly at a spot.

Semi-automatic rifles require a trigger pull for each shot. But loading is completed by internal mechanics, so accuracy is high and the rate of fire is fast. In the blink of an eye, three bullets were fired in. With a scream, a Japanese soldier in the shadows was wounded, while other hidden Japanese soldiers opened fire fiercely at the combat team.

The submachine gunner hid behind a half-collapsed wall and began to sweep with fire. The grenadier hid at the other end of the wall, pulled the string, and threw a grenade out.

Only then did the Northeast Army troops outside the fortress send another combat team into the fortress. Since the enemy had been exposed, it was time to use the advantage in troop strength and equipment to finish them off. The battle to seize the fortress erupted fiercely between the attacking and defending sides.
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With a loud boom, thick smoke and dust immediately rolled within the fortress, which was already filled with the smell of gunpowder smoke. Several Northeast Army soldiers attacking the upper level of the fortress were blown to bloody bits and tumbled from a passageway to the ground. In the rolling smoke and dust, the attacking troops couldn't see these soldiers at all. Everyone had to squint their eyes into narrow slits; even so, many still had their eyes blinded by the dust.

After destroying this upward passageway, the Japanese army set up machine guns to strafe downwards. Bullets flew wildly between the ground and the walls, and several more officers and soldiers were grazed by ricochets, forcing them to retreat temporarily.

The Japanese troops deployed outside the fortress had already been annihilated, and all surviving Japanese troops had retreated to the upper level of the fortress. The 3rd Battalion surrounded the fortress, but the third assault was repelled again. Battalion Commander Li Xiaoyi consulted with the three company commanders over a temporary diagram of the fortress interior.

The 2nd Company Commander asked, "The Japanese only left one passageway and sealed the entrance with machine guns. Should we use ladders to climb up?"

"The Japanese must have defensive troops up there. How many people would die if we went up like that?" The 1st Company Commander immediately objected.

Before the 3rd Company Commander could speak, the telephone nearby suddenly rang. The battalion staff officer looked at the phone and said to Battalion Commander Li Xiaoyi, "Battalion Commander, it's the Japanese phone."

At this time, the telephone line from the Japanese Fortress No. 9 to the Japanese headquarters had been cut, and the troops had connected their own telephone to the line coming from outside. The ringtone belonged to this phone.

To defeat the Japanese army, the Northeast Army not only conducted a large amount of training with the Japanese army as the hypothetical enemy but also made learning Japanese mandatory among officers. Ten minutes ago, the troops were preparing to launch an assault. First, they shouted to the desperate Japanese army, demanding their surrender. The Japanese officers on the upper level of the fortress cursed in broken Chinese that the Northeast Army was engaging in a sneak attack and that their 'conscience was greatly bad'. In terms of learning the other side's language, both sides seemed quite serious.

Battalion Commander Li Xiaoyi prepared his emotions, then picked up the phone. The other side immediately asked urgently, "What is the situation?"

"The situation is critical, please send reinforcements immediately from Headquarters!" Battalion Commander Li Xiaoyi replied in Japanese, trying his best to sound nervous.

There was immediate silence in the receiver. After a moment, the person on the other end asked in broken Chinese, "You are from the Northeast Army, right? Which unit are you from?"

Li Xiaoyi stopped pretending and asked back in Japanese, "Which unit are you from?"

Hearing Li Xiaoyi answer like this, the other party hung up directly. When Battalion Commander Li Xiaoyi put down the phone, soldiers dragged several seriously wounded men out from inside. The medics immediately rushed up to treat them. After checking for a moment, a medic shook his head and moved on to the next one.

Seeing the soldiers of the unit dying in battle, Li Xiaoyi made up his mind, "We must be quick. Since the Japanese won't surrender, there's no need to have so many scruples."

Before his voice died away, there was the sound of shells tearing through the air. Li Xiaoyi and the company commanders all changed their expressions and shouted hurriedly, "Get down!"

Fortunately, the troops were not gathered together in a moment of complacency. Hearing the warning, the officers and soldiers immediately took cover. Several shells flew over in succession and landed near the fortress that had not yet been completely captured. The shock of the explosion was not great; it should be Japanese 50mm mountain guns [Note: possibly Type 11 infantry guns or similar light artillery].

Li Xiaoyi suddenly remembered the reaction of the Japanese on the phone just now and realized that the Japanese, knowing the fortress was lost, were using sudden firepower strikes to try to kill and wound the Northeast Army troops near the fortress. It seemed the Japanese had no intention of giving up even now.

The surviving Japanese troops inside the fortress also noticed the shelling from the Japanese direction. At this time, the fortress garrison commander had been killed in action. A sudden expectation arose in the grief-filled heart of the deputy commander: if the Japanese army completely covered the vicinity of the fortress with artillery fire, the Japanese troops inside the fortress might actually survive thanks to the outer walls. Driven by grief and indignation, the Japanese fortress garrison deputy commander felt that as long as he could drag so many Northeast Army soldiers to die with them, it didn't matter even if he couldn't survive.

However, the Japanese shelling soon stopped, and the sound of artillery fire outside became loud. The deputy commander heard it immediately; the Northeast Army artillery was suppressing the Japanese artillery with fierce bombardment.

Just then, a grenade was thrown up from the only undestroyed passageway entrance. The Japanese soldier guarding the entrance was quick-eyed and quick-handed, kicking the grenade that had just landed back into the passageway entrance.

Judging by the time, the kicked-down grenade was about to explode. Just then, a jet of flame carrying thick black smoke rushed straight up from diagonally below the passageway.

Unlike ordinary light and blazing flames, the flame rushing up from below the passageway formed a continuous pillar of fire, which presented a downward-curving arc. 'Droplets' of fire constantly 'dripped' from the pillar of fire or splashed diagonally.

A large ball of fire landed on a nearby Japanese soldier. Not only did it not go out, but it also ignited the Japanese soldier's uniform. The Japanese troops had never seen such an attack and were forced to retreat repeatedly by the high heat of the flames and the thick smoke generated.

The machine gunner responsible for defending the entrance pulled the trigger in fright, firing fiercely at the burning passageway. The bullets hit the fire and thick smoke but had absolutely no effect.

The machine gunner strafed for a while and felt that doing so was meaningless. Not long after he stopped firing, a new jet of flame suddenly sprayed out from the thick smoke, spraying entirely onto the machine gunner, instantly igniting both the machine gunner and the machine gun.

The machine gunner screamed in pain. His burning hands slapped hard on his equally burning body and face, but it was useless; it only made the fire burn more fiercely where he slapped. The struggling machine gunner ran around while struggling, stumbling straight towards the nearby Japanese troops.

The nearby Japanese troops were shocked. Although they wanted to help their comrade, they didn't know how to help.

Just then, another jet of flame shot into the floor guarded by the Japanese army from the burning passageway. And this time, the flame was no longer shot up from below the passageway, but from halfway up. The flame swept left and right like a fire dragon, causing the area about ten meters around the passageway entrance to burn, forcing the Japanese troops back more than ten meters.

Immediately afterwards, several more jets of flame shot out from the entrance. This time, the flames directly swept across the floor occupied by the Japanese army, igniting everything inside, whether people or objects. Even the wooden buckets holding water began to burn furiously.

The Japanese army fell into chaos completely. Every Japanese soldier wanted to find a way out of this fiery hell, but there was nothing they could do.

Battalion Commander Li Xiaoyi on the floor below heard the screams from upstairs and sighed softly.

Before long, several dark figures came down from the passageway. They wore bloated clothing and strange helmets. The helmet was integrated with the outer garment and presented a triangular shape. There was a tube at the front of the triangle, like an elephant's trunk.

The men didn't stop after coming down and went straight to the door. Several pits had already been dug at the door. With the help of their comrades, these men took off the burning flamethrowers and threw them into the pits. Comrades immediately shoveled soil onto the flamethrowers to extinguish the flames on them, preventing the fuel tanks of the flamethrowers from exploding due to overheating.

The flamethrower soldiers wore heat-insulating suits made of asbestos. Although they had gone back and forth in the fire, the inside of the heat-insulating suits was not affected by the intense heat. They pointed to the position of their eyes, and their comrades immediately used prepared cloths to help them wipe clean the heat-insulating glass in those positions.

Just as the flamethrower soldiers were preparing to put on new flamethrowers and go up for another round of spraying, a roar came from inside the passageway entrance. Immediately, several Japanese soldiers actually rushed down from above with weapons.

The uniforms on these Japanese soldiers were set on fire as they passed through the flaming passageway, yet they still showed no fear.

The officers and soldiers of the Northeast Army hadn't expected the Japanese army to be this fierce and brave, and their actions were inevitably a bit sluggish. Battalion Commander Li Xiaoyi had already drawn his pistol and began to shoot. Immediately, the squad leaders with submachine guns also recovered from their shock, pulled their bolts, and began to shoot.

He Rui set the Northeast Army's weapon design philosophy, which was 'gun families'. Various weapons unified calibers as much as possible, and parts were standardized as much as possible to achieve interchangeability of parts between different firearms.

Close-combat weapons like pistols and submachine guns all used 9*20mm bullets. This kind of bullet didn't have a long range, with an actual effective range within 50 meters. But when a 9mm warhead hit an enemy, it could stop the enemy's movement very effectively.

The moment the Japanese soldiers rushing down were hit, it was as if they had been immobilized, and they finally fell swaying in the volley of bullets.

In order to break through the Japanese fortresses, the Northeast Army conducted a lot of research. Everyone found that poison gas might be a relatively good weapon. But after World War I, countries were very apprehensive about the use of poison gas on the battlefield. The issue of banning poison gas was discussed at the Paris Peace Conference. At the subsequent Washington Naval Conference, countries reached a verbal agreement not to use poison gas.

After all, the Northeast Government was nominally a local government of the Republic of China, so He Rui ultimately chose flamethrowers.

For He Rui, another reason for not wanting to give foreign countries an excuse was that the current chemical industry in the Northeast was far inferior to that of Europe and America in terms of level and production capacity. If it really came to a chemical war, they would be at a disadvantage.

Even so, flamethrowers had very good effects in fortress warfare. While the interior of Japanese Fortress No. 9 was burned into a sea of fire, other brick-and-cement fortresses were also breached. Some units did not send infantry directly into the fortresses but used flamethrower soldiers wearing heat-insulating suits to clear the way from the beginning, burning their way up. They completed the task of annihilating the Japanese troops inside the fortress earlier than Battalion Commander Li Xiaoyi.

The news reached the Army Headquarters and was then forwarded to the Group Army Headquarters. Group Army Commander Zheng Silang looked at his watch; the hands showed it was 12:30 PM.

Starting from 9:00 AM, after 3 hours and 30 minutes of fierce fighting, the Northeast Army had destroyed 8 of the 12 Japanese fortresses. The destruction of the remaining four was only a matter of time. Now the road to Port Arthur was open, and the Japanese defense line on the border of the Kwantung Leased Territory had lost its function of stopping the Northeast Army's advance.

Should I send a telegram to the Military Commission? Zheng Silang thought about it and decided to wait until all Japanese fortresses were completely destroyed.

However, Zheng Silang sent an order to the 14th Army, which was waiting to set off, asking the 14th Army to be prepared to advance towards the Jinzhou Isthmus, and emphasized to the 14th Army that they would likely encounter Japanese reinforcements on the way to the attack and must not be careless.

While the Northeast Army was fully focused on the battle, the branches of the "Northeast Daily" across China had already issued extras.

Newsboys had been notified long ago to come to the newspaper office to pick up newspapers before 12:00 noon. at 12:30 PM, in Beijing, in Tianjin, in Tangshan, in Shanghai, in Nanjing, the crisp voices of newsboys rang out in the streets.

"Extra! Northeast Daily! Extra! Northeast Daily! The Northeast Army has launched an attack on the Kwantung Army! The Northeast Army has launched an attack on the Kwantung Army!"

Pedestrians hearing this news were startled. Immediately, some took out money to buy the extra.

Peking University lecturer Zhou Shuren was just preparing to go home. Hearing this news, he hurriedly stepped forward and managed to buy a copy from the surrounded newsboy with difficulty.

Extras are newspapers published at irregular times, so they are small in size, often consisting of only a single sheet. This time was the same. The front of the Northeast Daily extra had a huge headline: 'Northeast Army Launches Attack on Kwantung Army'. Below, it simply introduced the reason for this military operation.

Zhou Shuren had studied at Sendai Medical College and was an alumnus of the current Tohoku University of the Empire of Japan. After reading the introduction to this military operation, Zhou Shuren immediately understood that He Rui, Chairman of the Northeast Local Government—the warlord boss with the largest territory and perhaps the strongest power in China today—had launched a deliberately planned war.

Zhou Shuren taught the history of Chinese fiction at Peking University and knew Chinese history very well. He Rui's reason for war was completely different from various declarations of war in Chinese history.

On October 6th, a Northeast Army soldier went missing in front of the Japanese Kwantung Army Headquarters. The Northeast Army demanded that the Japanese Kwantung Army lay down their weapons at 9:00 AM on October 7th and accept the Northeast Army's entry into the Kwantung Army Headquarters for a search. This was rejected by the Japanese Kwantung Army. Therefore, the Northeast Army launched an attack on the Japanese Kwantung Army starting at 9:01 AM on October 7th.

How could this be something Chinese rulers in history would say? This was clearly the reason given by the current world powers when starting a war.

Zhou Shuren was very disgusted with such an arrogant and domineering declaration of war. However, the one issuing such a declaration was He Rui, so Zhou Shuren had to put aside this feeling and try to consider it from a broader perspective.

In recent years, the Fengtian clique warlord He Rui had risen to fame in China. Zhou Shuren didn't like any warlords, and the same went for He Rui. However, Zhou Shuren didn't particularly hate He Rui because he could see that He Rui's strength had increased greatly over the years, and he had created so many international incidents and made a big name for himself.

However, He Rui never took a step out of Shanhai Pass, nor did he participate in any warlord struggles, maintaining nominal obedience to the Beiyang Central Government. This cautious style actually suppressed the various warlords, preventing war from breaking out between the Anhui clique and the Zhili clique, which were like fire and water. Regardless of He Rui's purpose, China had avoided many wars because of He Rui's choices.

For such a cautious person to do such a thing, it could absolutely not be a hasty action born of a rush of blood to the head. Based on Zhou Shuren's understanding of Japan from his studies there, Japan would definitely use its entire military power to fight the Northeast after suffering such a surprise attack.

Thinking of Japan's national strength, although Zhou Shuren was very unhappy with He Rui's arrogance and domineering attitude in his heart, he couldn't help but sweat for He Rui.

...Does He Rui think he can beat Japan? Such a thought popped up, then was denied by Zhou Shuren himself.

At this time, the people around him were already stimulated to excitement by this news, which could simply be described as bizarre. Whether they knew each other or not, people around the newsboys ran around telling each other and talking to each other.

Passing through these excited crowds, Zhou Shuren walked towards his home. Although Zhou Shuren thought He Rui had probably really gone mad, deep down, he couldn't help but have a little expectation. Perhaps, He Rui could win...?
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The news of the Northeast Army declaring war on the Kwantung Army spread like wildfire through major Chinese cities with the extras issued by the "Northeast Daily" at various stations.

In Nanjing, Cao Kun, the leader of the Zhili clique, took the extra presented by his subordinate. Before he even finished reading it, he slammed the table and stood up. "He Rui has really gone mad! Send a telegram to Wu Ziyu (Wu Peifu) in Wuhan and tell him to come see me immediately!"

In Wuhan, Wu Peifu was also holding a copy of the extra, but he fell into deep thought. He Rui's Fengtian clique had made quite a name for itself among foreigners in recent years, and it was said that he had built an army of hundreds of thousands. But He Rui remained silent on domestic affairs. No matter what methods the Zhili clique tried to send messages to He Rui to inquire about his intentions, they made absolutely no progress.

Zhang Xiluan, who had yielded the Northeast to He Rui, once evaluated He Rui as 'having mountains and valleys in his chest (having a grand vision/strategy), calm and composed.' In Wu Peifu's view, He Rui's mind was as deep as the sea, and his intentions were completely unfathomable.

Precisely because of He Rui's attitude, the Zhili clique had wanted to launch a punitive expedition against the Anhui clique several times, but eventually dared not make a move because they were worried that He Rui would reap the benefits as the third party. Unexpectedly, when He Rui finally made a move, it was actually to start a war with Japan. For a moment, Wu Peifu didn't know whether he should admire He Rui or laugh at him for being truly arrogant and conceited.

In Beijing (the Capital), Republic of China Foreign Minister Yan Huiqing was completely stunned after reading the extra brought by his subordinate. Minister Yan Huiqing felt as if he had thousands of thoughts, yet he couldn't be sure of any of them. Just then, a subordinate rushed in and said anxiously, "Minister, the British and French ministers to China both want to see you and demand that you explain the latest news."

Hearing this, Yan Huiqing finally regained his ability to think. Yan Huiqing wanted very much to explain He Rui's attack on Japan, but he had absolutely no idea what to explain. As the leader of the Fengtian clique, He Rui would never inform the central government in advance of whatever he wanted to do.

This was Foreign Minister Yan Huiqing taking things for granted. In the Premier's office, Duan Qirui finished reading the extra and tossed it onto the table casually. Two hours ago, around 10:30 AM, the person in charge of the Northeast Government's Office in Beijing had arrived before Duan Qirui at the agreed time and informed him of the Northeast Army launching an attack on the Kwantung Army.

In addition to explaining the 'whole story' of the matter, the person in charge of the office also mentioned an old matter from a month ago, asking Duan Qirui to consider it.

After the person in charge left, Duan Qirui asked someone to contact his capable subordinate Xu Shuzheng, while he himself recalled that 'old matter'.

For several years, Duan Qirui had been trying to get Japan's support to unify China. The Japanese side had been indifferent and instead proposed many conditions. Recently, Japan suddenly seemed to change its nature and gave the Anhui clique generous support. Weapons, ammunition, officer training—Japan's concern was almost meticulous. Duan Qirui felt that Japan harbored ill intentions, so he told his subordinates never to mention the issue of benefits. The Japanese side did mention a few sentences, but seeing that the Anhui high officials interfacing with them didn't respond, they actually stopped mentioning it and just fully assisted the Anhui clique.

After the equipment and Japanese instructors arrived, Duan Qirui began to feel that Japan's hints might be true: He Rui was about to march into the pass (Shanhai Pass) to unify China.

The meeting with He Rui at Shanhai Pass ended unhappily, and the two almost broke ties. Duan Qirui began to sharpen his weapons and feed his horses, preparing for war. Duan Qirui never expected that He Rui would take the initiative to attack Japan. The old matter mentioned by the person in charge of the Northeast Government's Office in Beijing was what He Rui had said when he parted ways with Duan Qirui at Shanhai Pass: if He Rui went to war with Japan, in order to defend against a surprise attack by the Japanese army, he would take over Shanhai Pass and establish a defense line from Tanggu to Shanhai Pass. He would also establish a defensive reconnaissance system from the Capital to Tanggu.

At that time, Duan Qirui felt that He Rui was demonstrating his power, showing Duan Qirui that even if Duan Qirui had Japanese support, He Rui was not afraid of him. Unexpectedly, what He Rui said turned out to be true.

With things coming to this, Duan Qirui thought about it for two hours and made a decision: wait and see.

Although he didn't know why He Rui did this, Duan Qirui believed that He Rui was definitely not suicidal for no reason. With Duan Qirui's strength, he really couldn't confront Japan, nor did he have the strength to confront He Rui.

Duan Qirui absolutely refused to support He Rui, but in the current situation, he couldn't support Japan either. Otherwise, if the label of a traitor and collaborator were slapped on him, Duan Qirui really wouldn't be able to give an explanation that would convince the public. Therefore, watching the changes quietly became the only choice.

As for yielding Shanhai Pass and Tanggu, Duan Qirui decided to wait and see first. If He Rui could gain the upper hand now, Duan Qirui would have to yield even if he didn't want to.

At this moment, Colonel Tanaka, responsible for the border fortress of the Kwantung Leased Territory, was putting up his final desperate resistance.

In Colonel Tanaka's emergency plan, he wanted to assemble the troops from various fortresses to destroy the Northeast Army's siege artillery. Colonel Tanaka had already considered that due to the distance, the frontline Japanese troops could not assemble immediately. He could only divide them into two parts, letting the troops that arrived first probe with an attack, while Colonel Tanaka would assemble the troops that gathered later to launch a general offensive.

However, before the follow-up troops could finish assembling, the first wave of troops was annihilated by the Northeast Army. The few Japanese soldiers who fled back couldn't describe what happened tactically. They could only recount that the troops attacked under the increasingly fierce artillery fire of the Northeast Army, paying a huge price for every step forward. The Northeast Army's defense line was like a huge trap; shells exploded accurately on the Japanese advance route, and Northeast Army troops always appeared suddenly on the Japanese flanks, inflicting casualties on the Japanese army with fierce firepower.

Finally, Lieutenant Colonel Iguchi, the deputy garrison commander leading the team, felt that this couldn't go on and decided to disrupt the Northeast Army's deployment with a death-defying assault. He led the troops in a charge.

Nearly a thousand Japanese soldiers lost three or four hundred men during the advance, and the remaining five or six hundred Japanese soldiers chose a straight route to attack fiercely. A few minutes later, the Japanese troops fully exposed on the battlefield were covered by fierce Northeast Army artillery fire. Very few Japanese soldiers were able to flee back to the starting point. Even Lieutenant Colonel Iguchi died gloriously for his country.

Just then, news that made Colonel Tanaka despair arrived: the secondary fortresses were all attacked by the Northeast Army. Since those fortresses were far less sturdy than the core fortresses, the Northeast Army sent infantry directly to attack and captured most of them.

This could be seen from the appearance of the secondary fortresses, and confirming it was as simple as making a call—the person answering was a Northeast Army soldier pretending to be Japanese.

Colonel Tanaka immediately ordered another death-defying attack on the Northeast Army siege artillery unit. This was not recklessness on Colonel Tanaka's part; he understood that the Northeast Army, which had almost completely destroyed the fortresses, would never let him go. He Rui controlled Manchuria and Mongolia, and what was Mongolia most famous for? Cavalry! As long as Colonel Tanaka retreated, the Northeast Army cavalry would chase them down.

If they held fast, a single shell from the siege artillery capable of destroying fortresses would shatter the Japanese soldiers within dozens of meters to pieces upon landing.

Of course, there was another choice: surrender under the unfavorable situation. But Colonel Tanaka would rather die than surrender to the Chinese. Therefore, Colonel Tanaka chose to launch a death-defying attack.

Before Colonel Tanaka could organize the attack force, the Northeast Army's attack began. After the high-explosive shells fired by the 120mm artillery swept across the Japanese positions, there was no suspense left in the battle. Although the surviving Japanese soldiers used all terrain features to try to deal a final blow to the attacking Northeast Army infantry...

But the Northeast Army used mortars to easily eliminate the Japanese firing points before breaking into the Japanese positions. The leading Northeast Army soldiers were equipped with submachine guns; dense bullets ruthlessly harvested Japanese lives in the trenches, breaking through the Japanese defense line in an instant and then splitting the Japanese position in two.

Colonel Tanaka no longer knew how to fight this battle. Historically, it was always the Japanese army finding the weak points of the Chinese army, breaking through in one fell swoop, routing the Chinese army, and then beginning the pursuit. Now, the Chinese army directly broke through the Japanese sturdy defenses and forcibly divided and surrounded the Japanese army.

When the Northeast Army approached the temporary Japanese command post, they didn't attack immediately either. Instead, they used the terrain to hide and used mortars to blast the command post to pieces. Several machine guns along with their gunners were blown into the sky.

Colonel Tanaka already knew he was doomed. Seeing the final moment arrive, he gathered his last subordinates and said loudly, "Gentlemen, see you at Kudanshita (Yasukuni Shrine)!"

The remaining troops also understood the situation at this time and shouted one after another, "See you at Kudanshita!"

Colonel Tanaka drew his military sword. Although this was not one of those imperial gift swords of the "Sword Group" (top graduates), Colonel Tanaka was also a member of the "Tempo-sen Group" (Army War College graduates). At this moment, Colonel Tanaka had no fear. Losing to the top graduate of the Japanese Army War College like He Rui was regrettable, but there was nothing to be ashamed of. However, a cowardly death was an ending Colonel Tanaka could never accept.

The Northeast Army also launched an attack at this time. Colonel Tanaka jumped out of the trench and ran straight towards the rushing Northeast Army soldiers. The distance between the two sides was very short. Colonel Tanaka raised his military sword high and swung it down with all his might.

The oncoming Northeast Army soldier raised his rifle with a bayonet fixed and quickly parried upward. Colonel Tanaka only felt that the opponent had great strength and was quite skilled in technique. With the clang of metal colliding, the Northeast Army soldier actually blocked the military sword. And another Northeast Army soldier following behind had already thrust his bayonet forward. Colonel Tanaka felt a chill in his chest; the bayonet pierced directly through his chest.

*Am I going to die?* As the Northeast Army soldier pulled out the bayonet, this thought popped up in Colonel Tanaka's mind. At this moment, he suddenly thought of that beautiful figure, not the Yasukuni Shrine at Kudanshita, but that dearest person.

His body fell softly to the ground. Colonel Tanaka wanted to call out that name, but blood surged up and blocked his throat. Although that name echoed repeatedly in his mind, he couldn't shout it out.

Colonel Tanaka tried to take a breath but was choked. As his consciousness dissipated rapidly in suffocation, Colonel Tanaka shouted in his heart. "Yoshiko..."

Seeing their commander killed, the Japanese officers and soldiers following behind the colonel all saw red and rushed over madly. However, their luck was not good—or perhaps quite good—as the Northeast Army follow-up troops had already set up machine guns. Bullets mowed them all down like a scythe. The Northeast Army officers and soldiers then rushed up to the command post. The Japanese military flag was planted at the command post. A Northeast Army soldier pulled down the Japanese military flag, snapped the flagpole, and threw the flag onto the ground.

The accompanying photographer happened to capture this scene. As the camera clicked repeatedly, the movie camera recorded the precious footage of the Northeast Army soldier throwing down the military flag and planting the Northeast Army's military flag on the Japanese command post more comprehensively.

At 2:00 PM, the 14th Army troops began to cross the battlefield, advancing along the railway and highway towards the Jinzhou Isthmus.

1st Group Army Commander Zheng Silang finally sent the first telegram to the Military Commission after the start of the war: "After five hours of fierce fighting, the 1st Group Army has destroyed the Japanese Kwantung Leased Territory border fortresses and completed the first phase of the mission. The battle is progressing smoothly, and our army's casualties are very small..."

He Rui just looked at the telegram after receiving it and put it down. Raising his head to look at Hu Xiushan in front of him, He Rui asked, "Comrade Xiushan, are you ready?"

Hu Xiushan immediately replied, "Preparation complete."

Only He Rui and Hu Xiushan were in the room. In the entire military plan, Hu Xiushan's 2nd Group Army undertook a top-secret mission. Even in the Military Commission, only He Rui, Commander-in-Chief Xu Chengfeng, and Chief of General Staff Cheng Ruofan knew of this top-secret plan. Every time He Rui discussed it with Hu Xiushan, there were only the two of them.

"The army, air force, and surface units in the Yalu River direction are all under your command." Saying this, He Rui walked up to Hu Xiushan, handed him the order, and then extended his hand to Hu Xiushan.

Hu Xiushan's hand grasped He Rui's hand. "Chairman, I will definitely succeed."

He Rui nodded. "Xiushan, I believe you will definitely be able to succeed. So, I will just say one sentence: Take care."
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At 3:00 PM on October 7, 1922. The Kwantung Army Headquarters in Port Arthur received the latest battle report: 'Regiment Commander Ushijima Mitsuru encountered the main force of the Northeast Army before reaching the front line. The troops are holding their ground. Brigade Commander Saito of the 1st Brigade is going to rescue them, attempting to coordinate the retreat of the Ushijima Regiment.'

Lieutenant General Kawai Misao thought for a moment and issued an order: "Inform Brigade Commander Saito that the Northeast Army outnumbers our Kwantung Army ten to one, and this time they launched a carefully planned sneak attack. The Northeast Army had every opportunity to completely encircle the Ushijima Regiment, yet they gave your unit a chance to rescue them. There is very likely an ambush involved. If your unit cannot easily coordinate the Ushijima Regiment's retreat, you should retreat on your own to avoid greater losses for our army."

Chief of Staff Major General Fukuhara Yoshiya broke out in a cold sweat hearing this. Lieutenant General Kawai Misao was telling Brigade Commander Saito without disguise that the Ushijima Regiment could be sacrificed. In the decades of history of the Japanese army, such a thing had never happened. Lieutenant General Kawai Misao was very likely to face a court-martial after the war because of this order.

But Major General Fukuhara Yoshiya did not speak up to stop him. The fact that the Northeast Army could ambush the Ushijima Regiment halfway showed that the fortress defense line on the border had already been annihilated. The Northeast Army broke through the solid defensive fortifications, which claimed to be impregnable even to an army of 100,000, in just 5 hours. Its combat effectiveness far exceeded the Kwantung Army's assessment of the Northeast Army.

Now they must preserve as many troops as possible to defend the core area between the Port Arthur Fortress and the Jinzhou Isthmus. If they couldn't hold it, there would be no post-war issues to worry about. If the Port Arthur Fortress were captured by the Northeast Army, Major General Fukuhara Yoshiya could think of no other option than committing seppuku.

Around 4:30 PM, Brigade Commander Kamijo of the 2nd Brigade had already deployed defenses at the Jinzhou Isthmus and was prepared to support the retreat of Brigade Commander Saito of the 1st Brigade. The location of the Jinzhou Isthmus was a hilly and mountainous area, and the terrain was very suitable for defense.

The Japanese observation post looking down from high ground discovered some small black dots appearing on the horizon. Before long, they could see clearly through binoculars that some trucks were driving along the undulating road towards the Japanese troops guarding the Jinzhou Isthmus. Those were not Japanese vehicles; even the Kwantung Army didn't have so many trucks. Moreover, the Kwantung Army's trucks were all in the Port Arthur-Dairen area and had not been committed to the battle north of the Jinzhou Isthmus.

The trucks gradually approached but stopped outside the range of Japanese artillery. Many soldiers got off the large number of trucks. They quickly assembled and grouped up, then set off towards the nearby high ground.

The news was quickly sent to Major General Kamijo, the Brigade Commander of the 2nd Brigade. Although unwilling to admit it, Major General Kamijo already understood that the 1st Brigade, which had gone to reinforce the border fortress defense line, was doomed.

Major General Kamijo guessed correctly; the 1st Brigade had already fallen into heavy encirclement. Because the Kwantung Army underestimated the Northeast Army too much and overestimated the fortress defenses, their advance was very hasty. The 14th Army, transported by trucks, directly separated and surrounded the two regiments of the 1st Brigade. However, the work of annihilating the Kwantung Army's 1st Brigade was handed over to the 13th Army coming up later. The 14th Army only left behind forces for encirclement, and the rest of the troops set off for the Jinzhou Isthmus with full force.

Before this battle, the General Staff Headquarters judged that the Japanese garrison in Korea might arrive at the Sino-Japanese border on the Yalu River within 72 hours. The Japanese Navy could transport a relatively large army to Port Arthur by sea within 90 hours at the latest. To completely conquer the Kwantung Leased Territory, the battle must be resolved within 72 hours.

The time at this moment was no longer calculated in days, or even hours, but in minutes. Every minute and every second was as precious as diamond dust in an hourglass. When the fine sand ran out, the cost for the Northeast Army to conquer the Kwantung Leased Territory would double, or the operation might even fail.

At this time, the 13th Army was also quickly cleaning up the battlefield. Surrounding the Japanese 1st Brigade was good news. The best part was that the 1st Group Army might be able to capture the railway leading to Jinzhou Bay within the Kwantung Leased Territory intact. The efficiency of transporting supplies by rail was much higher than by truck, and trucks couldn't pull some heavy weapons and equipment.

Among the captured weapons, the most numerous were the Japanese Type 38 rifles. This rifle was finalized in 1905. Since 1904 was the 38th year of the Meiji Emperor, it was called the Type 38 rifle.

This rifle used 6.5mm bullets, which was completely incompatible with the 7mm caliber of the semi-automatic rifles and light machine guns of the Northeast Army's Type 19 gun family. It was completely unhelpful for the ongoing battle.

However, the captured six Type 38 150mm howitzers and the equipped ammunition made 13th Army Commander Song Junsheng very happy. This howitzer weighed 2.25 tons, used an 11-caliber barrel, was 1.64 meters long, and could fire high-explosive shells, incendiary shells, smoke shells, and other ammunition, with a maximum range of 5,900 meters. The power of a howitzer lies in the internal explosive charge. Compared with the Northeast Army's 120mm artillery, the range of the Japanese 150mm gun was less than a kilometer shorter, but the power of the 150mm caliber was definitely greater than that of the 120mm.

"Report. Only just over 200 rounds of shells for the Japanese 150mm artillery were captured." The staff officer reported the statistics.

Army Commander Song Junsheng didn't mind at all. "More than two hundred rounds are better than nothing. Bring them all!"

At 4:00 PM, on another important battle line, the Yalu River front. The Northeast Army also started a surprise attack at 9:00 AM. At this time, various small transport vessels were constantly shuttling back and forth on the surface of the Yalu River.

Because the combat area was only 3,500 square kilometers, the 1st Group Army commanded the 13th and 14th Corps. The combat area over at the Yalu River was much larger, so the 2nd Group Army and the 3rd Group Army were assigned to this front.

The 2nd Group Army commanded the 5th, 8th, 23rd, and 33rd Corps. The 3rd Group Army commanded the 7th, 9th, 41st, and 42nd Corps.

The transportation hub on the Yalu River, the Yalu River Bridge, had been taken by the Northeast Army. However, the Japanese garrison detonated explosives at the last moment, causing some damage to the bridge deck. Engineers were conducting rapid emergency repairs. Thick steel plates were dragged to the damaged area. Cutting torches cut steel bars, spraying azure flames, and the arc light of electric welding flashed. As long as the steel frame production and installation were completed and steel plates were laid on top, troops including trucks could pass through the bridge deck in a short time.

On the river surface, small boats rowed across the Yalu River and docked neatly at designated positions on the other side. On the Chinese side, a large number of small boats were also docked. Boats had already transported a large number of iron chains across the Yalu River, fixing both ends on both banks. As sharp whistles sounded, the small boats began to move towards the iron chains. The staff on the boats hooked the iron chains with iron hooks, moved the small boats little by little under the iron chains, and buckled the iron rings on the boats to the iron chains with locks.

On the Chinese side of the Yalu River, wooden planks transported by trucks were piled high. Some of these planks were processed from local Chinese timber, and some were processed from timber purchased from Russia. No matter where they came from, they had been soaked in tar and other substances for several months, so there was no worry about rot even if they were wet by water for a long time.

The engineering team responsible for installation waited for the basic structure of the floating bridge to be completed and immediately began laying wooden planks. On the Yalu River, there were already three floating bridges being built. The captains of each engineering detachment called their team members to return to the tents to rest for a while first. Judging by the current progress, the laying work would continue overnight.

At this time, 2nd Group Army Commander Hu Xiushan was still on his way to the troops. 1st Group Army Commander Zheng Silang, who was commanding the battle, did not give the surrounded Kwantung Army 1st Brigade a chance to survive this night.

The Kwantung Army's 1st Brigade was divided into two parts, and each part was attacked by Northeast Army forces four times their number. No matter how much the Japanese army believed that spiritual power could influence the war, such things did not exist in reality. The shelters that could provide protection for the Kwantung Army soldiers and the sufficient weapons and ammunition in their hands were the reasons they could hold out until the general offensive began.

When the Northeast Army began to attack with overwhelming firepower and troop strength, Kwantung Army soldiers were constantly killed by real shells and bullets. Around 6:00 PM, 2nd Regiment Commander Ushijima Mitsuru drew his pistol and pulled the trigger against his temple.

At about the same time, 1st Brigade Commander Saito knelt facing the direction of Tokyo. He unbuttoned his uniform, exposing his chest and abdomen. At this time, the gunfire was only dozens of meters away from Brigade Commander Saito. With despair, Brigade Commander Saito stabbed a short sword into his lower abdomen.

Standing next to Brigade Commander Saito was his adjutant, holding Brigade Commander Saito's military sword, ready to act as his *kaishakunin* (second). Seeing the short sword stab down, he immediately swung the military sword to chop at Brigade Commander Saito's neck.

The adjutant was so loyal to the Brigade Commander that he didn't want the Brigade Commander to suffer any pain at all. The strike was fast and ruthless; the blade fell, and blood sprayed. Brigade Commander Saito's head was directly severed by the sharp military sword.

The headless corpse fell softly to the ground, and the hand holding the short sword also released the handle. Only then did the adjutant realize that there was absolutely no cut on Brigade Commander Saito's chest or abdomen. It turned out that he had acted too quickly, beheading him before Brigade Commander Saito could actually cut his stomach.

The adjutant's remorse did not last twenty seconds. A bullet from a Northeast Army attacking soldier entered through his left ear and flew out from his right ear carrying a large mass of flesh and blood. The adjutant fell beside Brigade Commander Saito. Their blood flowed on the ground and finally converged into the same depression not far away.

At the Jinzhou Isthmus, bloody battles were also fiercely underway. The width of the Jinzhou Isthmus was only 5 kilometers. From the highest hilltop, one could clearly see Dalian Bay to the east and Jinzhou Bay to the west. The sun was setting below the sea surface of Jinzhou Bay.

The preparations of the Kwantung Army's 2nd Brigade were much more sufficient than those of the 1st Brigade, but the Northeast Army's large-scale use of trucks for transportation still exceeded the Kwantung Army's imagination. Brigade Commander Kamijo couldn't help but recall the beginning of the Great War in Europe, when the German army was about to reach Paris. The French defenders gathered taxis to send French troops to the front line and finally held off the German army.

Obviously, in terms of absorbing and learning from war examples, the Northeast Army had gone further ahead than the Japanese army. Whether it was German custom-made siege artillery or the French large-scale use of trucks, these were things that had happened in the Great War in Europe. However, in the operational plans that Major General Kamijo had participated in formulating, the Japanese army was still using the military equipment and combat models of the Russo-Japanese War as the tactical basis for campaign wargaming.

Up to now, Major General Kamijo still felt that what was happening before his eyes was unreal. But the Northeast Army was using various examples that had occurred in WWI to improve its combat capabilities and had achieved a huge advantage.

After gaining an advantage using the latest tactical experience, the Northeast Army was using infantry-artillery coordination to launch attacks on the high ground occupied by the Japanese army. The Japanese army launched a fierce counterattack against this army. Although the Northeast Army suffered considerable casualties, they still stubbornly and effectively implemented the attack, and even captured two unimportant high grounds.

Is the combat effectiveness of the Northeast Army already above that of the Japanese Army? An ominous thought began to linger in Major General Kamijo's mind, refusing to go away.

Night finally fell, and the battle had to pause temporarily.

At the Northeast Army's airfield, lights had lit up on both sides of the runway. The last three reconnaissance planes began to land towards the runway.

The view from high altitude is completely different from the ground. Although the ground has fallen into darkness, at an altitude of a thousand meters, one can even see the last afterglow of the sun. The gorgeous colors were truly refreshing. Looking down at the earth in the night, two rows of firelight were like two jewel necklaces inlaid on the earth, flashing with beautiful brilliance.

The pilots packed away their romantic moods; no matter how beautiful the scenery, night landings were extremely dangerous. Everyone was also doing this for the victory of the campaign, trying their best to take photos of the Japanese army at the Jinzhou Isthmus to provide to the troops.

Taking a few deep breaths, the pilots pushed the control sticks and began to descend towards the ground. The most fearful thing about night landing is not being able to see the ground clearly and being unable to ensure the wings are level. In the air, pilots don't need to consider these; safety is determined by the direction of airflow. But on the ground, as soon as one side of the landing gear touches the ground first, it is very likely to cause a rollover.

The luminous artificial horizon could indeed provide some guidance, but to maintain level flight while accurately landing on the runway, the pilot would need several pairs of eyes.

However, the pilots were not overly nervous. In accordance with their usual emergency training, the pilots flew their planes towards the runway marked by lights to land.

Finally, the plane began to approach the runway. At the end of the runway, a large light was on. The pilot of the first reconnaissance plane saw the light was red and quickly pulled up the control stick. The nose of the plane lifted, flying into the air.

The pilot of the second reconnaissance plane arrived over the runway shortly after. At this time, the large light he saw was green. Hardening his heart, the pilot turned off the engine and pushed down the control stick. The rear strut of the plane touched the ground first, causing the fuselage to shake violently. Soon, the plane shook again, and the front landing gear also touched the ground. The pilot tried his best to control the direction so the plane wouldn't rush off the runway. Under inertia, the plane taxied for hundreds of meters before finally stopping.

The pilot let out a long breath, and a sigh of relief escaped his mouth, "Thank heaven and earth!"

Ground crew quickly ran over, and a towing vehicle pulled the plane off the runway.

Just then, the pilot of the third reconnaissance plane also landed. Another group of ground crew started a vehicle, keeping the same speed as the plane as much as possible, ready to rush up to rescue immediately in case of an accident.

The Northeast Air Force was lucky; the pilots, who had a lot of experience with polarized light-guided landings, all landed safely. Especially the pilot of the first plane—when he landed, his fuel was almost exhausted.

The pilot didn't even have the strength to get out of the cabin himself; he was carried out by the ground crew. The pilot, already drenched in sweat and almost collapsed, said to the ground crew in a weak voice, "There's a problem with the plane's artificial horizon..."

The ground crew quickly recorded the pilot's words. The Group Commander had already rushed to the front. He grabbed the pilot's shoulder and shouted angrily, "What are you doing! Why didn't you obey discipline and return early!"

The pilot regretted it deeply. He knew he had indeed violated discipline and had also implicated other comrades—the pilots of the other two reconnaissance planes were escorting him.

Just as he wanted to speak up to take responsibility, the pilot saw tears in the Group Commander's eyes. "So many comrades have already had accidents. If you have an accident too, how can I explain to your families! Don't court death; stay alive!"

The pilot was both ashamed and moved. His nose soured, and his throat choked up.

The photos taken under such dangerous conditions were developed immediately. In the second half of the night, the Northeast Air Force finally delivered the still slightly damp photos to the Army Staff Headquarters.

The Air Force communications officer walked into the temporary station of the Army Staff Headquarters and saw that the tent was not only lit up but also crowded with people in the staff department. Everyone was actually awake.

Draftsmen immediately clipped the photos onto the standing boards and began to determine the Japanese defensive positions against the map. Officers placed the negatives on projectors, and soon, the images of the Japanese positions were projected onto the screen.

The Northeast Army began to make countermeasures against the enemy's aerial reconnaissance [Note: this might mean 'based on aerial reconnaissance', or defending against enemy recon, but context suggests using recon data]. The Japanese obviously had no preparation in this regard. On the hilltops, the Japanese positions were clearly visible.

There were plenty of maps in the Northeast Army. Maps of the Jinzhou Isthmus with coordinate lines were immediately taken out, and staff personnel began to mark their coordinate positions.

The Deputy Chief of Staff said to the Air Force communications officer, "Comrade, thank you for your work. Go back and tell the Group Commanders that we will contact them as soon as possible to determine the reconnaissance content for tomorrow."

The Air Force pilot saluted quickly and left, bringing the news back to the flying group. This was already 3:00 AM. Just past 6:00 AM, the staff department sent someone to deliver a stack of marked maps.

At 7:00 AM on October 8th, Air Force reconnaissance planes took off into the morning sun. The observers in the back seats all held marked maps, carefully memorizing the location of each mark. And they corresponded the positions with the ground seen yesterday.

No further explanation was needed; the Air Force had long kept the reasons for doing so in mind during daily training. As long as the Air Force determined that the Japanese artillery positions, firing points, and infantry positions were still in yesterday's locations, the Army would launch targeted attacks. Although the Air Force and the Army belonged to two different branches and had their own headquarters, in terms of combat, both sides had to cooperate closely.

It took the plane more than half an hour to arrive over the Japanese positions at the Jinzhou Isthmus. At this time, about 23 hours had passed since the start of the war, and 49 hours remained before the 72-hour deadline.
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On Earth, the sun seen is the same one. The morning sun not only illuminated the mountains of the Jinzhou Isthmus in the Northeast but also lit up the streets and buildings of Tokyo, Japan.

Japan's time zone is one hour ahead of China. At eight-forty something in the morning, a car stopped outside the Ministry of the Army. Newly promoted Colonel Nagata Tetsuzan walked out of the Ministry of the Army and got into the car. In the Japanese army, Colonel is the highest rank for frontline personnel. However, to have one's own assigned car, one must become a general officer, or be addressed as 'Excellency'.

But who was Nagata Tetsuzan? In the Japanese military, he was recognized, like Obata Toshishiro, as a leader of the next generation of the Japanese army. Even without such status, with Nagata Tetsuzan's connections in the military, he could always get a car when he urgently needed one.

Nagata Tetsuzan got into the car, and Lieutenant Colonel Okamura Yasuji, who was following him, also got in. He heard Nagata Tetsuzan order the driver: "Go to the General Staff Headquarters."

As the car began to move, the newly promoted Lieutenant Colonel Okamura Yasuji asked, "Nagata-kun, why didn't you tell General Tanaka your views?"

"Would it be useful?" Nagata Tetsuzan replied briefly.

Now Okamura Yasuji fell silent. More than ten minutes ago, Okamura Yasuji and Nagata Tetsuzan were promoted together. The Minister of the Army, General Tanaka Giichi, gave Nagata Tetsuzan a new position: Deputy Director of the Quartermaster Department of the Korean Army, to take office immediately. Okamura Yasuji, as Nagata Tetsuzan's adjutant, would go to Korea with him.

Okamura Yasuji had thought Nagata Tetsuzan would immediately convene the comrades of the 'Futaba-kai' to give instructions on this war. Unexpectedly, Nagata Tetsuzan's first move was to visit the Chief of the General Staff. Under such urgent military circumstances, Nagata Tetsuzan indeed managed to get a car to save time. But even so, Okamura Yasuji still felt that Nagata Tetsuzan was perhaps 'too good at playing politics'.

But Nagata Tetsuzan didn't care at all what Okamura Yasuji thought at this moment. He went to visit General Uehara Yusaku, the Chief of the General Staff, first. With an extremely sincere attitude, he informed General Uehara Yusaku of his new position, saying somewhat humbly, "Your subordinate has shallow knowledge and meager talent, so I specially came to ask for Your Excellency Uehara's guidance before departure."

Although General Uehara Yusaku did not get along with Army Minister Tanaka Giichi, seeing Nagata Tetsuzan being so tactful, he laughed heartily. "Nagata-kun is too polite. Everyone in the army praises your talent."

Nagata Tetsuzan bowed his head slightly. "Excellency, although your subordinate is wrongly loved by everyone and has a slight reputation, I have never participated in a war. All reputation is empty. Your Excellency has experienced hundreds of battles in the Qing Dynasty and the Northeast. Your subordinate asks for your guidance on this trip to Korea."

Seeing Nagata Tetsuzan's low posture, Uehara Yusaku said with satisfaction, "Nagata-kun, He Rui may be a talent, but the pillars of the Empire of Japan are definitely not weaker than him. Young people don't need to envy He Rui; he just took advantage of the chaos in China's internal politics to steal the position in the Northeast. Over the past few years, He Rui has taken advantage of the world and Chinese situation, seemingly succeeding in everything, but in fact, he has become complacent. To actually declare war on the Empire of Japan, his death is imminent. Manchuria and Mongolia are the lifelines of the Empire of Japan. Nagata-kun going to Korea this time should support the frontline to fight bravely and lay the foundation for the Empire's eternal legacy..."

Okamura Yasuji knew very well that Chief of General Staff General Uehara Yusaku was a radical who had always strongly advocated external expansion. These clichés were expected. But Okamura Yasuji could no longer accept this nonsense, so he lowered his head and pretended to listen attentively.

Nagata Tetsuzan looked at General Uehara Yusaku with a sincere face. When the General finished speaking, Nagata Tetsuzan immediately stood at attention and saluted. "Your Excellency's teachings, your subordinate will keep in mind. Upon arriving in Korea, whenever there is an opportunity, I will definitely fight hard. Please watch my performance, Excellency."

General Uehara Yusaku nodded, then encouraged, "Nagata-kun, I wish you long-lasting military fortunes."

After speaking, General Uehara Yusaku turned to Okamura Yasuji, "Okamura-kun, you must strive forward too!"

Leaving the General Staff Headquarters, Nagata Tetsuzan continued to drive to visit several big shots in the military. Okamura Yasuji was initially a bit disdainful of the humble sincerity Nagata Tetsuzan displayed. However, seeing the satisfied expressions of those condescending big shots and hearing their words of support for Nagata Tetsuzan, Okamura Yasuji's mood couldn't help but change a little.

The military big shots generally believed that Nagata Tetsuzan had leadership qualities. To be able to gain the support of so many big shots, including the Choshu clique big shots whom Nagata Tetsuzan and the Futaba-kai comrades had vowed to overthrow—even if it was only verbal support—among the younger generation, only Nagata Tetsuzan could do it.

Moreover, when Nagata Tetsuzan met the big shots, he did not forget to introduce Okamura Yasuji to them, praising Okamura Yasuji as an outstanding soldier with a long-term vision and a first-class tactician of the Empire. Whether out of politeness or interest, the big shots would chat a few sentences with Okamura Yasuji.

Okamura Yasuji knew this was Nagata Tetsuzan's kindness. How many people did the big shots see every day? How could they remember so many people? Being able to leave an impression on the big shots might very likely facilitate Okamura Yasuji's promotion opportunities in the future.

Seeing that it was almost 12:00, Nagata Tetsuzan went home first and changed into a kimono. Only then did he take the car to Takahashi Korekiyo's house.

Although Takahashi Korekiyo had a distinguished reputation, among Japanese field officers, he was seen as a spokesperson for British and American interests in Japan and the protector of Japanese exporters. If not for the visits in the morning consuming too much mental energy, Okamura Yasuji would have wanted to tell Nagata Tetsuzan that there was no need to bow to such a traitor.

The car stopped outside Finance Minister Takahashi Korekiyo's door. Nagata Tetsuzan took out his pocket watch to check and said in a low voice, "It's one o'clock."

Okamura Yasuji thought Nagata Tetsuzan was thinking about the battle situation in the Kwantung Leased Territory and estimating the time. Last night, Okamura Yasuji and Nagata Tetsuzan discussed the war situation and believed that today was the most important day for the Kwantung Army. If the Kwantung Army could hold the Jinzhou Isthmus today, the Northeast Army would never be able to capture Port Arthur.

Seeing Nagata Tetsuzan checking the time, Okamura Yasuji wanted to talk about the war situation. But he saw Takahashi Korekiyo's door open, and a maid came out to welcome them. Seeing Nagata Tetsuzan and Okamura Yasuji arrive, the maid stepped forward and bowed, "Mr. Nagata, the appointment is for one o'clock. You are truly on time."

Nagata Tetsuzan smiled and said, "I intended to be five minutes early, but I didn't expect to arrive just on the dot. As long as I didn't delay things."

It turned out that 1:00 PM was not a key point in the war situation, but the appointment time with Takahashi Korekiyo. Okamura Yasuji felt like a big fool, so he shut his mouth and said nothing, deciding not to say another word before the visits ended today.

At this very moment, on the battlefield that filled Okamura Yasuji's heart, the sounds of guns, cannons, killing, and explosions plunged the entire battlefield into an almost frenzied state.

Brigade Commander Kamijo of the Kwantung Army's 2nd Brigade was directing the battle on the last line of defense. A whistling sound came from the air; the Northeast Army's bombers had arrived overhead again, dropping a new round of bombs on the high ground where Brigade Commander Kamijo was located.

Throughout the morning, starting from 8:00 AM, the 2nd Brigade didn't know how many rounds of bombing it had experienced. Brigade Commander Kamijo immediately ordered: "Troops prepare, the enemy is about to start attacking!"

As soon as his voice fell, the whistling of shells cutting through the air came towards the high ground. All Japanese officers and soldiers began to take cover. Japanese observers fulfilled their responsibilities regardless of life and death. Amidst the explosions, an observer shouted desperately, "The enemy has reached the foot of the mountain and started attacking the high ground! Distance... 230 meters."

Just as he finished speaking, there was the whistling sound of bombs landing again. The violent explosions forced the Japanese troops to take shelter temporarily. The Northeast Army did not drop bombs all at once, but one by one, prolonging the bombing time. Brigade Commander Kamijo was not ignorant of airplanes; many in the Japanese military were also very interested in such new weapons.

According to those enthusiasts in the military, "There is absolutely no need to count on the bombing capability of current aircraft." But after saying this, those people would continue, "Aircraft will definitely develop the capability for precision bombing."

Major General Kamijo was not interested in the impulsive words of these young people. Moreover, up to now, neither Japanese aircraft nor Northeast Army aircraft had shown the ability to bomb accurately.

The officers of the Kwantung Army's 2nd Brigade were not people who hadn't seen the world. After the initial surprise, they gradually got used to the bombing and continued to act recklessly under the leadership of the officers.

However, the Northeast Army's use of bombers was simple, crude, and very effective. Before the artillery bombardment, bombers would continuously drop bombs on Japanese positions. Japanese firing points directly destroyed by these bombs were unlucky, but the flying shrapnel from the bombs could cause area casualties. Many units suffered considerable casualties during movement. The bombing by aircraft played a role in harassing and restricting Japanese movements, while the Northeast Army artillery conducted quite precise shelling during the bombing.

Even if the Japanese army withstood the bombardment from these two sides, when the aircraft and artillery stopped attacking a certain high ground, the Northeast Army soldiers who had already taken the opportunity to start attacking would use that moment when the Japanese movement was restricted to move to the closest attack distance.

These soldiers held submachine guns capable of continuous fire and conducted warfare in small teams. Following behind the attacking infantry were machine guns. Whether infantry or machine guns, they used continuous firepower to fiercely attack the Japanese army. One by one, the high grounds occupied by the Japanese army were constantly lost in such a situation.

Brigade Commander Kamijo no longer considered the possibility of leaving alive. Kwantung Army Commander Lieutenant General Kawai Misao wanted Brigade Commander Kamijo to defend for at least 24 hours to buy time for the defenders of Port Arthur and Dalian. Until now, there were still 44 hours left before the estimated 72 hours. The Northeast Army had ample time to prepare for the capture of Port Arthur.

Just then, the Northeast Army's attack began. Those tall Northeast Army soldiers moved exceptionally nimbly. It seemed they had all received excellent training.

The Northeast Army used available terrain to attack upwards. Machine gunners exchanged fire with Japanese firing points, suppressing Japanese firepower and covering the infantry's upward attack.

Machine gunners on both sides showed extremely tenacious fighting will. In his binoculars, Brigade Commander Kamijo saw several Northeast Army machine gunners being killed behind cover, and immediately other machine gunners pushed aside the bodies of the fallen gunners and continued to operate the machine guns to fire. Facing the fierce enemy, the officers and soldiers of the 2nd Brigade also showed amazing tenacity. No matter how many machine gunners were killed, the Japanese army continued to exchange fire with the Northeast Army.

However, before the tenacious Japanese army could completely overwhelm the enemy, Northeast Army shells came whistling in, blowing the Japanese machine gun positions into the sky. The red-eyed Japanese soldiers immediately entered other firing points and continued to shoot.

After another ten minutes of fighting, the Northeast Army soldiers attacking the high ground seemed unable to hold on and quickly withdrew down the mountain.

At this time, the whistling sound of Northeast Air Force bombs rang out in mid-air again. This sound upset Major General Kamijo, making him wish he could immediately capture a Northeast Army bomber to see what part of the bomb made such a sharp and unpleasant sound.

The bombs landed, and the explosion sounds were not loud. But centered on the bombs, large patches of dry grass and shrubs actually began to burn. As the Northeast Army bombers continued to drop bombs, there were more and more fire points. It was already autumn, and the grass leaves had begun to wither. With the wind blowing, the wind lent power to the fire, and the fireheads rose very quickly.

Brigade Commander Kamijo hadn't expected the Northeast Army to use fire attacks. What era was this? Did they really think setting a few fires could ignite a huge area? The Northeast Army commander must have watched too much *Romance of the Three Kingdoms*.

Just then, at the upwind position at the foot of the mountain, tongues of fire began to spray towards the wild grass. In the blink of an eye, the grass and shrubs that would have taken a long time to ignite were burning. At the same time, Northeast Army planes continued to drop bombs, and more fireheads appeared on the hilltop and halfway up the mountain.

The strong wind rolled up thick smoke and hot air, blowing towards the officers and soldiers of the 2nd Brigade at higher positions. Not only the high ground where Brigade Commander Kamijo was located, but also other high grounds that were easy to defend and difficult to attack—on the last line of defense guarded by the 2nd Brigade, fires broke out under several high grounds. The fire swept towards the hilltops completely uncontrollably with the help of the wind.

Brigade Commander Kamijo could almost hardly open his eyes at this time. Not only him, but as the fire approached, most Japanese troops were in the same situation as Brigade Commander Kamijo.

If facing a fierce enemy, Brigade Commander Kamijo had the courage to lead his troops to persist. But what came was fire; no matter how the Japanese fired their guns, they couldn't extinguish the fire. Helpless, Brigade Commander Kamijo coughed while painfully issuing the order to retreat.

The attacking 14th Army did not give up the opportunity of chaos in the Japanese defense line. Artillery and a new round of arriving air force bombarded several Japanese positions with predetermined targets fiercely. The reason for burning those high grounds was entirely because several Japanese high grounds that were easy to break through could get fire support from those high grounds. Now that the Northeast Army had obtained a fleeting opportunity, how could the troops let it pass?

It was now 12:00 noon China time. In just the past 5 hours of fighting, the casualties of the troops were several times more than the whole day of fighting yesterday. If they couldn't break through the Japanese defense line at the Jinzhou Isthmus in one go and let the Japanese stabilize the battle line, the Northeast Army would only suffer greater losses.

The battalion commanders all went to the front line, and company commanders and political instructors all carried rifles with bayonets fixed, fighting on the very front line.

These officers had at least three and a half years of service and had all received education from the Officer Corps. If the war situation were not so urgent, the 14th Army Headquarters would never have easily thrown them into the front line to lead the attack.

The Jinzhou Isthmus is 4 kilometers wide, and only about three kilometers are suitable for combat. In this discontinuous three-kilometer width, the 1st Division 2nd Regiment and 3rd Division 3rd Regiment of the Northeast Army 14th Army entered the battle.

The commander of the 2nd Company, 1st Battalion, 3rd Regiment saw that the opposite Japanese machine gunner position was somewhat exposed, but the Northeast Army machine gunners had suffered heavy losses. The assistant gunner was responsible for shooting, and the accuracy was just a bit poor. The 2nd Company Commander pulled away the machine gunner and fired personally, taking out two groups of Japanese machine gunners in succession. Taking advantage of the weakened Japanese firepower, the troops began to attack quickly.

Just then, the hidden Japanese firing points had to start shooting, knocking down several soldiers in succession and suppressing other soldiers so they couldn't lift their heads. The 2nd Company Commander exchanged fire with the Japanese firing point. The Japanese machine gun had a shield; although it was hit several times, it wasn't destroyed. The 2nd Company Commander was hit by a burst of bullets and sacrificed on the spot.

Taking over the 2nd Company Commander was the political instructor. As an instructor, he was different from the instructors in a lot of trashy movies and TV shows in another timeline. Since they had to guide the troops in training and combat, the instructors' mastery of equipment was much higher than that of the soldiers.

The instructor who took over the company commander hit the Japanese shooter with his first shot, then used a precise shooting rhythm to suppress the Japanese firing point so they could hardly lift their heads. The suppressed Northeast Army attack squad reorganized and continued to storm. Advancing another dozen meters, the grenadier threw several grenades in succession, causing the Japanese in front to scream repeatedly. The grenadier then stood up, regardless of whether he was exposed to the Japanese line of sight. He threw with all his might; the grenade traced an elegant arc, flew a distance of at least sixty meters, and flew accurately into the Japanese firing point. With an explosion, some Japanese soldiers were even thrown out of the firing point by the blast wave.

Seeing the last Japanese firing point destroyed, the attacking troops raised their weapons and killed their way into the Japanese trenches. However, at the machine gun position below, a medic rushed up trying to treat the instructor who had somehow been shot. Turning the instructor's body over, the medic saw blood gushing from the instructor's chest. It was unknown which Japanese rifle bullet had hit the instructor's chest. Judging from the location of the hit and the amount of bleeding, the instructor's heart had probably been hit.

When the uniform was torn open, the uniform, undershirt, and underwear were all soaked in blood. At the heart position, a bullet hole was clearly visible.

Just then, a platoon leader ran up quickly and froze when he reached the instructor. A moment later, the platoon leader shouted, "Deputy Company Commander! Is the Deputy Company Commander here?"

He shouted several times, but no one answered. The platoon leader never expected that now that the company commander and instructor had died in battle, the deputy company commander was nowhere to be found. While he was anxious, a soldier carrying someone on his back came down from the front. Seeing the medic, the soldier carrying the wounded man quickly put him down and gasped, "Medic, this is our Deputy Company Commander. He's seriously wounded!"

The medic rushed forward. The platoon leader, having confirmed the current status of the company-level officers, was at a loss for a moment. For so long, the Northeast Army hadn't participated in a real war. Everyone only knew that if the unit's command staff were all casualties, a new command group should be organized immediately. But that was all content from study classes; when things really happened, the platoon leader was completely stunned.

At this time, the medic had finished examining the deputy company commander's wound. The deputy company commander had commanded the troops to attack the high ground. He was shot five times in the chest. Although the heart was not hit directly, the lungs were hit, and blood vessels were damaged. Although the deputy company commander still had breath now, it was his last breath. Unless surgery was performed immediately, there was only a glimmer of hope.

After stopping the bleeding urgently, the medic was about to call someone to carry the deputy company commander down the high ground. Looking up and seeing the panic on the platoon leader's face, he immediately felt angry. So he shouted loudly at the platoon leader: "The Company Commander and Instructor are dead, so the Party Branch commands the battle! Where are the Party members? Where have the Party members gone?"

The platoon leader just lacked experience; hearing this, he immediately recalled the organizational regulations. He immediately shouted loudly: "Party members assemble! Party members assemble!"

Just as the medic and a soldier carried the deputy company commander and began to go down the slope, they heard the platoon leader shout loudly to the few assembled Civilization Party members: "We will form the Company Command Post now. Send someone down the mountain to notify the Battalion Commander and ask him to send a new Company Commander immediately. The rest of you, follow us to continue the attack!"

The medic and the soldier carried the deputy company commander towards the bottom of the slope. Facing a company that had suffered such losses, the medic only hoped that they could get the command of a new company commander as soon as possible.

However, the medic did not know that at this time, the Battalion Commander was also hit by a Japanese shell while commanding the attack on the front line. His life was hanging by a thread, and his survival was uncertain.

Relevant news reached the troops continuously. Although the two regiment commanders responsible for the attack were not from the same division, their reactions were extremely similar. They both wanted to go to the front line personally to command the troops to continue the attack. Facing the regiment commanders who were anxious and angry upon learning that the battalion commanders and political commissars were killed or seriously injured, the regimental staff officers all said the same thing: "According to regulations, we go first."

After speaking, the two regimental staff officers turned to the regimental commissars, "Commissar, let us go take over command."

The Japanese defense line at the Jinzhou Isthmus looked precarious, but this round of attacks by the Northeast Army also suffered heavy casualties. Officers and soldiers of both China and Japan converged towards the center of the fierce battle like moths to a flame. The several mountain tops that had been ignited were completely burning, and thick smoke rushed straight into the sky.

Kwantung Army Commander Lieutenant General Kawai Misao, who was waiting for the latest battle report at the Port Arthur Fortress, learned of the thick smoke. He climbed up the Port Arthur Fortress and raised his binoculars to look. From here, the burning high grounds of the Jinzhou Isthmus could not be seen, but the thick smoke was clearly presented in the binoculars.

The ominous feeling became stronger and stronger in Lieutenant General Kawai Misao's heart. Just then, the 'Anti-Aircraft Observer', a newly established combat unit at the top of the fortress, shouted loudly: "Report, the enemy's air force is here again!"

Hearing this, the adjutant hurriedly asked Lieutenant General Kawai Misao to return inside the fortress first.

Walking into the dimly lit fortress, Lieutenant General Kawai Misao's ominous feeling grew a few points stronger. When the battle at the Jinzhou Isthmus began, the Northeast Army's planes had not come to Port Arthur again.

Why did the Northeast Army's air force come again now, when thick smoke visible from dozens of kilometers away was rising from the direction of the Jinzhou Isthmus? Could it be that the Jinzhou Isthmus has been lost?
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On the afternoon of October 8th, Nagata Tetsuzan, dressed in a kimono, personally visited a group of political big shots, every one of whom was considered a traitor in the eyes of young Japanese field officers and a spokesperson for British and American interests in Japan.

It wasn't until Nagata Tetsuzan stepped into the residence of Foreign Minister Uchida Kosai that Okamura Yasuji, following behind him, sighed. Uchida Kosai was a member of the nativist faction and consistently supported a hardline attitude toward China. His connections with the business world were limited to the South Manchuria Railway Company. Even if he couldn't be called one of the Army's own, at least he wasn't in opposition.

Like those pro-British and American civilian officials, Uchida Kosai was very polite to the next generation leader of the army. Nagata Tetsuzan, on the contrary, did not sincerely ask for help as he had with the pro-British and American civilian big shots. Instead, he asked straightforwardly, "Excellency Uchida, with the Northeast declaring war on the Empire this time, I wonder what your plans are?"

Uchida Kosai frowned slightly, obviously surprised. After thinking for a moment, Uchida Kosai asked, "Nagata-kun, if you have any views, why not say them frankly?"

Nagata Tetsuzan knew that Uchida Kosai had a resolute character, worked hard, and was a very responsible politician. So he said frankly, "Excellency, if this war can be decided quickly, it would naturally be best. However, in my humble opinion, I'm afraid it won't be that easy."

Uchida Kosai frowned and thought for a long while before speaking, "Nagata-kun, I don't understand military affairs. I have a question: He Rui is good at diplomacy. Compared to his diplomatic ability, which is stronger, his military ability?"

Okamura Yasuji felt that Uchida Kosai was worthy of being the Foreign Minister; this comparison was truly interesting. But since every profession has its specialization, making such an analogy allowed Uchida Kosai to intuitively understand He Rui's military ability.

Nagata Tetsuzan thought briefly and replied, "Has Your Excellency read *Introduction to Geopolitics* written by He-kun?"

Uchida Kosai nodded and sighed, "I have read it. After reading it, I really felt like the clouds had parted to reveal the sun."

"Excellency, He-kun is definitely not just good at a few fields. If we must say what he is good at, perhaps he can be called a philosopher."

"A philosopher?" Uchida Kosai couldn't help showing a look of astonishment. He graduated from the Law Department of Tokyo Imperial University in 1887 and entered the Ministry of Foreign Affairs. Japan introduced the European knowledge system, and in the traditional view of this system, true philosophers were regarded as people who mastered the topmost part of knowledge. Nagata Tetsuzan's evaluation of He Rui could be described as extremely high.

Nagata Tetsuzan didn't keep him in suspense. "In everything He-kun does, whether diplomacy or military affairs, it seems like an antelope hanging by its horns leaving no tracks to follow. In fact, he can always grasp the essence of things."

Uchida Kosai felt that Nagata Tetsuzan's praise of He Rui was a bit excessive, so he simply asked, "In that case, why did He-kun declare war on the Empire?"

Nagata Tetsuzan countered with a question, "Excellency, if He-kun wants to unify China, will the Empire agree?"

Uchida Kosai's expression became grim. "Maintaining China's division is the Empire's national policy at the current stage. Weakening China is the Empire's long-term national policy."

"He-kun tried every means to achieve China's unification. Trying to avoid the Empire's interference would certainly cost a huge price. Instead of being controlled by others, it is better to use these costs to start a war with the Empire. If He-kun achieves his goal, forcing the Empire to make peace with him... When that day comes, who in China will dare to stop He-kun from unifying China? Even if those people don't surrender at the mere sight of him, the cost for He-kun to unify China will be minimal. This is the reason why He-kun started the war."

Uchida Kosai's face looked even uglier, but a moment later, the Foreign Minister's expression returned to calm. "What does Nagata-kun hope the Ministry of Foreign Affairs will do?"

"Diplomatically, communicate deeply with Britain and France as much as possible. Once China is unified, it will inevitably trigger a chain reaction, leading to changes in the international order. Any change in the international order will damage the interests of Britain and France. The order under the current Versailles System has already maximized the interests of Britain and France."

Uchida Kosai nodded. Britain and France were undoubtedly at the peak of their interests now, and any change would only reduce their interests rather than increase them. Uchida Kosai was confident in persuading British and French diplomats in this regard.

"Excellency, I believe that the war will definitely not end in the short term. It is very likely to fight for two years. For victory, the Empire's bond issuance and fundraising in overseas markets are particularly important. Now the Beiyang Government is weak and powerless, and He Rui, as a local government, has no ability to issue bonds in the international market. This is a major advantage for the Empire. If fully utilized, it is extremely important for winning the war."

Hearing this, Uchida Kosai was somewhat puzzled. "Nagata-kun, what you said seems to imply that you think the Empire will lose?"

Nagata Tetsuzan shook his head. "The Empire will never lose, but He-kun never thought about winning in the first place."

This statement was a bit convoluted. Uchida Kosai thought for a while, connected it with Nagata Tetsuzan's earlier point about He Rui's purpose for launching this war, and suddenly realized the truth. Indeed, what He Rui sought was not to defeat Japan, but to make Japan no longer send troops to interfere with his unification of China. From a diplomatic perspective, He Rui couldn't afford to win this battle too thoroughly. For example, if He Rui defeated the Empire of Japan and occupied Korea, then the Empire of Japan would never make peace with He Rui no matter what.

Having figured this out, Uchida Kosai sighed, "The outside world's evaluation of Nagata-kun is indeed correct. Nagata-kun's wisdom is breathtaking."

Speaking of this, Uchida Kosai made a small joke, "Nagata-kun has been a military attaché abroad for so long. If you retire from the army, please be sure to come to the Ministry of Foreign Affairs. As long as I am still the Foreign Minister, I will definitely invite Nagata-kun to serve as the Vice Minister of Foreign Affairs."

Okamura Yasuji did not misunderstand the goodwill represented in these words. Being able to persuade the Foreign Minister with a single speech, Nagata Tetsuzan's insight impressed Okamura Yasuji.

After listening to Nagata Tetsuzan's analysis, Okamura Yasuji felt that these were logical and should be so. But facing the current situation, Okamura Yasuji could not make such a complete analysis on his own.

Nagata Tetsuzan was not complacent but bowed his head sincerely to Uchida Kosai. "Excellency, this is a great challenge for the Empire. If Your Excellency can maneuver diplomatically, the pressure on me fighting on the front line will be much less."

Uchida Kosai didn't respond directly, only saying, "I wish Nagata-kun long-lasting military fortunes."

Coming out of Uchida Kosai's residence, Nagata Tetsuzan breathed a long sigh of relief. Okamura Yasuji asked, "Nagata-kun, where to next?"

Nagata Tetsuzan answered decisively, "Change into military uniform and go to the Army War College."

In the car, Okamura Yasuji finally had the will to ask questions. "Nagata-kun, how do you think the war situation will develop?"

"When we have the meeting tonight, I will discuss it with everyone together." Nagata Tetsuzan cleverly expressed his refusal to answer.

While the car was moving, Nagata Tetsuzan changed into his military uniform. Arriving at the Army War College, people were already waiting at the gate; they were all juniors. Seeing Nagata Tetsuzan arrive, everyone rushed up to salute, then surrounded Nagata Tetsuzan and headed straight for the auditorium.

The Japanese Army War College recruited an average of 54 students per year. Graduation took three years, so there were fewer than 200 students in school, and the auditorium was not large.

Nagata Tetsuzan had visited the current principal, Major General Tamura Mamoru, overnight after receiving the news last night that he was going to Korea to serve as the Deputy Director of the Quartermaster Department. When Nagata Tetsuzan walked onto the podium, he saw Major General Tamura Mamoru and Instructor Ishiwara Kanji enter through the main door and sit in the corner of the last row.

The Army War College students in the audience all knew that war had broken out, and each looked forward to being involved in the war. With the highly acclaimed and promising senior Colonel Nagata arriving, everyone waited excitedly.

Nagata Tetsuzan didn't talk nonsense. He briefly introduced the current situation and expressed to the Army War College students, "Fellow students, you all come from various units in Japan and have performed excellently during your service. In terms of leading troops in battle, the Ministry of the Army and the General Staff Headquarters are not worried about your strength at all. And you come to study at the Army War College to learn a higher-level military cognitive system and take your understanding of military affairs to a higher level. I welcome graduating students to go to the front line, but for students who have not completed their studies, I expect you to study with peace of mind and graduate with the best grades. For you, even if you miss this war, there will be a next time. But you only have this one chance to study at the Army War College."

Seeing Nagata Tetsuzan being modest and polite, and his words full of encouragement, especially genuinely caring about everyone's future, the students all felt admiration. Then they heard Nagata Tetsuzan say, "Students need to complete their studies, but instructors don't. Coming here this time, I want to invite Instructor Ishiwara Kanji to go to Korea with me."

Most of the students hadn't noticed that Ishiwara Kanji was here. Nagata Tetsuzan shouted loudly to the surprised Ishiwara Kanji, "Ishiwara-kun, are you willing to lend me a hand?"

Now the students all turned to look in Ishiwara Kanji's direction. Ishiwara Kanji was noncommittal. During their last deep conversation with Nagata Tetsuzan, both confirmed that their concepts ran in opposite directions. Ishiwara Kanji didn't think his views had changed, so there was nothing to say to Nagata Tetsuzan.

But the principal of the Army War College was right next to him. No matter how prickly Ishiwara Kanji was, he wouldn't disrespect the principal. More than ten minutes later, he sat face to face with Nagata Tetsuzan in the principal's office.

Nagata Tetsuzan got straight to the point. "Ishiwara-kun, now in the Ministry of the Army and the General Staff Headquarters, most people think that the Northeast Army is just the Beiyang Army with better weapons. Although led by He-kun, its actual combat effectiveness is not strong. So after receiving the Kwantung Army's telegram for help, they immediately ordered the Korean Army to set out in full force. Now the advance troops have already moved out. Based on my understanding of He-kun, he comes prepared. The Kwantung Army is probably doomed, and even the Korean Army, thinking it's an adventure, will suffer a lot."

Ishiwara Kanji had already considered this matter. Originally, based on the intelligence analysis he obtained, Ishiwara Kanji always felt that there was something 'exaggerated' in what He Rui did. Now that the truth was out, Ishiwara Kanji understood that he had never thought He Rui would declare war on Japan at the end of '22 before. That was why the misunderstanding arose. He Rui should have been planning to declare war on Japan since before he returned to China. Analyzing from the perspective of declaring war on Japan, He Rui's actions were not only not exaggerated but could even be described as 'racing against time'.

Although Ishiwara Kanji was shocked and angry at He Rui's actions, this did not mean Ishiwara Kanji had a good impression of Nagata Tetsuzan. So Ishiwara Kanji asked, "Since Nagata-kun has already seen this step, there is no need to come to me for confirmation, right?"

Although Nagata Tetsuzan wore glasses, his gaze was still piercing. He said steadily, "Ishiwara-kun, we parted ways two years ago because our paths were different and we could not plan together. But we are both Imperial soldiers and should be loyal to the Empire. Ishiwara-kun's intelligence is above mine. You must know that with He-kun's strength, the Empire of Japan is facing an unprecedented challenge. At this time, we have only one stance, which is to serve the Empire of Japan. This is the time to discard past grievances and unite in good faith. regarding the fate of the Korean Army, I have revealed my deductions completely. Ishiwara-kun, please go to Korea with me. If I can lead the Korean Army, I will definitely ask Ishiwara-kun to be the Chief of Staff. With Ishiwara-kun's intelligence and wisdom, even He-kun cannot beat us."

Ishiwara Kanji stared at Nagata Tetsuzan for a while and saw that Nagata Tetsuzan looked sincere, without any falsehood at all. He stood up abruptly and bowed deeply to Nagata Tetsuzan. "Thank you, Nagata-kun, for your advice, allowing me to see the sun through the clouds. If Nagata-kun hadn't come, I would still be stuck in a small circle and couldn't get out. Please be sure to take me to Korea, Nagata-kun."

Major General Tamura Mamoru, the principal of the Army War College, naturally knew Ishiwara Kanji's temperament. Although Ishiwara Kanji had restrained himself a lot in recent years, just listening to his reputation, one could imagine a thing or two about the past. Therefore, Major General Tamura Mamoru did not think Nagata Tetsuzan could persuade Ishiwara Kanji.

Unexpectedly, Ishiwara Kanji was actually persuaded by Nagata Tetsuzan. Major General Tamura Mamoru was very happy in his heart; he could finally kick Ishiwara Kanji out of the Army War College. This was truly good news.

Okamura Yasuji, on the other hand, was really a bit puzzled. Today he followed Nagata Tetsuzan to visit big shots. Yet the important evening time was spent on Ishiwara Kanji. Could Ishiwara Kanji's value be equal to those big shots?

Surely not!
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At 7:00 PM Tokyo time, a car stopped outside the French restaurant 'Futabatei' in Tokyo. The waiter, having seen the car with military plates long ago, immediately came out to welcome them.

The door opened, and Nagata Tetsuzan and Okamura Yasuji stepped out. Nagata went to the driver's seat and handed a box of takoyaki bought on the roadside to the driver. "Thank you so much for today. You can go back; I won't need the car anymore today."

The driver was a sergeant who had heard of Nagata's great name. Seeing that Nagata visited only big shots today confirmed Nagata's status. Seeing Nagata being so polite, he hurriedly took the gift with profuse thanks.

Sending the driver away, Nagata Tetsuzan and Okamura Yasuji were led by the waiter to a private room, which was already full of military men.

Futaba-kai members such as Obata Toshishiro, Tojo Hideki, Komoto Daisaku, Itagaki Seishiro, Doihara Kenji, and Isogai Rensuke had already arrived here first.

The name 'Futaba-kai' originated from the Futabatei Restaurant. A group of young officers not from the domain cliques (Choshu/Satsuma) united around the Crown Prince (Hirohito), aiming to overthrow the domain clique forces headed by Yamagata Aritomo.

Seeing Nagata enter, everyone came forward to greet him. Nagata waved his hand, "Serve the food first; Okamura-kun and I have been starving all day."

Hearing this, everyone laughed loudly, and the atmosphere immediately relaxed. Japanese samurai stressed etiquette; in the old days, even if they had been hungry for days, they had to walk on the street in high spirits with a toothpick or a twig in their mouths, looking as if they had just finished a sumptuous meal.

The members of the Futaba-kai were mainly military attachés from Japanese embassies in various countries. They had all received education in foreign etiquette and paid more attention to decency.

However, when Nagata Tetsuzan was with everyone, he wouldn't put these empty formalities first like those old fogies. Instead, he ate what should be eaten and drank what should be drunk. Therefore, although there were arguments and disputes during the gathering, it was in a fairly mild atmosphere.

The young officers swept the food away like a whirlwind, and their eyes naturally fell on Nagata Tetsuzan. Tojo Hideki was the first to speak, "Nagata-kun, I first congratulate Nagata-kun on assuming the post of Deputy Director of the Quartermaster Department of the Korean Army. The Deputy Director of the Quartermaster Department is often responsible for commanding the reserve forces. Nagata-kun is the first among us to stand out. The future must be boundless. Now many people in the Ministry of the Army and the General Staff Headquarters are overjoyed, thinking that the time to annex Manchuria and Mongolia has arrived. I wonder what Nagata-kun thinks?"

Listening to Tojo's tone, the others understood that Tojo was afraid his views would be refuted, so he used the excuse that so-called many people 'think that the time to annex Manchuria and Mongolia has arrived'. Of course, Tojo wasn't lying; although the members of the Futaba-kai were not that optimistic, they were also more willing to believe that Japan could benefit from this war.

Futabatei was a French restaurant, but the drink was tea. Nagata looked calm, took a sip of tea, and then asked, "Tojo-kun, He-kun attacked the Kwantung Leased Territory; what will the Empire do next?"

Tojo Hideki immediately replied, "Mobilize the garrison in Korea to attack the Yalu River."

"What if the Korean Army fails to win? What will the Empire do?" Nagata Tetsuzan continued to ask.

Tojo Hideki was a bit surprised; he didn't believe the Japanese army would fail. But Nagata Tetsuzan had considerable authority in the Futaba-kai, so Tojo Hideki had to answer, "Naturally, other divisions will be sent to participate in the attack."

Nagata Tetsuzan nodded. "We can think of this, and He-kun can think of it too. What does Tojo-kun think?"

Tojo Hideki was slightly stunned, already somewhat understanding Nagata Tetsuzan's meaning. Nagata Tetsuzan seemed to think that this war could not be a one-sided situation.

Nagata Tetsuzan felt that many people in the Futaba-kai actually shared Tojo Hideki's views, so he didn't let them think wildly on their own and took the initiative to say, "Gentlemen, I met many high-ranking figures today, and their views on this war are actually very optimistic. I really don't understand the reason for their optimism. The Sino-Japanese War and the Russo-Japanese War were both planned by the Empire for a long time, and we took the initiative to attack. The initiative was actually in our hands. The situation this time is completely the opposite, but those people are actually 'marking the boat to find the sword' (acting rigidly without regard to changing circumstances), thinking that the previous victories were simply because of the Empire's strength. How is the mentality of the upper echelons different from the arrogant Qing upper echelons and the Tsarist Russian upper echelons? No wonder He-kun dared to take the initiative to attack at this time."

Many Futaba-kai members were stunned. As an organization whose purpose from the beginning was to overthrow the factions, everyone didn't feel anything wrong with Nagata Tetsuzan criticizing the upper echelons for holding positions without doing work. If the young field officers thought the upper echelons were wise and brilliant, why overthrow them?

However, what Nagata Tetsuzan was saying now was another matter. The young officers felt uneasy about the implications in these words.

Obata Toshishiro was the eldest son of Baron Obata Daito, a member of the House of Peers. He was the only man of noble (Kazoku) origin in the Futaba-kai and the one who had been competing with Nagata Tetsuzan for dominance of the Futaba-kai.

Since Nagata Tetsuzan had spoken to this extent, Obata Toshishiro asked with a gloomy expression, "Does He-kun think he can defeat the Empire?"

Nagata Tetsuzan shook his head. "He-kun's strategic goal is to unify China. He doesn't need to defeat the Empire. As long as he remains undefeated in a war of attrition with the Empire for two years, the Empire may be forced to make peace with He-kun. Even if He-kun's strength suffers great losses, who else among the Chinese warlords dares to confront He-kun's army? He-kun is using the price he would have paid to unify China on fighting the Empire... Alas! He-kun starts from the perspective of solving the essence of the problem."

Obata Toshishiro felt anger rushing from his chest to his forehead and asked with a dark face, "Is Nagata-kun praising He-kun?"

Many members of the Futaba-kai had the same feeling, and the unhappiness in their hearts was almost uncontrollable. But compared to Obata Toshishiro, the Futaba-kai members trusted Nagata Tetsuzan's judgment more, so they waited patiently for Nagata Tetsuzan's explanation.

Nagata Tetsuzan shook his head. "Tian Ji horse racing: use the inferior horse against the superior horse, the middle horse against the inferior horse, and the superior horse against the middle horse. Two wins and one loss is a victory. Currently, the Empire of Japan has absolutely no rival in Northeast Asia; this is the superior horse. However, the navy has no place to use its martial arts in this war; even if it wins, it will have no impact on the war. Due to military expenditure reasons, the Army within the Empire is the weakest, which is the middle horse. The Northeast Army takes the army as its absolute main force, which is its superior horse. As long as the Northeast Army can draw with the Imperial Army, the Empire is actually at a disadvantage."

Obata Toshishiro listened angrily, wanting to interrupt twice, but didn't do so.

Okamura Yasuji was very resentful of the Northeast's advantage but had to admit that what Nagata Tetsuzan said made sense. While Nagata Tetsuzan lit a cigarette, he pressed, "What is the Empire's inferior horse?"

Nagata Tetsuzan sighed. "I hate the heresy of socialism very much, but in the Northeast under He-kun's rule, everyone indeed has food to eat and receives care from the government. If they have to suffer and endure hard times, from top to bottom, everyone can bear the pressure of war. What our Toseiha (Control Faction) wants to achieve is a system of 'one for all, all for one'. In the current situation of the Empire, the poor struggle to survive, while the powerful and the zaibatsu view public funds as private property and try their best to accumulate wealth. Japan's ability to bear war is the Empire's inferior horse. If we can defeat He-kun in the short term and seize Manchuria and Mongolia, the Empire will have huge gains, and the situation can be maintained. If the war lasts for two years or even longer, He-kun doesn't need to win on the battlefield; the millions or even tens of millions of people who go bankrupt during the war will be enough to shake the foundation of the country, making the Empire unable to continue. The way to inevitable victory that He-kun believes in lies here."

Hearing this, even Okamura Yasuji couldn't listen anymore. It wasn't that what Nagata Tetsuzan said was wrong, but that Nagata Tetsuzan coldly described a very realistic and incredibly terrible future, a future that was likely to happen.

Nagata Tetsuzan didn't stop. He stood up and said with a heavy heart, "The upper echelons I met today are all unaware of the danger of the situation. The wording of the declaration of war issued by He-kun is very precise: the Northeast Army declares war on the Kwantung Army. Although the reason for declaring war is arrogant and rude, that is just a method adopted by He-kun to enrage the Empire's upper echelons. At this time, I'm afraid the Kwantung Army can no longer be saved. The upper echelons are obsessed and are following He-kun's command, urgently ordering the Korean Army to move north to attack the Yalu River area. I expect that the Korean Army is probably doomed. Once the Kwantung Army is annihilated and the Korean Army is broken, will the Empire still have the strength to deal with He-kun in the next half month? He-kun can take advantage of this precious time to deploy defenses, complete social control, and prepare to meet the Empire's subsequent reinforcements. And winter is coming, which will greatly increase the strength of the defensive side. Alas... formulating a correct operational plan should be like this."

Tojo Hideki felt he could understand what Nagata said but couldn't accept it. However, Tojo had always revered Nagata Tetsuzan, so he asked in a tone that wouldn't anger Nagata Tetsuzan, "Is Nagata-kun overestimating He-kun too much? Even though the land of Manchuria and Mongolia is fertile and vast, it shouldn't be able to contend with the Empire after just a few years of governance."

Nagata Tetsuzan looked at Tojo Hideki. Under his sharp gaze, Tojo Hideki couldn't help lowering his eyes, avoiding eye contact with Nagata Tetsuzan.

Nagata Tetsuzan continued to look at the other Futaba-kai officers, seeing that everyone was more or less unconvinced. Nagata Tetsuzan said loudly, "Gentlemen, this is my personal deduction. Whether this deduction is correct will be known within a few days. We are comrades; let's not quarrel over this matter. Just wait for the result."

The Futaba-kai crowd was angry enough at this time, but knowing deeply that they couldn't compare with Nagata Tetsuzan's insight, they stopped talking.

Nagata Tetsuzan continued, "I have been ordered to serve as the Deputy Director of the Quartermaster Department of the Korean Army and will depart tomorrow. Gentlemen, I will take my leave first."

After speaking, Nagata Tetsuzan called his adjutant Okamura Yasuji and went out the door together. Just as they walked to the street outside the door, Isogai Rensuke chased out from the Futabatei. "Nagata-kun, please wait."

The three stood by the roadside. Isogai Rensuke asked, "I really hope what Nagata-kun said is not true. But if things are really as Nagata-kun expected, how should we respond?"

A look of helplessness finally appeared on Nagata Tetsuzan's face. "If the situation reaches that point, *that person* [Prince Regent/Emperor] will definitely ask you privately. If Isogai-kun is fortunate enough to meet *that person* privately, please convey my view. 'A sovereign cannot raise an army because of anger, and a general cannot fight because of resentment.' He-kun issued the declaration of war with arrogant words not because He-kun is arrogant, but because He-kun predicted that the Empire's high-level officials are arrogant, yet inferior and sensitive. Stimulating the Empire with such words, the Empire's high-level officials will definitely strive for a quick victory. He-kun waits at his ease, taking all the advantages. The Empire loses many elites and must conscript soldiers and mass-produce weapons. The situation enters He-kun's expectations, and both sides compete in national endurance for war. Therefore, please be sure to tell *that person* that at this time, the Empire must stabilize and plan calmly. 'Anger can turn back to happiness, and resentment can turn back to joy, but a destroyed country cannot exist again, and the dead cannot be brought back to life.'"

Isogai Rensuke had studied *The Art of War* by Sun Tzu seriously and knew that Nagata Tetsuzan's words quoted a lot from it. But Isogai Rensuke couldn't remember exactly which chapters they came from. However, Isogai Rensuke originally believed in Nagata Tetsuzan very much, which was why he chased out to ask. Hearing Nagata Tetsuzan emphasize that the Empire of Japan was in such danger, he didn't want to talk any further in his heart.

With complex and unhappy feelings, Isogai Rensuke replied, "Nagata-kun, I understand. If *that person* wants to see me, I will definitely convey Nagata-kun's words. The journey to Korea is long. I wish Nagata-kun and Okamura-kun a safe journey."

The three parted ways. Okamura Yasuji followed behind Nagata Tetsuzan on one side. Okamura Yasuji had been very unhappy all day today. Respectfully and humbly visiting those 'traitors' to seek their support. Telling the somewhat knowledgeable high-level officials about the crisis facing Japan, and predicting the development of the war so pessimistically. Everything was something Okamura Yasuji disliked extremely.

Because his emotions were angry much earlier than others, Okamura Yasuji calmed down instead at this time. He walked silently for a while and asked the doubt in his heart, "Nagata-kun, why did you insist on taking Ishiwara Kanji to Korea?"

"Okamura-kun, there is no need to say more about the current upper echelons of the Empire. The Young Officers' Faction is divided into two factions. One faction is us, field officers of various ranks. The other faction consists of lieutenants and NCOs graduated from the NCO Academy. Lieutenants and NCOs are with the soldiers every day; their status is not high, but their numbers are the largest. Do not underestimate Ishiwara Kanji. He has contacted these lieutenants and NCOs for many years and also established some fund to provide help when the families of lieutenants and NCOs are struggling. It is already a substantial faction. If I don't take him with me, should I wait for Ishiwara Kanji to rise with the momentum when the situation changes drastically?"

Okamura Yasuji didn't like Ishiwara Kanji, so he didn't say anything more. After walking for another while, he opened his mouth to ask again, "Nagata-kun, if the situation is really as you expected, what major changes will occur in the domestic situation?"

Hearing Okamura Yasuji's words, Nagata Tetsuzan felt some regret in his heart. Although he could see many things, he came from an ordinary family after all and didn't have the natural rich connections of the factions. Okamura Yasuji could be considered Nagata Tetsuzan's die-hard supporter; he had the level to fight wars, but his ability to engage in politics was quite weak.

However, at this time, there was no other choice. Nagata Tetsuzan explained slowly, "According to the rules, for such a major defeat, someone at the top must take responsibility, and many positions will become vacant. In order to seize power, the successors must achieve victory as soon as possible. At this time, there will definitely be some field officers who can't see the situation clearly, thinking that the opportunity has arrived, and following their superiors to act recklessly. Although we comrades are field officers, we do not serve as commanders of various units. When we have the opportunity, the situation will inevitably be very hasty. Therefore, we must bring in the Ishiwara Kanji faction so that when we clean up the mess, we have troops capable of fighting."

Okamura Yasuji walked silently for a long while again before speaking, "Wouldn't that give the Ishiwara Kanji faction a chance to grow big?"

Hearing this, Nagata Tetsuzan stopped and turned to Okamura Yasuji. Even in the night, Okamura Yasuji could feel Nagata Tetsuzan's serious aura and couldn't help standing at attention.

He heard Nagata Tetsuzan say in a serious tone, "Okamura-kun, what we pursue is Japan's prosperity. If the upper echelons are so muddled, there is no problem cooperating with them in good faith, let alone the Ishiwara Kanji faction. As long as we can solve this crisis for the Empire, after the war, we will definitely become the backbone of the Empire. At that time, the Ishiwara Kanji faction will not be able to escape our grasp."

Okamura Yasuji was in a really bad mood today and even had a lot of dissatisfaction with Nagata Tetsuzan. Even so, hearing these words, Okamura Yasuji still sighed at Nagata Tetsuzan's breadth of mind and bearing, and his admiration for Nagata Tetsuzan increased a bit instead.

At this time, it was 8:00 PM in Tokyo, and streetlights were fully lit. Stalls and open shops made the lights on both sides of the street bright.

In Dairen and Port Arthur, it was 7:00 PM. Both cities had fully implemented blackouts. The urban areas were pitch black, and residents hid at home with doors and windows tightly closed.

At the edge of the city, firelight flashed everywhere. That was the flash of guns and cannons. The Northeast Army finally completely broke through the Kwantung Army's 2nd Brigade's defense line at the Jinzhou Isthmus at 3:00 PM and fought into the core area of the Kwantung Leased Territory composed of Dairen and Port Arthur.

Although night had fallen, the Northeast Army had absolutely no intention of pausing. The troops began street fighting in the urban areas of Port Arthur and Dairen. Every flash of fire was a muzzle flash. The Kwantung Army also knew that the final moment had come; not only did they not flinch, but they fought tenaciously with the Northeast Army on the defense lines outside the city.

At this time, 34 hours had passed since 9:00 AM on October 7th. There were still 36 hours remaining before the stipulated 72-hour end of the campaign.
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At 10:00 PM on October 8th, the train from the Capital (Beijing) to Tianjin pulled into the station. As soon as the train stopped, the guard detail walked quickly out of the carriage and stood on both sides.

The Military Governor of Tianjin was already waiting on the platform, preparing to board the train to welcome them. Unexpectedly, the two people on the train had already walked to the carriage door. Leading them was Premier Duan Qirui. He got off the train first, then helped the old President of the Republic of China, Xu Shichang, step down.

The two came in a hurry, and only the Military Governor of Tianjin received the notification. Although the Military Governor didn't know specifically why the two came here, he knew it must be related to He Rui's war against Japan.

After exchanging a few pleasantries, the Military Governor of Tianjin quickly said, "President, Premier, accommodation has been prepared."

Xu Shichang waved his hand. "No need, we'll go to the old residence on Chifeng Road."

Soon, Xu Shichang and Duan Qirui left the station under the escort of the guard detail. The Military Governor of Tianjin didn't insist on tagging along. The situation in the Republic of China was already chaotic, and He Rui's war against Japan directly sent the already confused situation in an even more unpredictable direction.

Chifeng Road is a street running somewhat east-west in Heping District, Tianjin, located within the French Concession. Various small western-style buildings line the street, and most of the owners are stepped-down warlords and military governors, so this street has always been known as "Warlord Street".

Arriving at Xu Shichang's old residence, it had already been cleaned, and a fire was lit in the stove, making the room warm.

News travels fastest among the upper class. Moreover, so many people coming to Chifeng Road were immediately seen by neighbors. Soon, neighbors sent people to pay their respects. The guards asked which family the visitors were from and recorded them one by one.

Duan Qirui had instructed that if someone sent by Zhang Xiluan came, they should be invited in; if not, there was no need to pay attention.

Sitting on the sofa in the room, Duan Qirui asked, "Brother Xu, do you think Brother Zhang will send someone?"

Xu Shichang shook his head. "Brother Zhang is aloof and noble. After handing over the Northeast to He Rui, he doesn't go out much."

Duan Qirui could imagine. Reaching such a status, it wasn't easy to have a good old age. Needless to say about Yuan Shikai; after Feng Guozhang died, few people really remembered him. Zhang Xiluan was different. He decisively yielded the Northeast to He Rui, and afterwards, He Rui rose to fame and his strength soared. Although Zhang Xiluan was just a reclusive old man, others had to look at him with respect and praise him for 'having the wisdom to know people'.

He Rui was almost piercing the sky now, so Xu Shichang and Duan Qirui had to come personally. After resting for a while, they saw it was already 11:00 PM. Since they had to see Zhang Xiluan tomorrow, the two went to sleep.

But on this night, many, very many people did not sleep.

Lights were bright on both banks of the Yalu River. On the temporarily repaired Yalu River Bridge, trucks passed one by one. Wooden planks were laid on several floating bridges, and troops lined up in long queues. According to military regulations, when crossing the bridge, they had to adopt steps that were absolutely not uniform. The footsteps of the officers and soldiers converged into a rumbling sound on the floating bridge, vibrating the river surface below.

Stepping across the Yalu River and setting foot on Korea, the troops marched towards the south without stopping. There, the Japanese army stationed in Korea was also starting to move north. In the entire plan for the war against Japan, there was a top-secret plan. The Northeast Army would not defend the Yalu River and wait for the Japanese Korean Army to attack. Instead, they would actively move south, striving to annihilate this elite Japanese army with a strength of two divisions.

In the command post, Hu Xiushan finished looking at the latest aerial photos from the Air Force and the map drawn based on the photos. He asked the Chief of the Communications Section, "Is there any news from Port Arthur?"

The Chief of the Communications Section immediately replied, "Report. No news has been received regarding Port Arthur since 17:00 this afternoon."

Hu Xiushan nodded, then lay down on the camp bed in the command post and closed his eyes. According to the Northeast Army's classification of war intensity and lethality, intensity meant the complexity of the invested war system. Now the Air Force had become a very important part of the Northeast Army. Due to the addition of this branch, the complexity of the war system had greatly increased, and the intensity naturally increased as well.

War lethality referred to casualties and losses. If there were huge casualties and amazing material consumption in a war, this was naturally a high-lethality war.

According to this definition, there are many high-intensity but low-lethality wars in the world. There will also be many high-lethality but low-intensity wars.

Hu Xiushan, who was executing the top-secret plan, was about to fight a high-intensity, high-lethality war. Now, Hu Xiushan had better rest a bit to maintain the best command state. But Hu Xiushan couldn't sleep very well. According to the operational plan, starting from 9:00 AM on October 7th, the Northeast Air Force began reconnaissance within Korea. According to the Air Force reconnaissance results, the Japanese advance troops had already started moving north.

Hu Xiushan could understand the pressure on the Japanese high command. If the 'powerful' Japanese Army was annihilated by the 'weak' Chinese Army and the Japanese side remained inactive, they would be drowned by overwhelming criticism. Immediately dispatching the Korean Army to rescue was the only choice.

During the pre-war analysis, the Military Commission had completely clarified these points. When the situation really developed to this point, Hu Xiushan couldn't help but consider a question: Why would someone make such an obviously foolish decision?

Northeast Army Commander He Rui had brilliant judgment, and He Rui's brilliance was entirely based on realistic judgment of facts. So what was the Japanese stupidity based on?

The gap between people is not that big. When He Rui stated his judgment, the upper echelons of the Northeast Army understood it. Hu Xiushan believed that the Japanese side must also be able to understand.

The problem lay here. Why did Japan make other choices as if they completely couldn't understand something that wasn't hard to understand? Some tried to explain it with human nature, but Hu Xiushan did not accept such an explanation. If everything could be explained by human nature, wouldn't that be too lazy?

Thinking of this, Hu Xiushan suddenly had some ideas. He sat up and reorganized his thoughts.

Yes! Laziness! Laziness in thinking!

Change is eternal. If one adopts path dependence, no matter how powerful a country is, it will inevitably encounter failure. Not to mention, Japan was not as powerful as it boasted.

Adding laziness in thinking to the thinking system, Hu Xiushan suddenly felt he could understand the so-called 'human nature' problem.

In the core leadership of the Northeast Army and the Civilization Party gathered by He Rui, everyone had strengths and weaknesses, but no one had laziness in thinking. This was a powerful endogenous force. When this power was incorporated into the Civilization Party's system and used to understand and realize how China and even the world should operate and live in the future, everyone brainstormed and dug deep, making a lot of progress and breakthroughs in the deep logic of why things should be done this way.

Perhaps having stayed in such an organization for too long, Hu Xiushan naturally used the same line of thought to look at the Japanese high command.

Looking at the Japanese high command with this new thinking system, Hu Xiushan understood. The so-called human nature—wanting to get more, wanting to control more, wanting to own more—producing these thoughts did not require consideration.

The Japanese high command were also humans; they also possessed sufficient intelligence, energy, and courage. But their intelligence, energy, and courage were used on how to realize these thoughts that could be produced without thinking, yet they happened not to consider these thoughts themselves.

Just like these two Japanese divisions sent to the front line—in the eyes of the Japanese high command, these two divisions were tools to prove the inviolability of the Empire of Japan. They probably hadn't thought that it was precisely the national policy formulated by Japan to weaken China and maintain China's divided state that led to the Chinese army having to strike Japan.

Hu Xiushan pondered and suddenly discovered that there was another possibility. That is, the Japanese high command had considered such a possibility, so they treated these two divisions as the 'price' for executing this national policy.

If that were the case, it would be even more interesting. These two Japanese divisions, seen as the 'price', were just pawns crossing the river—advancing with no retreat. Hu Xiushan could annihilate the Japanese troops of these two divisions even more easily.
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4:00 AM, October 9, 1922.

Zhang Xiluan woke up from his sleep and went to the bathroom. Returning to bed, he wanted to sleep a little longer, but drowsiness gradually faded, and his mind became clearer. Zhang Xiluan simply got up, went to the bathroom, and turned on the tap.

He Rui never missed the annual gift-giving etiquette, sending new products from the Northeast. Zhang Xiluan was now using a solar water heater. This thing didn't need coal; it could produce hot water just by basking in the sun, which was truly convenient. The water storage tank used a thick insulation layer, so as long as it wasn't the dead of winter, the water left overnight would still be hot the next day.

These were the things Zhang Xiluan liked. In terms of money, Zhang Xiluan didn't lack any. His family life was becoming more and more comfortable and convenient, using the latest things on the market. When others boasted about some 'incredible' gadget they had just bought, Zhang Xiluan could always nod and smile with the benevolence befitting an elder. This kind of life was what Zhang Xiluan considered the days of retirement.

Standing on the non-slip bathroom floor, wearing non-slip rubber slippers, letting the warm water wash over his body, Zhang Xiluan felt very happy.

By the time Zhang Xiluan finished bathing, Madam Zhang had already risen. Zhang Xiluan was known as 'Zhang Fast Horse'; his equestrian skills were excellent when he was young, and he could still gallop on horseback at seventy. Having this physique was entirely due to Zhang Xiluan's regular schedule and not neglecting exercise because of his status.

Seeing Zhang Xiluan coming out in a bathrobe and walking into the greenhouse next to the bathroom, Madam Zhang asked the maid who had just been woken up to apply the moisturizing oil sent by He Rui to Zhang Xiluan's body. Although Zhang Xiluan was healthy, at his age, his skin would feel itchy, especially after bathing.

Applying moisturizing oil after every bath solved this problem very well. Not only Zhang Xiluan liked it, but Madam Zhang liked it too.

Zhang Xiluan felt very comfortable where applied; after a while, the itching sensation disappeared. When his body was completely coated, Zhang Xiluan wanted to lie in the greenhouse for a while longer. Madam Zhang asked the maid to leave, took a large bath towel to cover Zhang Xiluan herself, and then asked, "Master, are you going to agree to Duke Duan and Duke Xu?"

Zhang Xiluan felt the comfortable sensation of lying in bed resting after practicing martial arts when he was young. For a moment, he didn't want to speak.

It's so good to be young. Lie down and rest when tired, rub when it hurts, scratch when it itches. If all else fails, sleep on it, and everything will pass after waking up. When old, hundreds of diseases entangle the body, and various ailments cling to you, none of which can be resolved happily. If you tell these to young people, they always use their own feelings to imagine Zhang Xiluan's feelings. It's really like farting in pants—venting at both ends (useless/keeping it to oneself).

Just thinking of this, he heard Madam Zhang sigh with some worry, "Master, do you not want to agree?"

Zhang Xiluan smiled. "If Madam doesn't agree, I won't agree."

Madam Zhang was startled and quickly replied, "What are you saying, Master? I don't understand national affairs."

"Then why is Madam so worried?" Zhang Xiluan started chatting with his wife.

"Master, He Rui started a war with the Japanese; he can't win, right?" Madam Zhang spoke the uneasiness in her heart.

Zhang Xiluan smiled and continued to ask, "If he can't win, why does He Rui want to fight?"

"...Jiawu (First Sino-Japanese War), Gengzi (Boxer Rebellion), didn't we fight then too?" Madam Zhang mentioned memories that left a deep impression on her.

Zhang Xiluan's smile disappeared. His wife's words awakened many painful memories.

Seeing her husband's expression change, Madam Zhang couldn't help but want to continue speaking. But she saw Zhang Xiluan had already sat up and said with a straight face, "I have my own judgment." After speaking, Zhang Xiluan went towards the bedroom. Hearing the sound of Zhang Xiluan dressing in the bedroom, Madam Zhang could only call the servants up to light the fire and cook.

Inside the large stoves, large briquettes were burning, and pumpkin and corn porridge was boiling in the pots. In the large oil woks, deep-fried dough sticks (youtiao) gradually turned golden brown as they were turned. The vegetable and meat stir-fry entered the final cooking process, and the Northeast Army cooks put salt and soy sauce into the pots to enhance the flavor.

Outside the cities of Port Arthur and Dairen occupied by the Kwantung Army, on the line from Jiashan and Longshan-dong to Deokcheon and Ningyuan in Korea, and around the Chosin Reservoir, the Northeast Army's attacking troops all had to prepare to eat at 5:00 AM.

It was not yet dawn. Relying on lights, thousands of cooking squads were working hard. Looking at their ranks—Corporal, Sergeant, Staff Sergeant, even Second Lieutenant. Food is the heaven for the people (paramount necessity), and good wartime catering is also important work to ensure the combat effectiveness of the army. These NCOs and officers worked with all their might, not regarding this as the work of servants at all.

The reason for everyone's seriousness was not only military education; working in the cooking squad was the third-to-last assessment content before the promotion of NCOs and officers. This was a step formally included in the assessment score. Moreover, military food production had its own steps and standards, formulated by specialized dietary nutrition research institutions. It did not require the members of the cooking squad to have the cooking skills of a chef. By executing according to the specifications, food meeting the standards could be produced. The organizational ability and time scheduling ability of NCOs and officers based on battlefield conditions were the main contents of the assessment.

A soldier who just ate when he got the food naturally didn't know that this meal required collecting various materials from the logistics department, arranging the power source of the kitchen truck, fuel supply, and parking positions for safety reasons. As NCOs and officers, they were not ordinary soldiers. Whether they liked it or not, they had to master this knowledge and use it to complete the task.

Compared with the Army's diet, the Air Force's food was richer and more exquisite. Milk, eggs, vegetables, meat, fruits were placed in large plates portion by portion, chosen by the pilots themselves buffet-style. Pilots carried their basic meals and went to these foods to choose their favorite dishes. It looked much more upscale.

But the pilots didn't care about this. Every flight was a high-intensity physical exertion. Some pilots were almost collapsed after landing and couldn't get out of the cabin on their own. One of the basic skills of the Air Force ground crew was to carry pilots out of the cabin. This also included rescuing pilots from the cabins of crashed planes.

To improve the survival rate of pilots, students at the flight school ran three thousand meters every day and ten thousand meters every two days. This was to improve the endurance of the pilot's body under extreme conditions.

As for the diet, it was just a necessity to maintain abundant physical strength at all times. No matter how surprised other branches were when seeing the pilot's food for the first time, the Air Force didn't think it was anything special. Most Army casualties were due to being hit by enemy guns and artillery. As long as Air Force pilots felt unwell and could not manipulate the plane precisely, there was a high probability of sacrifice.

Around 5:05 AM, even the soldiers of the most delayed units had eaten their meal. Few people talked to each other; even if they did, they spoke in low voices: "Must follow the unit closely!", "Relax, just like training."

At 5:20 AM, the troops finished eating. Officers and soldiers put down their bowls and chopsticks, picked up their canteens, and began to fill them with water. During the process, everyone rinsed their mouths. Some officers and soldiers felt that the food debris between their teeth hadn't been cleaned out, so they simply brushed their teeth quickly again.

At 5:30 AM, units began to assemble. At this time, the Air Force personnel, who generally had excellent eyesight, could already see the change in the color of the eastern sky. That was the 'darkness before dawn'. If a plane flew into the sky at this time, one could see the red sun jumping out of the horizon and rising slowly.

At 5:35 AM, the count was completed. The 33 flying squadrons to be committed to battle today, along with the 486 companies and 1458 platoons under the 6 Army corps, all confirmed how many troops they could commit to combat.

At 5:40 AM, all the lights at the airfield lit up. The control tower and various operation command lights switched from red to yellow. Equipped pilots headed straight for their planes. Reconnaissance plane pilots and observers stepped on ladders to reach the position level with the upper half of the plane, pulled open the canopy, and entered the cockpit. The ground crew outside closed the canopy, moved the ladders away, and signaled the ground crew at the nose.

The ground crew at the nose returned the signal and, after receiving a response from the rear ground crew, held the propeller and pulled hard. With the roar of the engine starting, the front ground crew ran away quickly. The pilot engaged the clutch, and the plane's propeller began to rotate slowly. As the rotation speed increased, the collars of the rear ground crew flapped slightly in the wind generated by the propeller. Relying on the power provided by the propeller, the plane moved forward slowly onto the runway.

The sky was still dark, but the color began to become clear and transparent. The signal flag of the airfield tower fell and rose again. That was the approximate wind direction information provided by ground observation stations everywhere. Immediately, the traffic indicator light changed from yellow to green.

The pilots in the first row increased the throttle, and the engines began to output full power. The planes taxied on the ground, faster and faster. The pilots pulled up the control sticks; first, the front landing gear gradually left the ground, then the rear landing gear. Reconnaissance planes flew into the sky one after another.

Whether heading to Port Arthur and Dairen, or to Jiashan and Chosin Reservoir in Korea, the aircraft groups did not set off for the combat area immediately but circled twice over the airfield before heading south under the guidance of ground signal lights.

Looking from the air, the round, lovely sun had risen red in the east. The sunlight was not dazzling and could be looked at directly with the naked eye. The ground was still dark, and the mountains, forests, and fields all showed turbid tones. But the pilots knew that before long, the colorful earth would reveal its true face under the sun.

The first to arrive in the airspace was the reconnaissance plane formation heading to Port Arthur and Dairen. Looking down from the air, the Port Arthur Fortress looked like a spider occupying the earth, with eight legs extended being the passages connecting the main fortress and the outer fortresses.

Several thin lines led from the distance straight to the spider's feet; those were railway lines. On the railway, trains were running from north to south. The trains running in this direction were full of siege troops and equipment. In front of the spider, many artillery positions had already been deployed. The most striking ones were four artillery groups whose coverage range exceeded other artillery groups by more than ten times.

Observers had extremely strong eyesight and trained memory. Just by looking at the ground, they could correspond it with yesterday's photos and the maps and photos sent before the sortie today. One after another, the observers confirmed that the Japanese deployment had not changed from yesterday. They immediately adjusted to the relevant preset telegraph transmission group and pressed the button.

Telegrams arrived quickly at the frontline headquarters. 13th Army Commander Song Junsheng, responsible for attacking Port Arthur, checked his watch. It was exactly 6:13 AM. He issued the order, "Start the attack!"

At this time, 45 hours had passed since the attack was launched at 9:00 AM on October 7th, and there were 27 hours left before the 72-hour battle end time.

The shells of the four 255mm siege mortars didn't even need correction; all hit the main body of the Port Arthur Fortress on the first shot. The armor-piercing shells directly penetrated the defense wall of the Port Arthur Fortress, burrowed into the interior of the fortress, and then exploded violently.

The main body of the Port Arthur Fortress trembled. Tables shook violently on the violently shaking ground, and items on them fell to the ground with a crackle. Kwantung Army Commander Lieutenant General Kawai Misao felt as if he had returned to Japan; the frequent earthquakes felt just like this.

But the Lieutenant General knew very well that this was not Japan, but geologically stable Port Arthur. Earthquakes in Japan would end soon and would not happen for a long time afterward. The situation facing the Port Arthur Fortress was exactly the opposite; this vibration would continue until the enemy failed or the fortress fell.

Before the next round of shelling began, Lieutenant General Kawai Misao made up his mind and ordered his adjutant: "Send the urgent telegram now!"

The adjutant couldn't care about the resistance in his heart anymore and immediately ran to Telegraph Room 1 next to the operations command room. As soon as he entered the door, he shouted, "Send the urgent telegram immediately!"

Hearing this order, the telegraph operator immediately put on headphones, opened the coded telegram already handed to them, and quickly began to transmit.

Tokyo's military radio station had long cleared this frequency. Upon receiving the transmission request signal, they immediately replied to indicate readiness to receive. Tokyo telegraph operators held pens, quickly recorded the telegraph signals, and translated them.

Next to them, Telegraph Group Leader Captain Saya Yuji also put on headphones. As the group leader, he didn't need to write by hand at all; he translated the message in his mind based on the telegraph code.

"...The enemy attacking the Kwantung Army is fully prepared. The siege artillery is powerful, and the Port Arthur Fortress cannot resist at all. Moreover, the enemy forces outnumber our army several times. Our army has already lost nearly 30,000 troops in previous defenses. The remainder are guarding Port Arthur and Dairen respectively, and the forces are insufficient. Please, Ministry of the Army, provide support as fast as possible. If it does not arrive within twelve hours, Port Arthur and Dairen will be in extreme danger. The Kwantung Army, from the Commander to the soldiers, is ready to die for the country and will fight to the last man and the last gun to win time for reinforcements..."

Captain Saya Yuji didn't know his face had become distorted. At this moment, his heart was extremely shocked. The well-equipped and well-trained Kwantung Army would actually be completely annihilated by the Chinese army? Such a thing had exceeded Captain Saya Yuji's common sense. The Imperial Japanese Army had an overwhelming advantage over the Chinese Army. For twenty-eight years, this idea had been instilled in the Japanese army over and over again and was already a mental foundation of the Japanese army. When this foundation was shaken, Captain Saya Yuji felt as if the sky had collapsed.
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After the second round of shelling by the 255mm siege mortars ended, Lieutenant General Kawai Misao climbed up from the floor of the fortress operations command room. He ordered his adjutant, who was covered in dust and looked disgraced: "Issue the order: except for a few garrison troops, all withdraw from the Port Arthur Fortress. Troops are to quickly enter the urban area and engage in street fighting with the enemy."

The adjutant still couldn't quite believe that the Port Arthur Fortress, which had been reinforced since the Russo-Japanese War, was so fragile. But Chief of Staff Major General Fukuhara Yoshiya, who had also climbed up, had already picked up the phone and issued Lieutenant General Kawai Misao's order.

After conveying the order, Major General Fukuhara Yoshiya said to Lieutenant General Kawai Misao, "Excellency, please allow your subordinate to command the street fighting."

Kawai Misao saw determination in Major General Fukuhara Yoshiya's eyes. There was nothing more to say at this point. Lieutenant General Kawai Misao bowed to Major General Fukuhara Yoshiya. "I have implicated you all. Please fight for the Empire, Fukuhara-kun. I will return to the Kwantung Army Headquarters and command the battle from there."

Fukuhara Yoshiya bowed in return and answered loudly, "Excellency, see you at Kudanshita. Your subordinate is going."

Even after suffering such a heavy blow, the Japanese army's actions remained extremely fast. The artillery left a minimum number of personnel behind; after all, there were many cannons inside the Port Arthur Fortress, including a reinforced heavy artillery regiment. As long as they weren't destroyed, they had the power to counterattack. All other surviving Japanese troops followed their unit commanders out of the fortress and into the urban area.

These troops were divided into two parts. More than 70% of the troops were commanded by Kwantung Army Chief of Staff Fukuhara Yoshiya, directing frontline operations in the urban area. Less than 30% of the troops were Japanese soldiers who had lost their organizational structure and were scattered. They conducted rapid reorganization near the Kwantung Army Headquarters, reorganizing into combat-capable formed units as quickly as possible to be committed to key battlefields where the situation was critical.

Inside the Kwantung Army Headquarters, nothing had changed since Lieutenant General Kawai Misao moved the command to the Port Arthur Fortress. But Lieutenant General Kawai Misao felt that the surrounding air seemed to have solidified, making it difficult for him even to breathe.

With the war fought to this point, Lieutenant General Kawai Misao already understood that the destruction of the Kwantung Army was inevitable. The reason for the destruction had been decided before the war: the enemy possessed overwhelming power and successfully launched a surprise attack after clever strategic deception. From that moment on, the fate of the Kwantung Army was decided.

Of course, Kawai Misao also had responsibility. As the commander, he did not see this fact at the beginning of the war. If Kawai Misao had seen it, he could have abandoned the fortress garrison troops at the border of the Kwantung Leased Territory and used all ships to transport the Kwantung Army away. That was still achievable.

If the distance to Korea was too far, he could have transported the troops directly to Tanggu, where foreign garrisons in China were located. In this way, when Japan assembled a large army to attack He Rui, Kawai Misao could still lead the main force of the Kwantung Army to attack Shanhai Pass.

Now, everything was too late. One wrong step, every step wrong. While at the military academy, Kawai Misao had sat in on a debate in the army discussing the influence of courage and fortitude on war. As the opposing side, He Rui said in a serious tone: "Strategy succeeds because it is correct, and tactics are correct because they succeed. The spirit of courage and fortitude belongs to the tactical level."

From that time on, Kawai Misao paid close attention to He Rui. Being able to articulate such cognition was based on a profound understanding of war itself. Rather than a school, the Japanese Army War College should be classified as an academic institution. What took place there was the discussion and learning of the understanding of war, not teaching excellent officers how to fight battles. He Rui was undoubtedly the one most suitable to study there.

Now, Kawai Misao had proven the first half of He Rui's sentence with his own experience: 'Strategy succeeds because it is correct'.

Of course, Kawai Misao did not give up all hope. After all, street fighting is the cruelest and bloodiest of all combat scenarios. Powerful field armies often fail to gain an advantage in street fighting. As for wanting to use artillery to completely destroy a city the size of Port Arthur in a short time, it was physically impossible.

Tactics are correct because they succeed, and the spirit of courage and fortitude belongs to the tactical level. So, how was He Rui's tactical ability? If He Rui's troops could not eliminate the Japanese troops in the cities of Port Arthur and Dairen within 24 hours, Japanese reinforcements would definitely arrive by sea. At that time, it would be the Japanese army's turn to counterattack.

At this moment, the hour hand in the operations command room of the headquarters was pointing to 8:00 AM.

At 8:03 AM, Xu Shichang and Duan Qirui walked out of Xu Shichang's house and headed straight for Zhang Xiluan's residence not far away. When the two arrived outside the door, they saw the main gate wide open. Zhang Xiluan walked out with a glowing face. Seeing the two, Zhang Xiluan smiled and said, "President Xu and Premier Duan coming together truly brings light to my humble abode."

Duan Qirui was 57 years old this year, Xu Shichang was 67, and Zhang Xiluan was already 79. Setting aside Zhang Xiluan's previous status, just being nearly 80 and retired commanded respect. Xu Shichang and Duan Qirui hurriedly stepped forward to pay their respects.

The three entered Zhang Xiluan's residence. After taking their seats, Xu Shichang said straightforwardly, "Brother Zhang, this younger brother came here to ask Brother Zhang to condescend to take the post of Minister of War (Army Minister)."

Zhang Xiluan smiled. "Brother Xu, the world belongs to young people nowadays. I am so old; how can you bear to let me come out of retirement again?"

Duan Qirui immediately took over the conversation. "Brother Zhang, nowadays young people are displaying their grand ambitions. I, your younger brother, am already 57 years old, and it is time to yield my position. But there are so many Beiyang brothers, and foreign ministers are forcing Brother Xu to order Brother He to stop the war. At this time, only if Brother Zhang assumes the post of Minister of War can everyone feel at ease."

Zhang Xiluan originally thought Duan Qirui was merely making arrangements for the retreat of the old Beiyang brothers and didn't really want him to come out. But hearing Duan Qirui mention the coercion of foreign ministers, he was somewhat moved.

Seeing Zhang Xiluan's expression change, Xu Shichang immediately continued, "Brother Zhang, you are indifferent to fame and fortune. You entrusted the Northeast to Brother He, wasn't it precisely because you sought for Brother He to accomplish something and restore our status as the Celestial Empire? Now that Brother He has started a war with Japan, I'm afraid he also holds the intention of wiping away the shame of the Jiawu War (First Sino-Japanese War). Both Brother Duan and I came from that time and will absolutely not hinder Brother He. But for such a major event, if the government cannot give an attitude to the world, it cannot account for it. The world knows the relationship between Brother Zhang and Brother He, and the foreign ministers also know it. As long as Brother Zhang serves as the Minister of War, there will be much less unnecessary verbal dispute."

Hearing this, although Zhang Xiluan still didn't want to come out very much, he also understood the purpose of Xu Shichang and Duan Qirui. After pondering for a while, Zhang Xiluan asked, "Two brothers, I want to ask you one thing. Do you think Brother He can win?"

Xu Shichang had never fought a war and actually had no idea, so he looked at Duan Qirui. Duan Qirui answered frankly, "Brother Zhang, I no longer understand what young people think. But I can still say a thing or two about some matters. Today's Japan is vastly different from the time of the Jiawu War. If Brother He wins this time, China will hold its head high from now on, at least returning to the status of the Tongzhi Restoration. If Brother He loses, China will definitely face another calamity. I cannot determine at this moment whether those people in the Zhili clique will stay out of it. But since my Anhui clique is sitting in the central government, we absolutely cannot sit idly by. Even if it means being crushed to pieces for the country, we have to do our best. To prevent the situation from reaching that stage, I came to Brother Zhang's place with Brother Xu to ask Brother Zhang to come out."

Xu Shichang stared at Zhang Xiluan's expression, thinking about how to persuade Zhang Xiluan to come out. He saw Zhang Xiluan stand up after listening to Duan Qirui's words and say generously, "During the Jiawu years, when I fought against the Japanese army, I already harbored the thought of dying for the country. The situation is such now, and I am honored by the love of you two brothers coming personally. Although my body is old and my days are numbered, there is still an opportunity to serve the country. Two brothers, I will assume the post of Minister of War."

Xu Shichang hadn't expected Zhang Xiluan to still have such heroic spirit. In his excitement, his eyes became a little moist. Standing up, Xu Shichang stepped forward and held Zhang Xiluan's hand. "Old brother, this younger brother thanks you on behalf of the country." After speaking, he bowed deeply.
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Seeing Zhang Xiluan agree to serve as Minister of War, Xu Shichang immediately asked, "Brother Zhang, the current situation is urgent. Can you go to the Capital (Beijing) with me now?"

Since Zhang Xiluan had agreed to serve as Minister of War, he smiled and said, "Since you two brothers are so anxious, let me say a few words to my family."

The Zhang family already knew Zhang Xiluan's decision and were waiting outside the living room. The position of Minister of War was indeed prominent and important, but this time Zhang Xiluan was accepting the assignment in a crisis, so there was uneasiness in the expressions of the Zhang family members. Zhang Xiluan instructed his wife, "Simply pack some clothes; no need to bring furniture or anything. You don't need to go to the Capital either; just stay in Tianjin."

The family knew they could only obey Zhang Xiluan's instructions at this time. They just responded and went to prepare luggage for Zhang Xiluan. In more than half an hour, two suitcases were ready. Zhang Xiluan was chatting with Xu Shichang and Duan Qirui in the living room, inquiring about the current situation in the Capital. Seeing the family dragging the suitcases to the hall door, Zhang Xiluan stood up and said, "Two brothers, don't say that your elder brother didn't entertain you..."

Duan Qirui quickly said, "Brother Zhang is so righteous; this younger brother is endlessly grateful. I have ordered people to prepare snacks and tea in the car. When we arrive in the Capital, this younger brother will book a restaurant to wash the dust off for you."

Xu Shichang also stood up and ordered the guards, "Move Minister Zhang's luggage to the car outside." After speaking, he said to Zhang Xiluan, "Brother Zhang, let's go to the train station."

Zhang Xiluan stepped out. Reaching the living room door, he habitually looked at the desk clock and saw it was exactly 9:00 AM. Zhang Xiluan had a high evaluation of He Rui, but He Rui was fighting against the entire Japan with only the Northeast region, so it was inevitable to be somewhat worried. But accepting the post of Minister of War at this time was to support He Rui. Zhang Xiluan walked out of the house. The car outside the door was ready; the guard opened the door, and Zhang Xiluan sat in.

Serving as Minister of War did not mean that Zhang Xiluan held any real power. The high-level officials all knew the relationship between Zhang Xiluan and He Rui. Zhang Xiluan would only protect He Rui and would not undermine him from behind. Those with other ideas naturally would not ask for trouble.

*Can He Rui win? Even annihilating the Kwantung Army would be good,* Zhang Xiluan thought in his heart.

At the Kwantung Army Headquarters in Port Arthur, Lieutenant General Kawai Misao, He Rui's instructor at the Japanese Army War College, held expectations completely opposite to Zhang Xiluan's. The wired telegraph line from Port Arthur to Dairen had long been cut by the Northeast Army. The Kwantung Army contacted Dairen via wireless radio. The defenders in Dairen responded that the Northeast Army's attack was extremely sharp and had already occupied two-thirds of the urban area of Dairen, with advance troops approaching the command post of the Dairen defenders. However, the Dairen defenders were fighting bravely, expecting reinforcements to arrive as soon as possible.

Just after reading the telegram, Lieutenant General Kawai Misao received a telegram from the Ministry of the Army: "...The Imperial Fleet is advancing towards Port Arthur at high speed. The fleet carries the first batch of more than 3,000 soldiers for rescue. The Kwantung Army must hold out until 19:00 on October 9th. Hope Lieutenant General Kawai Misao can persevere; the key to victory lies in whether the Kwantung Army can hold Port Arthur and Dairen."

Lieutenant General Kawai Misao looked at the telegram, and a glimmer of hope arose in his heart. It was 9:00 AM now...

The ground shook violently again. Lieutenant General Kawai Misao grabbed the desk with both hands. A loud rumbling noise came from outside. The windows trembled violently under the shockwave, rattling as if someone's teeth were chattering in the cold winter. Some glass windows were shattered, making a crisp cracking sound.

When the violent explosion and vibration ended, Lieutenant General Kawai Misao, supporting himself on the desk, stood up and walked to the window. He saw a huge column of smoke rising from the direction of the Port Arthur Fortress. Judging from the power of the explosion, the ammunition depot stored inside the Port Arthur Fortress must have been hit, causing the ammunition inside to detonate sympathetically. If Lieutenant General Kawai Misao hadn't ordered the troops to evacuate the fortress and enter the urban area, no one knew how many would have survived this explosion.

Kawai Misao did not rejoice because of such a correct decision. Judging from the increasingly fierce sounds of guns and artillery outside, the Japanese army was engaging in fierce battles with the attacking Northeast Army. Every minute, every second, Japanese officers and soldiers were killed. Even with such brave fighting, the opposing Northeast Army showed no sign of reducing the intensity of the attack.

The Ministry of the Army asked Lieutenant General Kawai Misao to wait another 10 hours. Lieutenant General Kawai Misao felt that the Northeast Army would not leave the Kwantung Army that much time.

Just then, the sound of guns and artillery rang out more violently. Listening to the sound, the caliber of the shells was not large and could not be compared with the artillery equipped in the Port Arthur Fortress at all. Just as Lieutenant General Kawai Misao expected, as the Port Arthur Fortress was almost completely destroyed, the heavy artillery equipped in the fortress lost its combat effectiveness. The Northeast Army would never give the Kwantung Army a single chance.

A squadron of bombers flew over the Kwantung Army Headquarters. The bomber crew turned a blind eye to such an obvious target. The Air Force's target was the location of the remnants of the Kwantung Army Heavy Artillery Regiment. About half of the heavy artillery had been destroyed, and the remaining half continued to resist stubbornly, firing fiercely in the direction of the Northeast Army's attack.

This bomber formation all carried incendiary bombs. Since accuracy was insufficient, the Air Force focused on quantity and area damage. This crew had good luck; several incendiary bombs landed near a Japanese heavy artillery crew. The splashing fuel directly ignited several Japanese artillery crew members, who began to roll on the ground.

Just as the crew regretted the poor effect, the Japanese heavy artillery position vibrated violently. The sharp-eyed observer clearly saw the circular shockwave of the shell explosion rolling dust and spreading rapidly around, swallowing the Japanese heavy artillery position in the blink of an eye.

"Good hit!" the observer cheered loudly.

At this time, the commanders of the attacking troops all issued the order for 'comprehensive attack'. The officers and soldiers of the Northeast Army had been blocked by these Japanese artillery pieces for a long time and had been holding back their anger. As soon as the commander's order arrived, the sound of firing immediately came from the mortar positions. 80mm mortars, 100mm mortars, and 120mm mortars tore the defense system barely constructed by the Japanese army into fragments with fierce firepower. Each attacking unit began to attack along the streets 'familiar' from targeted training.

Gao Shitou was already a deputy platoon leader. This position put a lot of pressure on Deputy Platoon Leader Gao. He had attended the NCO training class and was proficient in the deployment and use of squad machine guns. The deputy platoon leader died in battle, and originally the battalion should have sent a new one. But the casualties among officers were heavy, and personnel were insufficient, so Gao Shitou was promoted to deputy platoon leader. However, an important task for the deputy platoon leader was to determine the deployment of Japanese machine gun positions. Machine gun position deployment was not the same thing as squad machine gun deployment; Gao Shitou hadn't learned it.

But at this time, there was no way to think about it in detail. Gao Shitou could only roughly judge the Japanese machine gun deployment in street fighting based on his understanding of machine guns.

Due to the shelling, the 'familiar' roads were also a bit unfamiliar. Gao Shitou and others followed behind the platoon leader and reached the street intersection along a semi-destroyed residential wall. The platoon leader first extended a small mirror to look for a moment, then, holding a submachine gun, quickly rushed across the street and hid behind a tree on the opposite side.

There was no gunfire on the street, and the silence made Gao Shitou feel full of danger. The platoon leader made a gesture. The 1st Squad Leader whispered to the first combat team (fireteam), "I'll count to three, and you rush over quickly. One, two, three!"

The combat team acted quickly immediately. Before they ran across the street, they heard the sound of Japanese Type 38 rifles firing. Fortunately, no one was injured. The combat team formed a three-man defensive combat formation behind the platoon leader. The machine gunner was in the middle, the rifleman on the left, and the grenadier on the right.

Next, the second combat team did not cross the street but looked at the terrain on this side of the street through a small mirror. Soon, the second combat team moved forward close to the wall and quickly entered the still-standing gate of a residential house, hiding behind the dilapidated earthen wall.

The Japanese were obviously anxious; they started shooting at the second combat team. The 1st Squad Leader had already led the third combat team quickly across the street to the platoon leader's side. Soon, the members of the third combat team used the terrain to start firing in the direction of the Japanese, and the Japanese firepower was immediately dispersed. The second combat team of the 1st Squad also confirmed that there were no Japanese in the destroyed house. The 2nd and 3rd Squads quickly crossed the gap in the wall and entered the courtyard.

Gao Shitou also followed in. After checking the terrain, Gao Shitou ordered, "Help me up; I'm going onto the roof."

The soldiers immediately formed a human ladder. Gao Shitou slung the submachine gun behind his back and quickly climbed onto the roof. He didn't dare to show his head immediately. In that instant, the Japanese machine gun had already begun to strafe over, smashing the broken tiles to pieces. If Gao Shitou had dared to raise his head immediately, it would have been more than just tiles shattering.

The exposed Japanese firing point didn't stay rampant for half a minute; several 60mm mortar shells directly blew that firing point away. Only then did Gao Shitou stick his head out. At this height, most of the street scene came into view. It could be seen that the Japanese street fighting deployment was very hasty, and concealment measures were not considered at all.

Scanning several firing points visible to the naked eye, Gao Shitou retracted his body. This was content trained for nearly two months. Gao Shitou reported the positions of the firing points he saw directly to the subordinates according to regulations.

In less than three minutes, the mortars fired quickly. Gao Shitou looked over; just as in targeted training, every company was reinforced with a 60mm mortar platoon. Three mortars were calling the roll of firing points one by one.

Before Gao Shitou could send a signal, the platoon leader had already led the two combat teams behind him to advance along the other side of the street. At this time, the Japanese army no longer had the advantage of occupying the terrain first; instead, the two combat teams led by the platoon leader occupied a very good firing position.

Light machine guns and submachine guns began to strafe the location of the Japanese infantry, suppressing them so they couldn't lift their heads. The 2nd Squad also advanced at this time and soon approached the Japanese defensive position on the street. The grenadier threw several grenades over. Amidst the explosions, the Japanese firepower was interrupted.

Under the cover of the 2nd Squad's firepower, the platoon leader rushed out quickly and killed his way into the simple Japanese defensive position on the street. It was a barricade made of a row of sandbags. The Japanese Type 38 was a bolt-action rifle that required pulling the bolt to fire. The Northeast Army's submachine guns didn't need such a step. The squad leader swept with fire, killing all the Japanese soldiers on the defense line.

The squads followed up quickly and completely occupied this Japanese defensive point. Ahead, the houses and roads became completely 'familiar'.

In a courtyard, a small mirror was clipped to the muzzle of a gun and extended over the wall. Several Japanese soldiers were seen standing close to the wall, ready to kill those rushing in from the door. The Northeast Army soldiers said nothing. After a few gestures, the grenadier pulled the pin of a grenade, paused for a moment, and threw it in. The grenade exploded shortly after landing, and the screams of Japanese soldiers came from inside the wall.

At the same time, Deputy Platoon Leader Gao Shitou had led the 3rd Squad to the back of this house. This should be a relatively well-off household; the walls were brick. Next to the roof beam, at a height of two people from the ground, there was a ventilation hole. The troops built a human ladder, and the grenadier threw three grenades quickly into this ventilation hole.

With three explosions (boom, boom, boom), smoke poured out of all the places where the house could vent air. Only then did the Northeast Army combat team at the main entrance quickly rush into the courtyard. They saw a Japanese soldier lying at the door of the main room facing the gate. All the window paper was shattered, and gaps opened from inside out.

Just then, the door of the woodshed opened, and three Japanese soldiers jumped out with rifles. The submachine gunner raised his gun and fired, directly knocking the three Japanese soldiers to the ground.

According to the operational plan, the Northeast Army committed more than 70 infantry companies reinforced with 60mm mortar squads and 210 infantry platoons into the city to fight in their respective trained and familiar areas. About half of the houses contained Japanese soldiers. Although only a dozen or even a few Japanese soldiers were annihilated each time, a few Japanese soldiers multiplied by 100 meant several hundred people.

Adding the hundreds of Japanese soldiers in dozens of firing points on the streets, more than a thousand Japanese soldiers were annihilated while advancing in the periphery.

Initially, battle reports could still be transmitted to Chief of Staff Fukuhara Yoshiya, who was commanding on the front line. As the Northeast Army continued to penetrate deep into the urban area, fewer and fewer Japanese soldiers came to report. Chief of Staff Fukuhara Yoshiya could only continuously send troops out, trying to retake important firing points. But after these troops were sent out, it was like throwing meat buns at dogs—they never returned.

This invisible pressure made Chief of Staff Fukuhara Yoshiya feel his scalp tingle. Judging from the battle situation, it wasn't the Japanese army dragging the Northeast Army into street fighting; it was clearly the Northeast Army dragging the Japanese army into street fighting. If the scattered Japanese squads formed a solid defense line, they should have been able to resist longer. However, scattered in the urban area, the Japanese army was instead divided and surrounded by the Northeast Army and annihilated one by one.

However, the Northeast Army did not give Lieutenant General Fukuhara Yoshiya time. Under the guidance of the Air Force, 120mm mortars began to bombard the Japanese troop concentrations in the inner circle fiercely. Even brick and stone walls would collapse immediately upon being hit by a single shell.

Chief of Staff Fukuhara Yoshiya knew that his judgment of the Northeast Army was wrong again. Although there were thousands of unwillingness in his heart, he immediately ordered, "Retreat to the defensive positions around the Kwantung Army Headquarters!"

Major Yamaoka beside him had barely managed to withdraw from the front line. A piece of shrapnel had cut a gash on his forehead, and the emergency gauze wrapping it was stained red with blood. Hearing this order, Major Yamaoka immediately shouted loudly, "Chief of Staff, please allow your subordinate to lead a counter-charge!"

These words made Chief of Staff Fukuhara almost smoke with rage. The suppressed anger finally erupted, and the Major General shouted angrily, "Idiot! Are you going to disobey military orders?"

Major Yamaoka had no scruples at this time either. He said loudly, "Excellency, your subordinate's unit has only one squad left. Your subordinate is willing to cover the troops. Please grant permission, Excellency."

A Major is usually a battalion commander, commanding 4 companies and 12 platoons (squads/sections). To fight until the battalion commander led only one squad meant this unit was completely wiped out. Major Yamaoka obviously didn't want to live anymore; this was to fight to the death with the Northeast Army.

Chief of Staff Fukuhara Yoshiya felt guilty. He didn't want Major Yamaoka to die in battle just like that. But gunfire rang out at a very close distance; the attacking troops of the Northeast Army were approaching.

"Major Yamaoka, I order you to bring up the rear. We will meet at Kudanshita." Chief of Staff Fukuhara Yoshiya issued the order.

"Yes! See you at Kudanshita!" Major Yamaoka responded loudly. He then ordered his remaining subordinates, "Gentlemen, please follow me to counterattack the enemy. We will meet at Kudanshita!"

Although there were few responses, Major Yamaoka's subordinates all picked up their weapons and prepared for battle. Some officers did not take guns but drew their military swords, obviously ready for hand-to-hand combat.

Chief of Staff Fukuhara Yoshiya turned around and led the people from the frontline command post to retreat towards the Kwantung Army Headquarters. At this time, the Major General no longer considered whether he could hold out until reinforcements arrived. As he got closer to the defensive position, an expectation in Major General Fukuhara Yoshiya's heart became stronger and stronger: if he could fight a real battle with real swords and guns against the Northeast Army and be killed after killing a few Northeast Army soldiers with his own hands, that would be the best ending.

11:30 AM, October 9th. The Northeast Army had already occupied the destroyed Port Arthur Fortress. When the Kwantung Army guarding Port Arthur retreated to the defensive positions around the Kwantung Army Headquarters, their numbers were reduced to only one battalion. The defensive position was only an area of about 500*500 meters.

At this time, Kwantung Army Commander Lieutenant General Kawai Misao no longer expected this small number of troops to fight a bloody battle with the Northeast Army. He Rui would not sacrifice Northeast Army soldiers at this time. Just mobilizing a dozen or so artillery pieces of around 100mm caliber for a round of bombardment would be enough to turn the Kwantung Army Headquarters and the final defenders into dust.

When Chief of Staff Fukuhara Yoshiya returned to the operations command room, he saw the Kwantung Army military flag spread on the desk in the operations command room, and a barrel of gasoline placed next to it. The Chief of Staff was not surprised; this was to burn the military flag. According to Japanese army regulations, if a unit's military flag was captured, the unit's designation would be permanently cancelled. To preserve the unit's final dignity, the military flag should be burned at this time.

Seeing that Chief of Staff Fukuhara Yoshiya had rushed back alive, Lieutenant General Kawai Misao handed him the written telegram. The Chief of Staff picked up the draft paper and read it word by word.

"The Northeast Army is well-trained and well-equipped. It should be regarded as a great enemy of the Empire. On this day of losing the army and humiliating the country, before apologizing with death, I ask the Ministry of the Army and the General Staff Headquarters to decide carefully on the use of the Korean Army. In my humble opinion, there must be enemy ambushes on the southward route of the Korean Army. If they advance lightly, I am afraid they will repeat the disaster of the Kwantung Army. Kawai Misao's last words."

After reading, Fukuhara Yoshiya took out a pen and added his own name under Kawai Misao's name. Only then did he ask, "Excellency, are the combat records ready?"

Seeing Kawai Misao nod slightly, Fukuhara Yoshiya also took out a notebook from his pocket. "This is the record of street fighting, very rough. Although I don't know how the Northeast Army fights, they must have made extremely detailed targeted preparations. Please have the breakout personnel take this with them no matter what, hoping it can be of some help to the Empire."

Kawai Misao called over the adjutant who had changed into Chinese civilian clothes and handed Chief of Staff Fukuhara Yoshiya's notebook to the adjutant.

Just then, the captain of the guard walked in quickly from outside. The expression on his face was very angry, but also a bit strange. "Report to the Commander. The enemy... the enemy has sent an envoy."

Kawai Misao had absolutely no interest in listening to the person sent by the Northeast Army to persuade surrender. Just as he wanted to tell the captain of the guard to drive the man away, he heard the captain of the guard's voice lower, "That man said he was sent by He Rui to send troops to escort Your Excellency out of Port Arthur."
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Hearing that He Rui had sent an envoy to escort Lieutenant General Kawai Misao out of Port Arthur, Major General Fukuhara Yoshiya wondered for a moment if he had heard wrong. Immediately, many thoughts surged in his mind. Did He Rui want to capture Lieutenant General Kawai Misao alive, so he used such a deceptive method? Or did He Rui want to use such means to humiliate the Kwantung Army?

But an impulse immediately popped up. Major General Fukuhara Yoshiya hoped that Lieutenant General Kawai Misao could return to Japan so that he could recount the experience of the Kwantung Army to the Ministry of the Army and the General Staff Headquarters. This defeat indeed made Major General Fukuhara Yoshiya feel great shame, but it also gave rise to too much confusion. The war shouldn't have been fought like this. The weapons in He Rui's hands were not unexpected, and it was impossible to build an army powerful to this extent in six years. There must be unknown factors involved. Chief of Staff Fukuhara Yoshiya really wanted to figure out where the problem lay.

Just then, Lieutenant General Kawai Misao spoke, "Bring that person in."

Chief of Staff Fukuhara Yoshiya felt a joy in his heart, but when he turned to look at Lieutenant General Kawai Misao, the joy in his heart was completely extinguished. Lieutenant General Kawai Misao's expression was so firm; it was the determination to die.

Before long, the envoy of the Northeast Army came in. Chief of Staff Fukuhara Yoshiya felt he looked familiar. After a brief recollection, he remembered immediately. It was this person who had come to the Kwantung Army Headquarters to declare war two days ago.

Chief of Staff Fukuhara Yoshiya remembered correctly. Major Yu Cen hadn't expected to come to the Kwantung Army Headquarters to see Commander Kawai Misao again. Although Yu Cen didn't understand He Rui's thoughts at this time, seeing the miserable state of the Kwantung Army, he was truly happy in his heart.

Saluting Lieutenant General Kawai Misao, Yu Cen said, "Your Excellency Commander of the Kwantung Army, I am ordered by Chairman He Rui, Commander of the Northeast Army, to escort Your Excellency out of Port Arthur. The car is waiting outside; we will take Your Excellency to the port. Before this, we have contacted the Japanese Navy and asked them to send a ship to pick Your Excellency up from Port Arthur."

Lieutenant General Kawai Misao did not question whether this action was credible. He sneered, "The reason?"

"Your Excellency is Chairman He's teacher. Chairman He has always admired Your Excellency. Under these circumstances, he asks Your Excellency to leave Port Arthur. Moreover, Your Excellency can take any items you wish to carry. Our Northeast Army is an army with honor and will absolutely not detain or search Your Excellency's personal belongings."

"What about my subordinates?" asked Lieutenant General Kawai Misao.

Yu Cen did not hesitate. "We will persuade them to surrender according to convention. If they insist on military honor, the Northeast Army can only act according to the rules of the battlefield. But Your Excellency can take three personnel as your guard."

Hearing this, Lieutenant General Kawai Misao was slightly moved, but military honor prevented him from wavering in the slightest. Lieutenant General Kawai Misao said coldly, "In that case, why didn't He Rui come personally?"

Yu Cen smiled slightly. "Could Your Excellency please move?"

Kawai Misao was stunned; he hadn't expected He Rui to actually be in Port Arthur. But on second thought, with the battle of the Kwantung Leased Territory fought like this, those officers who had followed He Rui for six or seven years couldn't possibly possess such command ability. If He Rui commanded personally, it would be reasonable.

Before long, the Northeast Army car that drove to the front of the Kwantung Army Headquarters started up and drove to a pavilion in a park. This pavilion was considered a small scenic spot in Port Arthur. At this time, it had been affected by bombs, and there was a big hole in the roof. However, after a brief cleaning, the stone table and stools underneath were clean.

Kawai Misao got out of the car and saw a person standing in front of the pavilion, not wearing a military uniform but a green gown. It was He Rui.

Seeing He Rui coming up to greet him, Kawai Misao smiled and said, "Is He-kun's attire intended to see me off?"

He Rui stepped forward and bowed before saying, "Principal, I have absolutely no intention of harming the Principal."

Kawai Misao did not pick up on this topic. He looked left and right. "Since it's a send-off, how can there be no wine and food?"

He Rui pointed to the pavilion. "Principal, please take the seat of honor."

Kawai Misao didn't stand on ceremony. Walking to the stone table, he saw a three-tiered food box placed next to it. He Rui opened the food box and took out Japanese-style dishes such as tempura and pickles. Finally, he took out two bottles of Japanese-made Daiginjo sake.

Kawai Misao was not polite either; he picked up his chopsticks and picked up a piece of tempura. After eating, he sighed, "He-kun, the taste made by your chefs is still different from Japan."

He Rui also ate one, and it was indeed as Lieutenant General Kawai Misao said. Probably because the production of edible oil in the Northeast had increased rapidly in recent years, they were a bit too generous when frying tempura. In Japan, the method of making tempura is quite different from the Northeast Army's mode of frying dough sticks (youtiao).

So He Rui raised his cup and drank a cup with Lieutenant General Kawai Misao before saying, "Principal, the tempura made by Ms. Oda, the owner of Momiji-tei in Tokyo, is superb. I wonder if the Principal has been there."

Mentioning Tokyo's delicacies, Kawai Misao sighed. "Ms. Oda passed away last year. Her second son, Oda Yuji, inherited the family business."

"Oh? Did Ms. Oda's eldest son get into the military academy?" He Rui was pleasantly surprised.

"I heard Oda Yuji say that his older brother was first in the written test among the candidates. Naturally, he got in." After speaking, Lieutenant General Kawai Misao readily tasted other dishes.

He Rui actually still wanted to persuade Lieutenant General Kawai Misao to leave, but he couldn't find an opportunity. Putting down his chopsticks and looking to the side, he saw that many trees in the park were charred black, presumably affected by incendiary bombs. Further away, rolling thick smoke rose from still-burning houses, and the column of smoke from the destroyed Port Arthur Fortress was undoubtedly the most striking.

Just then, he heard Kawai Misao ask, "He-kun, I heard that when you left Tokyo, you told many people that if we meet on the battlefield in the future, you will show absolutely no mercy. Is there such a thing?"

He Rui turned his head back and nodded. "There is indeed such a thing."

Kawai Misao put down his chopsticks, stared at He Rui, and asked, "Then why is He-kun acting like this today?"

"What the student said at that time was about meeting on the battlefield. Now that the situation is decided, the student still sincerely wants to ask the Principal to leave."

Kawai Misao smiled and shook his head. "He-kun is still so sentimental. I will not leave, but I want to ask, can you let the others leave?"

He Rui sighed, "Principal, the battlefield has its own rules. If the Principal does not leave, no one can leave. However, the student will definitely treat prisoners of war well in accordance with the Geneva Convention. When the war is over, prisoners of war will also be exchanged according to the rules."

Kawai Misao nodded and praised, "This is what a soldier should look like."

After speaking, he picked up his chopsticks and ate and drank again. The two no longer talked about military-related matters, but spoke of things in Tokyo and the past at the school. During the conversation, Kawai Misao asked about a few things among the students that he cared about but didn't know, and He Rui informed him one by one. Kawai Misao only realized now what kind of tricks those students had played in private and couldn't help laughing out loud.

When his spirits were high, Kawai Misao tapped the beat with his chopsticks and sang, "Human life lasts but fifty years, it is like a dream, like a dream. Having life, there is death; what regrets does a brave man have?"

He Rui was stunned. This was something he had sung loudly when he got drunk at a New Year's party at the Japanese Army War College. This was actually an adaptation of Oda Nobunaga's famous poem (part of the Noh play "Atsumori"). The handed-down poem of Oda Nobunaga is 'Human life lasts but fifty years, contrasted with the heaven and earth, it is but a dream and illusion. Is there anyone within the world who lives forever and never dies?' Unexpectedly, Kawai Misao kept what He Rui sang at that time in his heart.

After singing, Kawai Misao stood up and smiled, "He-kun, parting this time, I don't know how long it will be before we meet again. On that day, I will invite He-kun for a drink. Farewell."

He Rui quickly stood up, wanting to make a final persuasion. Just as he said 'Principal', he was interrupted by Kawai Misao. "He-kun, regarding today's defeat, I have been reflecting constantly for the past two days and actually couldn't find any possibility of turning the tables. To be able to achieve this level, you are worthy of being an excellent soldier. In my life, I am proud to have taught He-kun."

After saying that, Kawai Misao walked away. Watching Kawai Misao's retreating figure, He Rui sighed slightly. If possible, He Rui really wanted to let Kawai Misao go back. Even if it was considered a utilitarian approach to show goodwill to Japan indicating that He Rui had no hostility towards Japan, He Rui didn't want to kill his teacher.

But He Rui also knew very well that with Kawai Misao's personality, it was difficult for him to accept such goodwill.

Kawai Misao returned to the Kwantung Army Headquarters and called Chief of Staff Fukuhara Yoshiya for a private talk. When there was no one in the room, Kawai Misao immediately bowed deeply to Fukuhara Yoshiya. "Fukuhara-kun, I have a presumptuous request. Please, Fukuhara-kun, you must agree."

Fukuhara Yoshiya quickly helped Kawai Misao up. "Commander, please never perform such a great ceremony."

Kawai Misao sighed. "This matter should have been borne by me, but this great defeat is entirely my responsibility. If I do not commit seppuku to apologize, all guilt will be borne by the entire Kwantung Army."

"Commander..." Although Fukuhara Yoshiya knew that Kawai Misao would inevitably meet this end, actually saying it out loud was still inevitably sad.

Kawai Misao continued, "Just now I spoke with He Rui. He Rui guaranteed that the rights and interests of prisoners of war would be guaranteed in accordance with the Geneva Convention. Therefore, after I commit seppuku, I ask Fukuhara-kun to lead the troops to surrender. The officers and soldiers have done their best; we have no reason to let them shatter like jade (die honorably/suicide charge) after my death. As for the experience of this battle, after Fukuhara-kun is released, you need to state it to the Ministry of the Army and the General Staff Headquarters so that later soldiers can learn lessons from this battle."

Hearing this, Fukuhara Yoshiya shook his head repeatedly. "Commander, your subordinate also has responsibility. Your subordinate also wants to take responsibility."

"Fukuhara-kun! The responsibility you have to bear is not at this time!" Kawai Misao's voice was full of solemnity and stirring emotion. "If both you and I commit suicide, when the officers and soldiers return to Japan, it will definitely be officers of lower rank than you and me who will be held accountable. If you are still alive, and the ones bearing the responsibility are you and me, they can continue to serve the Empire of Japan. Fukuhara-kun, I know that what I am saying is an extremely inhumane request. Fukuhara-kun can completely ignore it. If you cannot accept it, you can also shoot me directly."

After speaking, Kawai Misao drew his service pistol and handed it to Fukuhara Yoshiya. Fukuhara Yoshiya was stunned for a while, then pushed away the pistol handed over by Kawai Misao. His expression was full of pain, but also had some relief like liberation. "Excellency, since it is so, please let your subordinate live on to bear the responsibility. Please rest assured, Commander; your subordinate will definitely do his best to defend those officers and soldiers at the military tribunal."

"Thank you!" Kawai Misao said, bowing deeply again.
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Around 2:45 PM on October 9, 1922, the Japanese Ministry of the Navy received the last telegram from the Kwantung Army. All officers who learned the content of the telegram were stunned.

Starting from 9:00 AM on October 7th, the Ministry of the Army and the Ministry of the Navy in Japan had kept an emergency telegraph channel open for the Kwantung Army. From the initial telegram every 30 minutes to one every 10 minutes on the 9th, the entire Japanese military had invested maximum effort in trying to save the war situation in the Kwantung Leased Territory.

Now, the wording of the Kwantung Army's telegram remained elegant, but the content undoubtedly declared to the Japanese Army and Navy that the Kwantung Army was finished.

The Kwantung Army belonged to the elite ranks in Japan, with a total of 40,000 troops including the Japanese garrisons stationed in various Japanese concessions across Northeast China. These 40,000 Japanese troops forming the Kwantung Army were fully equipped and well-manned, with several defense lines to utilize fully. Yet they were completely annihilated within 54 hours. Even if the Northeast Army adopted a sneak attack, it still exceeded the current imagination of the Japanese military.

The current Minister of the Navy was concurrently held by Prime Minister Kato Tomosaburo. This Admiral rose from his seat in the operations room and ordered with a dark face, "Admiral Yamashita Gentaro, Vice Admiral Takeshita Isamu, come to my office!"

Saying this, Admiral Kato Tomosaburo walked out of the operations room with somewhat staggering steps. The Admiral's face was dark because he was truly ill. Admiral Kato Tomosaburo himself did not know that during a physical examination, the imperial physicians had diagnosed him with colorectal cancer. But this news was not told to Kato Tomosaburo or the Cabinet.

Within the Japanese Cabinet departments, there were the Ministry of the Army and the Ministry of the Navy. The Japanese Navy was under the control of the Imperial Ministry of the Navy, and the highest-ranking cadres were called the "Three Chiefs" (Three Chiefs of the Japanese Navy): the Minister of the Navy, the Chief of the Navy General Staff, and the Commander-in-Chief of the Combined Fleet.

Prime Minister Kato Tomosaburo concurrently served as the Minister of the Navy. The Chief of the Navy General Staff was Admiral Yamashita Gentaro, and the Commander-in-Chief of the Combined Fleet was Vice Admiral Takeshita Isamu. When the 'Three Chiefs' entered the Navy Minister's office, Admiral Kato Tomosaburo was already shouting angrily, "The department responsible for collecting intelligence on the Northeast Army has been negligent to this extent! It is truly unheard of!"

This angry shout caused Admiral Kato Tomosaburo to feel abdominal pain like a knife twisting, and he could only slowly sit down in his seat supporting himself on the desk.

Admiral Yamashita Gentaro and Vice Admiral Takeshita Isamu didn't know what to say either. From the morning of October 7th until now, Kato Tomosaburo had canceled all cabinet meetings and personally sat in the Ministry of the Navy to command. For a full 54 hours, he had almost no rest or sleep. It wasn't just the Navy Minister who worked so hard; almost everyone in the entire Navy Ministry was the same.

Combined Fleet Commander Vice Admiral Takeshita Isamu wanted to say something, but no sound came out after opening his mouth. In these 54 hours, he had issued at least hundreds of orders, inquiring about the situation of fleets, ships, and ports. He also had to contact the Ministry of the Army for meetings, asking how many troops the Ministry of the Army needed to dispatch for reinforcement, which units were to be mobilized for reinforcement, how much equipment, how large the troop strength, from where logistical supplies would be supplied, and where they would be transported for temporary storage.

In peacetime, generals could hand over work to the staff department. In times of emergency, it was the turn of the generals to directly supervise troop operations. However, the time was too urgent, and the Navy could only send out a fleet transporting naval infantry (marines). They completely failed to catch up with the war. So Vice Admiral Takeshita Isamu finally decided not to say anything.

Chief of the Navy General Staff Yamashita Gentaro spoke up, "Excellency, since the situation has come to this, let us order the fleet to return."

"Hmm," Kato Tomosaburo responded dully, then pushed himself up from the table with force. "You start planning operations against the Northeast now. Also ask the Ministry of the Army what they are going to do next and when they will meet with the Ministry of the Navy to coordinate transportation and operational plans."

After speaking, Kato Tomosaburo stepped out. Admiral Yamashita Gentaro quickly asked, "Where is Your Excellency going?"

"To convene a Cabinet meeting. Maybe even a Diet session." Kato Tomosaburo walked and talked. Nearing the door, the Japanese Prime Minister said somewhat fiercely, "Those damned elected MPs are incompetent themselves, yet they publish all kinds of nonsense to incite public sentiment. This time, we must let the public know the truth and must not allow people to attack the Ministry of the Navy and the Ministry of the Army."

"Yes!" Chief of the Navy General Staff Yamashita Gentaro bowed in response. Although Vice Admiral Takeshita Isamu couldn't speak, he also bowed to see Kato Tomosaburo off.

Kato Tomosaburo took a car to the Cabinet, and the cabinet members who had received telephone notifications had all arrived. Kato Tomosaburo exchanged a glance with Army Minister Tanaka Giichi, and both saw the exhaustion in each other's eyes. As the Army Minister, Tanaka Giichi's busyness was only greater than Kato Tomosaburo's.

Most of Kato Tomosaburo's cabinet was composed of bureaucrats. The cabinet members were proficient in government affairs and did not show surprise or panic in the face of such a shock. Tanaka Giichi first informed the cabinet members of the latest war situation, "...The Kwantung Army has shattered like jade (been annihilated). We just received a report from the Korean Army that they have encountered the main force of the Northeast Army entering Korea. Now the Ministry of the Army maintains radio communication with the Korean Army every 20 minutes. The Ministry of the Army can grasp the latest situation on the front line. The Ministry of the Army proposes to the Prime Minister to implement Class B mobilization."

Speaking of this, Tanaka Giichi looked at Finance Minister Takahashi Korekiyo. Whether it was Hara Takashi or Takahashi Korekiyo, they both tried to reduce the army. After Hara Takashi was assassinated, Takahashi Korekiyo became a major banner of the Seiyukai. If Takahashi Korekiyo made excuses and obstructed war funding, this war would encounter great resistance.

After Tanaka Giichi finished speaking, Kato Tomosaburo asked Takahashi Korekiyo directly, "Minister Takahashi, can the Ministry of Finance act as soon as possible to prepare for the review of war funds?"

Takahashi Korekiyo's voice was not loud. "The Ministry of Finance will prepare as soon as possible."

The current Japanese Cabinet was divided into 'Five Ministers' - Prime Minister: Minister President of State. Foreign Minister: Minister of Foreign Affairs. Army Minister: Minister of the Army. Navy Minister: Minister of the Navy. Finance Minister: Minister of Finance (Minister of the Treasury). Hearing that the Finance Minister did not refuse, the cabinet members who advocated fighting hard breathed a sigh of relief.

In other words, the five ministers had reached a consensus on this matter.

At this time, Foreign Minister Uchida Kosai asked a question, "The object of the Empire's operation this time is China's Northeast Army; there is no way to formally declare war. Regarding the war, I wonder if the ministers have any suggestions?"

Kato Tomosaburo did not overstep his authority and replied, "Let Minister Uchida draft the characterization of the war. Judging from the current situation, the Northeast Army is a very tough opponent. I suggest establishing the Imperial General Headquarters."

The other three ministers had no objections. This proposal would be reported by Prime Minister Kato to the Taisho Emperor.

After the meeting, Kato Tomosaburo and Tanaka Giichi sat on the sofa in the Prime Minister's office. Tanaka Giichi took the initiative to say, "Excellency, the Army currently has 21 divisions in active service. If fully equipped and manned, there would be 490,000 troops, but the actual strength is only 290,000. The Kwantung Army has already lost 40,000, and the Korean Army has two divisions with 50,000 troops. At this stage, the latest meeting of the Ministry of the Army discussed and concluded that we should tentatively assume that northern Korea has been lost. The Imperial Army must take southern Korea as the starting point to fight the Northeast Army."

Prime Minister Kato agreed with this view. He asked, "Did anyone in the Ministry of the Army propose expanding the war?"

Tanaka Giichi thought for a moment and shook his head.

Actually, some foolish field officers in the Ministry of the Army did propose advancing into China's Shandong Province, but such suggestions were immediately rebuked. Among the generals of the Ministry of the Army and the General Staff Headquarters, except for true 'idiot' hardliners like General Uehara Yusaku, other generals felt that this war was very tricky.

The timing He Rui chose was very good. During the Great War in Europe, Japan had no military pressure, so the number of troops actually decreased. In those years, job opportunities increased a lot, and many Japanese citizens did not want to become soldiers to eat rations.

After the war ended, Japan's economy immediately declined, and the number of people wanting to be soldiers increased. The Japanese Army, having seen the European war, was not in a hurry to expand but formulated new conscription standards.

Previously, as long as a citizen was healthy and not a criminal, the Japanese Army would recruit them. Now the Japanese Army began to make requirements for education. Illiterates were recruited as little as possible or not at all. Elementary school graduation was the standard, and middle school graduation was the best. Non-commissioned officers must have graduated from junior high school, and officers from high school. Amidst such entanglement, the Japanese Army's strength remained around 290,000.

He Rui's Northeast Army numbered 300,000. The Japanese Army thought this was a newly formed army and inevitably underestimated He Rui. He Rui took this opportunity to launch a surprise attack. Now that the Kwantung Army had been destroyed, the Japanese active duty force only had 250,000 left.

It would take at least two months to restore the force from 250,000 to the fully equipped 490,000.

While Tanaka Giichi was considering this matter, Kato spoke, "Minister Tanaka, do you think the Korean Army can hold Korea? He Rui's troop strength seems to be more than 300,000."

"Why do you think so?" Tanaka Giichi didn't understand why Navy Minister Kato Tomosaburo made such a comment on Army matters.

"I heard people mention Nagata-kun's judgment. Nagata-kun believes that He Rui does not seek a quick victory this time but wants to drag the Empire into a prolonged war. Then, when the war has been going on for half a year, the number of Imperial Army troops may reach 700,000 or even more. To cope with such a situation, He Rui's troop strength might reach 1 million."

Since Kato said so, Tanaka Giichi immediately raised the Ministry of the Army's question, "Then can the Ministry of the Navy start formulating a landing operation plan?"

"What scale of landing operation does the Ministry of the Army hope for?" Navy Minister Kato asked.

"Before the Korean Army set off, the Ministry of the Army reminded them to be careful of ambushes during the advance. Before I came here, the Ministry of the Army sent another telegram asking the Korean Army to fight carefully. If we can conduct landing operations in Port Arthur, Dairen, or Yingkou while fighting in Korea, it is possible to put He Rui in a situation of fighting on two fronts. The General Staff Headquarters is calculating; they roughly believe that if a landing operation is launched, a force of at least five divisions is needed. As for the location, Dairen might be a good choice. Of course, if the Navy can occupy Liugong Island, that would be a very good location."

Liugong Island, located at the mouth of Weihai Bay at the eastern end of the Shandong Peninsula in eastern China, has an area of 3.15 square kilometers and a coastline of 14.95 kilometers. As a natural maritime barrier for Weihai City, it has an extremely important position in national defense and is known as the "Screen of the East Corner" and the "Unsinkable Battleship". Many maritime battles in the Ming and Qing dynasties and before liberation occurred here, especially leaving a deep historical imprint of the Jiawu War (First Sino-Japanese War).

Navy Minister Kato sneered, "Heh, I think Liugong Island is not as good as Taku Forts (Dagu Kou)."

Taku Forts, named for being located at the estuary of the Dagu River (now Haihe River). Located on the south bank of the Haihe River estuary, 50 kilometers southeast of Tianjin City, forts were set up here as early as the Ming Dynasty.

In the Second Opium War, battles occurred between the Qing army and the Anglo-French Allied Forces near the Taku Forts in Tianjin. A total of three battles occurred, ending with the Taku Forts being captured and the Qing army defeated. 40 years later in 1900, the Eight-Nation Alliance invaded, attacking Taku Forts for the fourth time and capturing it again.

Navy Minister Kato certainly didn't really support doing this, but was mocking the Ministry of the Army for showing its fox tail (true intention) of expanding the war.

But Tanaka Giichi did not feel unhappy because of these words. "Excellency, Port Arthur is an important naval port that can block the Bohai Strait. If He Rui captures Port Arthur, the coastline vulnerable to attack will be greatly shortened. Judging from current performance, the Northeast Army is not the Qing Army; it has a vigorous fighting will. The Empire's operations against the Northeast Army in the mountainous areas of northern Korea cannot progress very quickly. In the stalemate phase, the deadlock can only be broken through the Navy. The Northeast Army does not mind fighting a long-term war with the Empire."

Kato felt his mind was a bit chaotic at this time, and the pain in his abdomen started again, making it impossible to concentrate on thinking. He could only say, "Let's wait for the battle situation of the Korean Army first. I have to go to see His Majesty the Emperor. Let's stop here for today."

Tanaka Giichi stood up to take his leave. He didn't return to the Ministry of the Army but went directly to the General Staff Headquarters. Chief of General Staff General Uehara Yusaku welcomed Tanaka Giichi at the door. He said with a solemn expression, "Just received news that the Northeast Army divided into two groups, advancing south along the Tokaido (East Sea Road) and Saikaido (West Sea Road). Now the Korean Army advancing along the Saikaido has been actively attacked by the Northeast Army."

Tanaka Giichi was not surprised. The Northeast Army still held the strategic initiative so far, and active attack was the norm. He went to tell the Navy Minister those things entirely to reverse the Northeast Army's strategic initiative as soon as possible. In the Jiawu War, the Japanese army opened up the situation by relying on naval superiority.

So Tanaka Giichi said, "Uehara-kun, what is the progress of dispatching three divisions to Korea?"

"The Kumamoto Division, Sendai Division, and Nagoya Division are ready. The Navy hasn't given a complete response yet. Once the boarding date is confirmed, the troops will go to Pusan to land and reinforce from Pusan northwards. At this stage, the Korean Army must stall the Northeast Army."

After Uehara Yusaku finished speaking, he hesitated rarely. Tanaka Giichi felt he could understand such hesitation. If they could stall the Northeast Army, when the three divisions arrived, they could inflict heavy losses on the Northeast Army attacking Korea in one fell swoop. But stalling was not an easy task. At least judging from the combat effectiveness shown by the Northeast Army, they possessed the strength to crush heavy Japanese army groups.

Such thoughts could only be kept in his heart. Tanaka Giichi said, "In that case, I will return to the Ministry of the Army first and continue to contact the Ministry of the Navy."



★


Chosin Reservoir (2)

Volume 3 — Chapter 32

❧ ❧ ❧


Lieutenant General Kawai Misao's seppuku was simple and brisk. In the open space in front of the Kwantung Army Headquarters, a short sword for seppuku was placed on a Japanese-style tray. Wearing a kimono, Lieutenant General Kawai Misao walked to the tray and knelt down in *seiza*.

According to the formal Japanese seppuku procedure, Lieutenant General Kawai Misao should write a *jisei* (death poem) in waka form at this time. But the Lieutenant General himself had absolutely no such mood at this moment. The sooner he committed seppuku, the sooner his subordinates would be safe. Moreover, when drinking with He Rui, the Lieutenant General had chanted, "Human life lasts but fifty years, it is like a dream, like an illusion. Having life, there is death; what regrets does a brave man have?" This was actually his death poem.

When he first heard He Rui sing this song loudly under the influence of alcohol, he was quite surprised. Singing a death poem at such a joyous banquet was a bit shocking.

Back then, before Oda Nobunaga launched a night attack on Imagawa Yoshimoto, the "Number One Archer in the Tokaido", Oda Nobunaga ordered his attendant to beat the hand drum while he danced to "Atsumori" from the Noh chant "Kowaka-mai".

*I think of this world, a dwelling place not for long.* *Like white dew on a leaf, more ephemeral than the moon in water.* *Singing of flowers in the Golden Valley, impermanent wind lures the flowers.* *Playing with the moon in the South Tower, sometimes clouds cover the moon.* *Human life lasts but fifty years, contrasted with the heaven and earth, it is but a dream and illusion.* *Once having received this life, is there any reason not to perish?*

Later generations in Japan generally believed that at that time and moment, this was Oda Nobunaga's death poem. At this moment, Lieutenant General Kawai Misao finally understood that He Rui had long disregarded life and death, preparing for the current war.

Lifting his kimono to expose his chest and abdomen, Lieutenant General Kawai Misao picked up the short sword. Without hesitation, he stabbed it into his abdomen. The short sword cut from left to right, then made a second cut slightly upward. Through the huge incision, intestines slightly spilled out.

The remaining Japanese troops were kneeling neatly in front of Lieutenant General Kawai Misao. Seeing Lieutenant General Kawai Misao facing death so resolutely, many people cried out in alarm.

Acting as the *kaishakunin* (second) was Lieutenant General Kawai Misao's adjutant. He was a master of swordsmanship. At this time, he had raised his military sword high. Seeing Lieutenant General Kawai Misao make the second cut, he immediately swung the sword down. The katana cut through the neck, severing Lieutenant General Kawai Misao's cervical vertebrae, but did not completely sever the neck, leaving a thread of connection between the head and the neck. This was exactly the swordsmanship a Japanese *kaishakunin* should have.

A group of Japanese soldiers all bowed to the corpse of Lieutenant General Kawai Misao, who had returned to heaven. After everyone finished bowing, several of the remaining field officers drew their pistols and committed suicide directly. Although the lieutenants, NCOs, and ordinary soldiers looked grief-stricken, no one committed suicide.

For them, Lieutenant General Kawai Misao issued an order before committing seppuku, asking officers and soldiers to surrender with dignity to preserve the Empire's elite. Naturally, they couldn't say they didn't want to die, but the officers and soldiers who had survived the fierce fighting indeed wanted to live.

The surrender ceremony went very smoothly, and the bodies of Lieutenant General Kawai Misao and several suicide field officers were transported to the port. Major Yu Cen, responsible for this matter, saw a Japanese gunboat flying a white flag approaching from the opposite side. Only after both sides exchanged signals did the Northeast Army allow the Japanese gunboat to dock.

The gunboat was one of the Port Arthur fleet. The Northeast Army had the ability to annihilate the Kwantung Army's land forces but had no way to deal with the Japanese Navy. As for flying the white flag, it was a convention in war. If the Japanese gunboat dared to come flying the Japanese flag, even knowing they came by invitation, the Northeast Army would sink it directly according to battlefield conventions. When Major Yu Cen went to declare war for the first time, because war had not started, he could fly the Five-Colored Flag of the Republic of China and the Five-Star Flag of the Northeast on his car. The second time he went to persuade surrender, Yu Cen also went holding a white flag according to rules.

Even in wartime, the Japanese soldiers who came to move the bodies maintained politeness even though their expressions were full of resentment and grief. They bowed and saluted upon meeting. After moving the bodies onto the gunboat, they also bowed and saluted when leaving.

Watching the shadow of the Japanese gunboat gradually disappear into the distance, Major Yu Cen felt in his heart that Japan was indeed a great enemy. These Japanese soldiers gave Yu Cen a feeling as cold and gloomy as wolves; one never knew when they would counterattack.

Outside Port Arthur city, He Rui walked side by side with 1st Group Army Commander Zheng Silang. Zheng Silang was somewhat puzzled. "Did the Chairman make a special trip just to see off Kawai Misao?"

He Rui shook his head. "I came here to deal with a possible Japanese naval landing attack. The 1st Group Army attacked effectively and resolved the battle before the Japanese Navy arrived, giving the Japanese Navy no opportunity to exploit. Comrades did well."

Zheng Silang smiled. "This is all because the troops resolutely executed the operational plan that we could fight so smoothly."

After speaking, Zheng Silang looked at He Rui's expression. After a slight hesitation, he still asked, "If the attack was unfavorable, did the Chairman prepare a plan to destroy the Japanese Navy?"

He Rui didn't want to mention the operational plan but still nodded. "Indeed, there was."

Zheng Silang knew He Rui didn't want to say it, so he didn't ask further. Before this battle, Zheng Silang was sure the Northeast Army should win; all uneasiness stemmed from his lack of participation in a campaign of this scale. In the Battle of Kwantung Leased Territory, the enemy and us invested a total of 110,000 troops: 80,000 Northeast Army and 30,000 Kwantung Army. Both sides engaged in fierce battles around fortresses, bunkers, and the isthmus.

To make the operational plan, not only did the Northeast Army's officer corps participate, but the 300,000 main force troops of the Northeast Army also conducted a large number of discussions in the mode of military democratic meetings at all levels, also known as 'Immortal Meetings'. Zheng Silang recalled now that the contributions of those ordinary NCOs and soldiers were no less than those of the staff department.

It was precisely because 300,000 frontline soldiers raised questions, found the best tactics and equipment applications, and made suggestions on equipment needs through executing exercises that the staff department could operate efficiently and summarize with a clear target.

He Rui attached great importance to the key role of military democracy in military construction in the early days of building the army. After several years of honing, the officer corps finally got the hang of it.

However, what Zheng Silang cared about at this time was still the Japanese Navy. After all, the Japanese Navy was an enemy that the Northeast Army Navy had absolutely no way to confront head-on. "Chairman, until now, I still can't imagine that the Japanese Navy actually failed to arrive. I have been worried that the Japanese fleet would run over to shell the coast."

He Rui knew that this possibility was actually very low, but He Rui didn't have real combat experience either. Coupled with various bizarre decisions of the Japanese army in WWII, especially the bizarre deeds in the Battle of Midway, he made abnormal arrangements.

Historically, before the naval battle, the Japanese Navy Department conducted war games several times, all resulting in a crushing defeat for the Japanese army. Afterward, the Japanese Navy General Staff modified the parameters, and modified them several times, finally obtaining the result of a great victory for the Japanese Navy. At least on the surface, they set out happily.

The facts before his eyes proved that the current Japanese Navy had not entered the frenzied state of WWII in history; its reaction belonged to the normal reaction of an excellent army.

Seeing that Zheng Silang couldn't figure it out, He Rui said, "Judging from the time, at 9:00 AM on the 7th, the Japanese Navy received the news and immediately entered a wartime state. By 10:00 AM at the latest, all officers except those on leave received the news to return to their units. At 11:00 AM, more than 90% of officers began to perform their duties. At 12:00 PM, the fleets of the Japanese Navy also began to enter a state of combat readiness. At 4:00 PM, ships on duty and ships not in repair yards all began to refuel with coal and water. Basically completed before 8:00 PM. At this time, the Japanese Ministry of the Army had already begun to discuss with the Navy to implement a plan for transporting troops by sea. Japan had two choices at that time: one was to pick up part of the Japanese army stationed in Korea directly from Pusan and set off; the other choice was to assemble a part of the 7 fully equipped divisions in Japan proper to come to Port Arthur for reinforcement. To resolve this issue, the Ministry of the Navy and the Ministry of the Army discussed it. They probably discussed it until 10:00 PM."

Zheng Silang listened with great interest; this process was almost exactly the same as the Northeast Army's.

"After 10:00 PM, the Ministry of the Army understood the transport capacity limit of the Ministry of the Navy. Then they might have mocked the Ministry of the Navy for being incompetent. And the Ministry of the Navy cursed the Army 'idiots' (baka) in their hearts. Both sides reported to their superiors respectively. After 12:00 AM, that is, 0:00 on the 8th, both sides probably reached a compromise: try their best to transport a brigade to the Kwantung Leased Territory first."

Zheng Silang interrupted, "Chairman, a brigade's strength doesn't seem to be enough, right?"

Having personally commanded this campaign, Zheng Silang had a personal experience of the consumption rate of troops in high-intensity, high-lethality warfare.

He Rui smiled. "This is a compromise plan. Silang, we have discussed that for a normal professional system, when encountering a problem, three strategies—High, Middle, and Low—will be proposed. The Low Strategy is a response measure formulated based on absolute realistic conditions and is regarded as conservative. The Middle Strategy is a plan proposed based on balancing the needs of all parties. The High Strategy is a high-risk, high-return plan formulated based on one's own advantages. From historical experience, as long as it is a normal professional institution, executing the Low Strategy and executing the High Strategy may not necessarily say which is better, but the worst is undoubtedly the Middle Strategy."

Zheng Silang nodded, feeling that comparing these discussed words with this campaign gave him a different feeling. The original feeling was much different from now.

"The Low Strategy is as objective as possible. The High Strategy is very subjective but has strong subjective initiative. The problem with the Middle Strategy is not the incompetence of the formulator, but that the Middle Strategy itself is the result of compromise by all parties, involving too many interests, detached too far from reality, and very impure. For example, if the Japanese army used fast warships to urgently transport 4-6 battalions carrying only light weapons and a small number of mortars within 48 hours, and Japanese battleships came over to form a firepower defense system with the Port Arthur Fortress to prevent our army from occupying the Port Arthur port... How much impact do you think it would have on the war situation?"

Zheng Silang thought for a moment and answered immediately, "Just those light infantry filling the trenches could delay us for four or five hours. If Japanese battleships participated in the defense, it would be extremely difficult for us to conquer the Port Arthur port. I'm afraid it couldn't be completed within 72 hours."

He Rui nodded. "However, for the Navy to transport this little troop strength, the materials consumed would be worth several tons of gold. The Navy Minister would jump up and curse! Such a plan would be immediately rejected in the Navy General Staff. Yes, now we know that that little troop strength could indeed play a role, but who could be sure at that time that such resources must be spent to execute such a radical plan?"

Zheng Silang understood now why He Rui had to come personally. If the Japanese army really made such a reaction, He Rui would use countermeasures. These were undoubtedly top-secret plans, plans that Zheng Silang could not be authorized to know.

"Chairman, what happened after 0:00 on the 8th?" Zheng Silang asked.
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"After 0:00 on the 8th... I don't know the Japanese Army's efficiency or internal friction. But assuming a normal pace, the Army Ministry and General Staff Headquarters operate 24 hours a day, as does the Naval General Staff. Before 1:00, the Navy would conduct staff work based on the number and location of transport troops provided by the Army, and the status of vessels at various ports determined on the 7th. They would determine vessel types, speeds, quantities, and hold capacities to finalize the loading plan."

"Loading plan?" Zheng Sirang had honestly never heard the term.

"Ships have internal holds. Based on the size, location, and ventilation of different holds, personnel, equipment, and supplies are arranged according to navigation requirements. This is very professional work. For example, if a hold containing ammunition were to explode, the whole ship would be done for."

Zheng Sirang was an expert in army matters but knew nothing of the navy. After listening and thinking for a moment, he couldn't help but sigh. "Isn't this just like our Staff Department's workflow?"

"Our Staff Department doesn't have the ability to invent physical laws; we have to work according to existing physical and natural laws. Since everyone has to do this, excellent armies will perform differently on the battlefield based on their understanding of war and their industrial strength at the time. But the organizational model within the army and its operational logic are not that different."

Zheng Sirang's mind followed this train of thought. With this guiding principle, the operational plan for the Lushun-Dalian Campaign suddenly became incredibly clear. Zheng Sirang distinctly felt that although he had mastered the campaign process and execution through study, understanding, memorization, and training before the battle, deep down, he still had a tendency to be guided by tactical victory. Thinking back on it now, this tendency was very obvious. For a moment, a strong sense of shame welled up, making Zheng Sirang feel almost too ashamed to show his face.

Just as he was feeling at a loss, Zheng Sirang felt a heavy slap on his shoulder from He Rui. It shook him to the core, and he instinctively braced himself for a scolding. In fact, Zheng Sirang was even somewhat looking forward to being fiercely reprimanded by He Rui; it would make him feel a bit better inside.

"Hey! Don't overthink it!" He Rui's tone was full of encouragement. "When the comrades first arrived in the Northeast six years ago, you were all platoon-level officers without the ability to command even a company properly. Now, you can all conduct large army group operations and effectively execute campaign-level operational plans in the process. Don't make overly harsh demands on yourself; excessive demands are unhealthy."

"But..." Zheng Sirang had no intention of using He Rui's words as an excuse for himself.

"Sirang, the 1st Army Group has gone through such a bloody battle, and the Japanese Navy cannot launch a large-scale amphibious landing in the short term. The defense of Lushun and Dalian will be handed over to other units. The 1st Army Group will soon transfer to rest and reorganization. Your upcoming workload and the difficulty of your work will increase significantly."

"...Do you mean the merit evaluation work?" Zheng Sirang thought for a moment and understood what He Rui was referring to.

He Rui nodded. "Comrade Zheng Sirang, we all tend to choose people we like. This is human nature and nothing to criticize. But as a military commander, your responsibility is to improve the unit's combat effectiveness. Since you have gained some insight this time, use the knowledge you've learned and the laws you've understood to evaluate the officers' capabilities. A soldier who can execute combat orders well is not equivalent to one who can understand war. If there are soldiers who can understand war, put them in suitable positions and provide them with education and training. Expect them to grow and progress faster."

"Yes!" Zheng Sirang stood at attention and saluted. During the campaign, Zheng Sirang had been deeply impressed by some officers who performed outstandingly. At the time, he had considered promoting them heavily during the merit evaluation. Back then, he had only felt joy and anticipation, thinking that letting those brave and battle-hardened soldiers take command positions would certainly make the Northeast Army even more valiant.

Now, the merit evaluation work felt different. It was a serious task that could not accommodate any personal emotions. Selecting military commanders for battalion and company-level units was a matter of regiments recommending to division headquarters. Determining the commanders and chiefs of staff for corps and division-level units required choosing soldiers who understood war and military affairs, not just brave officers.

Zheng Sirang said sincerely, "Chairman, if you have time, please help more with this merit evaluation and promotion work."

"Sirang, calm down. You must trust in the construction of the army's systems. Don't underestimate the Political Work Department, and don't underestimate the relevant departments of the Staff Department responsible for archiving combat records. As long as these two departments work well, the merit evaluation won't be one-sided. Army organizational construction is for the effective and objective advancement of the army's development. For a military leader to be called qualified is itself a huge challenge. You are responsible for hundreds of thousands, even a million troops."

"Yes! I will definitely... bring the advantages of our army's military democracy into full play."

He Rui felt that Zheng Sirang saying such words proved he was really beginning to understand the purpose and value of military democracy.

No one likes democracy in their work. Democracy means listening to others, respecting others' authority, and restricting one's own impulses. Almost every aspect of it is counter-intuitive to human nature, but working together is essential for the continuation and development of human society. Only through cooperation can individual capabilities be maximized.

In history, the establishment of New China was guaranteed by democratic centralism. It was precisely because millions of revolutionaries and members of the revolutionary ranks pooled their strength through democratic centralism that such incredible success was created.

He Rui hoped that the more people who could understand and consciously execute such a system, the better.

At this moment, Zheng Sirang also felt his psychological pressure was too great and decided to change his mood. He dropped work and asked a question he was currently curious about. "Chairman, if the Japanese Army really adopts an extremely adventurous policy, what method do you plan to use to deal with the Japanese Navy's advantage?"

He Rui did not want to discuss this question. That method was not honorable, nor reasonable, and certainly couldn't be used for propaganda. So He Rui replied, "If we really encounter such a situation, I will tell you."

Zheng Sirang heard He Rui's determination not to divulge it, so he didn't waste any more words. "Chairman, are you staying in Lushun or going back?"

He Rui looked at his watch; it was already 16:00. "I'm returning to Shenyang now."

Zheng Sirang said nothing else. He didn't need to guess to know that He Rui's focus had already shifted from Lushun and Dalian to Korea.

***

October 9th, 16:00. A Japanese biplane two-seater flew clumsily over the rugged mountains of northern Korea. The pilot, Kobayashi Koichi, felt as if he were wrestling a wild horse. The terrain in the mountainous area was undulating. When the wind blew, it was blocked by the mountains and began to move upward. The varying heights of the mountains made the airflow elusive. The plane bobbed up and down, causing the observer in the back to complain incessantly.

Kobayashi didn't want this turbulence either, but if he flew too high, they couldn't observe clearly. Moreover, the mountains themselves were hundreds of meters high; keeping a few hundred meters of clearance meant flying at over a thousand meters. Flying any higher would exceed the plane's practical service ceiling.

To observe as clearly as possible while keeping the plane stable, and to control the plane in its current state—to solve these immediate problems, Kobayashi had absolutely no energy to notice two monoplane single-seaters circling half a turn above him and diving toward his reconnaissance plane from the rear flank.

During World War I, air combat began to erupt between European fighter planes. In 1915, the French Air Force developed a deflector system, installing wedge-shaped steel plates on the propeller blades facing the gun muzzle. This way, bullets hitting the propeller would be deflected, while those passing through would fly toward the enemy plane. Although this design solved the problem of bullets shattering the propeller, the bullets ricocheting off the propeller posed a danger to the pilot and the aircraft engine, potentially leading to a crash.

Soon after, the German Air Force successfully developed the synchronization gear. This device was like installing a pause and start button on the aircraft machine gun's trigger. The button controlled the machine gun through a cam and linkage rod, while the firing authority was controlled by the propeller. When a blade blocked the muzzle, the propeller drove the linkage rod through the cam to trigger the linkage mechanism, causing the machine gun to stop firing instantly. When the blade gap appeared, the linkage mechanism reset, and the machine gun continued to fire. In this way, every bullet could be fired through the gap in the propeller blades.

The German aircraft design team that the Northeast Army had directly poached included weapon system designers. At this stage, aircraft aiming systems were extremely backward, and the best position for the machine gun was the nose. In front of the Northeast Army fighter cockpit, a sight was fixed. In pilot Li Meng's line of sight, the growing Japanese plane was caught in the sight. Li Meng flicked open the firing safety catch on the upper right of the U-shaped control stick with his thumb and pressed the button.

The fuselage soon began to vibrate, and bullets punched a row of holes directly into the Japanese reconnaissance plane. The wingman pilot, Zhou Xingtian, suppressed his excitement and did not engage in firing before receiving the order. This rule was based on lessons written in blood. Pilots were human too, and could get hot-headed.

After one round of shooting, the flight team circled around. Seeing the lead plane wiggling its wings, Zhou Xingtian flew his wingman plane up and fired fiercely at the Japanese plane that was still barely flying. Under two strikes, and with another strong gust of wind, Zhou Xingtian hurriedly stopped firing, closed the firing safety catch, and focused entirely on climbing. He failed to notice that the Japanese plane disintegrated directly in mid-air, turning into fragments falling toward the earth.

This was the first time the Northeast Air Force had shot down a Japanese plane. Since no battle had erupted, it wasn't the first air battle.

About ten minutes later, the Northeast Air Force scattered across the battlefield successively shot down Japanese reconnaissance planes, quickly seizing air superiority over the battlefield.

From noon on the 9th, the Chosen Army moving north identified the main force of the Northeast Army's 2nd Army Group. Communications in Korea were immediately placed under control, with brigades contacting the Chosen Army Headquarters at any time. Fixed communications were also conducted every 30 minutes.

At 18:30, with the delivery of a cable telegram, the latest war situation was sent to the Army in Korea.

Nagata Tetsuzan, Okamura Yasuji, and Ishiwara Kanji were currently verifying their identities at the entrance of the Governor-General's Office of Korea. Captain Kamiya, the duty officer guarding the Governor-General's Office, knew Okamura Yasuji and was quite polite to the three. While his subordinate called to coordinate, Captain Kamiya sized up the three men.

The leader, Colonel Nagata Tetsuzan, had a long face and wore round glasses. His demeanor and conversation were extraordinary, especially that air of self-confidence; he looked like a leader.

Lieutenant Colonel Okamura Yasuji had a slightly pointed chin, giving his face a somewhat bitter look. Following beside Nagata Tetsuzan, he looked like an important executive following his boss.

Major Ishiwara Kanji, standing a bit further away, had a round baby face and was clean-shaven. His gestures carried a scholarly air, and his voice was refined. It made Captain Kamiya suspect if the 33 years of age on the ID was a mistake; if it were ten years younger, it would match Major Ishiwara's appearance perfectly.

However, it was clear that Major Ishiwara was not in a good mood. While waiting, he took out a cigarette and smoked. His slightly furrowed brows and downward gaze clearly indicated he was thinking about something.

Soon, Major General Wamura, the logistics chief of the Governor-General's Office, came out from inside to welcome the three elite officers. After signing in, he led them into the Governor-General's Office. The Government-General of Korea was an institution established within Gyeongbokgung Palace in Seoul (Keijo) after the signing of the Japan-Korea Annexation Treaty in 1910.

The Governor-General of Korea was directly subordinate to the Emperor of Japan and held full military, legislative, administrative, and judicial power over the Korean Peninsula. Under the Governor-General, there was a Vice Governor-General, the Governor-General's Secretariat, and five departments (General Affairs, Home Affairs, Finance, Agriculture, Commerce and Industry, and Justice). In addition, there were institutions such as the Central Council, Police Affairs Bureau, Courts, and Railway Bureau.

The Chosen Army Headquarters was also located within the Governor-General's Office. Upon entering the headquarters, Major General Wamura, the logistics chief, gave the three men an office and ordered his subordinates to send a copy of the relevant intelligence to Nagata Tetsuzan. He then left quickly.

Nagata and the others didn't mind. Having just arrived, they couldn't start working immediately. Naturally, they needed to familiarize themselves with the situation. Major General Wamura's instructions were exactly what needed to be done, showing the level of a veteran in military affairs.

Before long, a stack of telegrams and copies of documents were delivered to the office. The three gathered around the table and began to browse quickly.

Nagata Tetsuzan read in order, while Ishiwara Kanji read in reverse order. After finishing the latest telegram, Ishiwara couldn't help but sigh.

Okamura Yasuji asked, "Ishiwara-kun, what did you see?"

Ishiwara placed the telegram in front of Okamura. "Although the Japanese Air Force's reconnaissance is better than nothing, four reconnaissance planes were shot down so quickly. The front line probably won't dare to send out reconnaissance planes again. The Northeast Air Force will be able to operate at will."

Okamura didn't have much feeling for the air force, only thinking that this new type of service had its advantages but needed time to develop. After reading the telegram, Okamura looked at Nagata. Nagata seemed not to have heard, quickly browsing documents regarding the war situation. When he saw something doubtful, he recorded it in his notebook.

So Okamura continued reading as well. Nagata and Ishiwara both wrote as they read. Over an hour later, they had finished reading tens of thousands of words of documents, and both had recorded a lot of content in their notebooks.

Nagata took the questions he had recorded and gave instructions to Okamura. Okamura immediately began to organize based on Nagata's instructions. Okamura worked seriously; once he started, he was fully focused and turned a deaf ear to the conversation of the two beside him.

Nagata called Ishiwara to the window. While smoking, he asked, "Ishiwara-kun, I wonder who the commander of this Northeast Army is. According to intelligence, He-kun has ten major generals under his command. Before following He-kun, none of them had any experience leading troops. To have such command ability after six years of study... could it be He-kun's Chief of Staff, Cheng Ruofan?"

Ishiwara countered, "Why not the Northeast Army Commander Xu Chengfeng? Or the Commissar Zhong Yifu?"

Nagata knew Ishiwara was prickly; this sounded like a challenge. The structure of the Northeast Army was, in a sense, similar to the future new Japanese Army Nagata expected. It was just that He Rui had organized political and ideological work into the Civilization Party organization within the Northeast Army, with commissars responsible for it. Nagata hoped for the Army Education Department to take charge of this.

Other structures were no different, so the Commander-in-Chief could not possibly commit himself to a single battlefield.

"Who do you think is leading the troops, Ishiwara-kun?"

Ishiwara said slowly, "Of the ten major generals under He-kun, one is Zhou Yinshan. He graduated from the Japanese Military Academy with excellent grades and later served as an instructor at the Baoding Military Academy. He is the oldest among the Northeast Army's high command and serves as the President of the Northeast Military Academy. He absolutely cannot suddenly serve as a theatre commander. Neither can the Commander, Commissar, or Chief of Staff. Xu Jia, who serves as the head of personnel, does not have the ability to command troops. In my judgment, it might be Hu Xiushan."

"Why not Zheng Sirang?" Nagata asked. At the same time, he appreciated Ishiwara's line of thinking.

"Zheng Sirang's father was a bodyguar for the Huiyou Escort Agency, famous in Inner and Outer Mongolia. Zheng Sirang comes from the cavalry and must be a fierce general. The Northeast Army fighting the Chosen Army is an exterior line operation. Although He-kun is strong, he is only one person and cannot command multiple battlefields. With a fierce general on the outside, it isn't stable enough. It requires a general with a steady character. If I were choosing the candidate, I would keep the fierce general close at hand for use."

Nagata also agreed with Ishiwara's judgment and couldn't help but sigh. "Looking at the Northeast Army's advance into Korea, the commander doesn't look like someone who has only followed He-kun for six years. If the one leading the troops is indeed Hu Xiushan, he is only 27 years old this year."

"Does Nagata-kun think this person is not determined enough?" Ishiwara asked.

Nagata was unwilling to hypothesize about his enemy's character. If the enemy were useless, that would naturally be best. But to assume the opponent's character and ability from the start was foolishness. So Nagata lowered his voice slightly. "What does Ishiwara-kun think of the Chosen Army's logistical capabilities?"

Ishiwara gave a straightforward evaluation. "Korea is not the Japanese mainland. The children of the the Korean *Yangban* class read the Four Books and Five Classics to get ahead. The Empire has only truly controlled Korea for a few years and hasn't genuinely reformed it. Few Koreans truly understand modern military affairs. The logistical strength is likely far inferior to the Northeast Army."

Nagata agreed with Ishiwara's judgment. He held the Northeast Army commander attacking Korea in high regard precisely because the Northeast Army's advance was extremely methodical. Advancing nearly a hundred kilometers in over two days with an army of over a hundred thousand—only a screw-up or a truly excellent commander could do this.

In contrast, the Japanese army relied entirely on rail transport within Korea. The difference was stark upon comparison. Although the Northeast Army had come from afar, they held the upper hand.

The only good news was that the two division commanders of the Chosen Army were not muddled. They were very cautious when advancing and did not rush in recklessly. The opponent seemed to have predicted this and did not make any feints to lure the enemy, but deployed in battle formation to fight a dignified field battle with the Japanese army.

While he was analyzing in his mind, Nagata heard Ishiwara speak again. "I think He-kun also wants to defeat the Japanese army in a field battle. He launched a surprise attack on the Kwantung Territory; even if he won, no one would truly feel the Northeast Army is powerful. At most, they would think He-kun studied the cases of the Port Arthur Fortress offensive and defensive battles, calculating against the unsuspecting. This battle with the Chosen Army follows closely on the heels of the Battle of Kwantung. If he can defeat the Chosen Army head-on, only then can he shake Japan and the world. The key to this battle lies in logistics. Whoever can bring up more ammunition will win."

This sounded balanced and fair, but connecting it with what Ishiwara said earlier, Nagata understood that Ishiwara did not have high hopes for the Chosen Army. This didn't mean Ishiwara wanted the Japanese army to lose; it was precisely because he expected the Chosen Army to win that he paid extra attention to its weaknesses.

Although Nagata didn't like Ishiwara at all, he still felt a sense of cherishing talent. Ishiwara was an incredibly smart guy, but he was burdened by his own intelligence and arrogant because of his talent. Although Ishiwara had changed greatly after contact with He Rui—becoming very kind to lower-ranking lieutenants and NCOs and genuinely caring about their lives—this kind of person, arrogant because of talent, if not arrogant towards those below, would inevitably be arrogant towards those above. He looked down on the decisions of his superiors, and thus looked down on his superiors.

Ishiwara was not the only one of this kind; Nagata had seen many similar fellows, only they didn't have Ishiwara's supreme intelligence.

In Nagata's understanding, the problem with these people lay in their affectation. With Ishiwara's intelligence, did he not know that doing this was wrong? He certainly knew. Such people also wanted to integrate into society, but they couldn't accept people's stupidity, especially the stupidity of the upper echelons. Thus, they were rejected by society, especially by the upper echelons.

Ishiwara both relied on society and rejected it, and was rejected by the upper echelons. If not for the fact that he was a soldier and knew to observe the most basic discipline—and because he was too smart, so the upper echelons didn't want to truly crush him to death—he would have been finished. That was why they kicked Ishiwara to the Army War College to teach.

When Nagata went to the Army War College to ask Ishiwara to come out of retirement this time, the principal was overjoyed after Ishiwara agreed. Working overnight, plus the Army Ministry and General Staff Headquarters working overnight during the war, they managed to complete the procedures within 12 hours, happily kicking Ishiwara out. It was evident just how much Ishiwara was hated.
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On the afternoon of October 9th, at 19:00, Hu Xiushan, Commander of the 2nd Group Army, received a telegram from the General Staff.

"Northeast Army 2nd Group Army Headquarters / Northeast Army 2nd Group Army Staff Department / October 9, 1922 / Internal Document No. 00867 / Transmitted to all divisional headquarters of the Northeast Army 2nd Group Army /

The Lushun-Dalian Campaign has concluded successfully. Apart from the Kwantung Army's naval units, all Kwantung Army forces have been annihilated, and all campaign objectives have been achieved. Ammunition and transport units originally planned for a potential second phase of the Lushun-Dalian Campaign have now been diverted for use by the 2nd Group Army. Responsible units have received orders to coordinate with the 2nd Group Army Headquarters. In this phase of combat, the 2nd Group Army's objective is to inflict heavy casualties on or annihilate the Japanese Korea Army. It is hoped that the 2nd Group Army will utilize our army's tactical characteristics to complete this combat objective.

Cheng Ruofan, Chief of the General Staff, Northeast Army. October 9th, 18:00."

Upon hearing the document read out, even the most pessimistic members of the staff before the war were filled with fighting spirit. The victory in the Lushun-Dalian Campaign meant that the Northeast Army now occupied the northern end of the Bohai Strait and controlled Lushun, the most critical port city on this key waterway. The possibility of the Japanese army breaking into the Bohai Sea to conduct large-scale landings in the Northeast's Bohai region had been drastically reduced. The basic form of the Northeast Army's future defensive system was beginning to take shape.

As for those staff officers who, despite their lack of experience, possessed intense self-confidence, their morale soared even higher. The ammunition and, more importantly, the transport vehicles planned for the second phase of the Lushun-Dalian Campaign were being transferred to the 2nd Group Army, significantly increasing its combat power.

Regardless of their individual feelings, when the members of the headquarters looked at Commander Hu Xiushan, they could detect no emotional fluctuation whatsoever. Hu Xiushan spoke with this same unruffled demeanor, "The Japanese army's performance up to this point proves that their commanders have not advanced rashly due to Japan's political requirements. The Korea Army consists of two divisions, the 19th Division and the 20th Division. According to intelligence, the main forces of both divisions, four brigades in total, have already moved north. The troop strength is approximately 45,000 men. Basically all can be considered combat personnel. Our 2nd Group Army has four armies, with a total strength of 121,672 men. Excluding logistics and supply units, there are about 90,000 combat personnel. The ratio of our combat personnel to the Japanese army is 2:1. According to the newly drawn war zone maps, the advance routes for the outflanking forces have been finalized. On both the eastern and western lines, forces of at least two divisions will be dispatched to outflank the enemy facing our front. The objective is for at least one regiment to reach the destination by 12:00 tomorrow morning and cut off the Japanese army's retreat. Furthermore, when the Japanese army counterattacks, they are to delay the Japanese retreat to allow other units to arrive and implement the annihilation."

The 2nd Group Army actively entering Korea to attack the Japanese army was a top-secret pre-war plan. Three days ago, the participating units thought that at most they would cross the Yalu River and defend the bridges to block the Japanese Korea Army; only a minority thought they would go head-to-head with the Japanese. Even those who anticipated a direct confrontation thought they would employ ambush tactics.

Now, with the 2nd Group Army deployed inside Korea for a frontal mountain battle against the Japanese, no one had expected that Hu Xiushan, who had been calmly maneuvering troops, intended to fight a battle of encirclement and annihilation.

The 2nd Group Army commanded the 5th, 8th, 23rd, and 33rd Armies. One could tell their level of elite status just from their unit designators.

However, Colonel Li Luoyang, the liaison staff officer sent by the 33rd Army to headquarters, was the first to speak up. "Please, Headquarters, assign the outflanking mission to our 33rd Army. The 33rd Army has achieved very fruitful results in night march research; the manual lighting equipment for night marches was first developed by our army."

Although the various units had been established at different times, they all scored a zero in terms of actual combat experience. It had reached the point where experience in developing small gadgets was being brought out as an advantage.

But Hu Xiushan found that at the current stage, considering quantitative factors, the training content and completion rates of all units were identical; there really was no other basis for comparison. Even such small differences could affect the judgment values. If other units wanted to come up with more solid reasons, they really couldn't.

After the liaison officers from all four armies had expressed their views, Hu Xiushan ordered: "Eastern Line: The headquarters of the 5th Army and the 32nd Army plus one division will launch a frontal attack on the Japanese army. Two divisions of the 32nd Army will implement the outflanking maneuver. Western Line: The headquarters of the 8th Army and the 33rd Army plus one division will attack frontally, and two divisions will implement the outflanking maneuver. Staff Officer Zheng, the time!"

Every unit's staff department had a section responsible for time synchronization. Staff Officer Zheng's watch had been synchronized with the General Staff in Shenyang. He raised his wrist and looked, "The time is currently 18:39."

Hu Xiushan stood up and said decisively, "All units must dispatch their outflanking forces by 20:00 at the latest. All airship units are to ascend as conditions permit to provide aerial intelligence support to all units."

The liaison officers from each army stood up together and saluted, "Yes!"

After the ammonia blueprinting method appeared in the Northeast, the Northeast Army no longer lacked maps. Currently, each army carried specialized blueprint machines when on the march.

Before the war broke out, the Northeast Army had already done its utmost to map the region. Over the past two days or so, the Air Force had conducted high-intensity reconnaissance photography, coordinating with dispatched scouts to draw maps that were as detailed as possible.

When the telegrams reached each army, many officers at the divisional level were wearing protective goggles and masks sprinkled with citric acid to neutralize the ammonia smell, gathered around the latest batch of piping hot maps for analysis.

Mountain ridges, mountain roads, gullies, and small mountain paths that might allow troops to pass were all marked on these hot maps.

This 'hot' was hot in the physical sense. Blueprint paper is a special paper evenly coated with chemicals. It is stacked with drawings made on semi-transparent sulfuric acid paper and fed into a machine pulled by tightly arranged high-friction belts. Inside the machine, a special lamp shines on them; the ink lines on the semi-transparent sulfuric acid paper block the light, causing different chemical reactions in different places.

Afterward, these sheets are placed in an ammonia fumigation cabinet and heated to smoke them, causing another stage of chemical reaction within a few hours. They eventually become the blueprints used on a large scale. Because the war situation was urgent, the shortest process for treating the drawings was used. The smell of the drawings really subjected the unit staff officers to significant irritation.

But after the Group Army Headquarters' order arrived, the staff officers felt that their toil had finally been rewarded. The quickly confirmed relevant maps were sent to the army and division headquarters.

Xiong Shoudan, Chief of Staff of the 33rd Army, looked down with a slight frown, whether he was thinking, uncomfortable with the smell, or both.

Just as 33rd Army Commander Zhang Yu thought the Chief of Staff needed to think a while longer, Xiong Shoudan spoke. "Regarding the march routes for each regiment, what percentage of them are we allowing to get lost?"

This single sentence made it temporarily impossible for Commander Zhang Yu and others to accept this line of thought. However, Chief of Staff Xiong Shoudan continued to explain, "Although some roads can be considered passable based on the map, the actual conditions are not within our grasp. With a multi-route march, the problem of getting lost is inevitable. I believe the Group Army Headquarters' order has already considered such possibilities, which is why they requested dispatching two divisions but only requiring one regiment to arrive."

33rd Army Commander Zhang Yu understood Chief of Staff Xiong Shoudan's perspective and asked the logistics staff officer, "How many radios do we still have? Down to what level of unit can they be equipped?"

The logistics staff officer picked up his logbook, flipped to the page, and after a quick mental calculation replied, "Regimental-level units all have their own radios. If we only keep the minimum number of backup radios, equipping one battalion with two radios—one for use, one for backup—with 18 battalions, 9 battalions will lack backup radios."

Zhang Yu thought for a moment and quickly made a decision. "Notify all units to set out. Give two radios to the 9 battalions that move out first. Also, ask the airship unit if they can take off."

Airship units had been fully proven during World War I to be units with an extremely poor input-output ratio. The Northeast Air Force, targeting the equipment strength of the various armies in Northeast Asia, had positioned airships as equipment for limited use in restricted environments from the very beginning.

Therefore, the standards proposed when designing the Northeast Army's airships were: a rigid shell with an aluminum frame, an aluminum-framed gondola, filled with hydrogen. Powered by a radial engine and propeller, the flight speed reached a straight-line speed of 6 kilometers per hour under a high-altitude force 5 wind.

These parameters would make it a piece of junk on the plains, but in mountainous areas where 'seeing the mountain puts the horse to death' (a phrase meaning the destination looks close but is far to walk), it still had some value. However, in the biting night wind, the airship unit commander decisively told Zhang Yu over the phone, "Commander, according to data provided by anemometers set up on various hilltops, a north wind is currently blowing with high velocity. The probability that the airship unit will be unable to return on its own power is 42%."

Zhang Yu knew this number was variable; after all, no one knew when the wind would blow or how. Especially in the mountains, wind direction was even harder to determine. But at this moment, some aerial guidance was truly needed. Zhang Yu steeled his heart and asked within the headquarters, where departure orders were already being issued, "If you only need to make a round trip within a 20-kilometer range, what is the probability of safe travel?"

The airship unit commander on the other end of the phone was somewhat surprised. After a pause, he replied, "Let us calculate it. We'll call back in a moment."

"I'll give you at most 15 minutes. Report back as soon as possible," Army Commander Zhang Yu said, then hung up.

Putting down the phone, Zhang Yu ordered his staff: "When will the preparation plan for the 2nd Division, which is staying behind for frontal combat, to approach the Japanese positions at night be ready? When will it be communicated to the troops?"

At 19:29, the 1st Battalion, 3rd Regiment, 1st Division of the 33rd Army was the first to set out. Every platoon carried hand-cranked night marching lights. It was a hand-cranked generator that a single soldier could carry on his back, with a probe rod added at waist level that could bend in all directions. The head of the probe had a very low-wattage bulb with a hemispherical cover. When marching, cranking the generator handle would light up the bulb.

This was equipment developed by the 33rd Army during night marches. In addition to this backpack style, there was also a hand-pressed style. However, the soldiers didn't like the hand-pressed ones; although convenient, fingers would get sore after just a short while. Later, a type with a grip like pliers and a spring for self-opening was developed. That is to say, when generating power, the soldier only had to squeeze; the pliers' handle part would reset automatically by spring force. But this wasn't very popular either, because it required more force and it was hard to stabilize the position.

Only the battery-powered flashlights used by officers on the battlefield were widely welcomed. However, battery flashlights consumed batteries. They were only issued for officer use.

But regardless of the equipment, the troops geared up quickly and set out. With maps and a small number of scout guides, they began to intersperse toward the rear of the Japanese Korea Army in the mountains, where the October chill had already set in.

At this moment, the deep autumn night sky was clear, dotted with starlight in the darkness. Looking up from the mountains, the boundless night sky was so vast.

In the major cities within the pass at this time, the majority of ordinary people had not gone to sleep either. As for people of extraordinary status, sleeping was even less likely.

At 18:00 on October 9th, in major cities like Beijing, Tianjin, Shanghai, and Nanjing, the *Northeast Daily* extra had already been released. Even in Guangzhou, some civil groups cooperating with the Northeast Government began to disseminate the latest war reports from the Northeast Government.

Starting from the morning of October 7th, people within the pass who learned that the Northeast Army had actively attacked the Japanese army fell into a strange state of speechlessness. It wasn't that these people didn't want to discuss it, but that everyone didn't know what to discuss.

Since the First Sino-Japanese War 28 years ago, China had suffered defeat after defeat against the Japanese army. Japan, on the other hand, had flourished over these 28 years, visibly surpassing China completely. Moreover, more and more Chinese students went to Japan, and understanding of Japan's current state increased. Compared to Japan's vigorous upward trajectory, China had experienced the Boxer Rebellion and the Eight-Nation Alliance invasion, the fall of the Qing Dynasty, and Yuan Shikai's proclamation as emperor. Anyone with even a little concern for current events generally began to believe that China was weaker than Japan.

Even when Yuan Shikai proclaimed himself emperor and organized the Reorganization Loan, he said, 'Burry our heads in construction, and meet again in ten years.'

In 1922, only six years had passed since the failure of Yuan Shikai's imperial bid. Suddenly, He Rui, Chairman of the Northeast Government, informed all circles in China that the Northeast Army had gone to war with Japan. As for the reason for the war, it was a cause that not a single person in all of China could have imagined: 'On October 6th, a Northeast Army soldier went missing in front of the Japanese Kwantung Army Headquarters. The Northeast Army demanded that the Japanese Kwantung Army lay down their weapons by 9:00 AM on October 7th and accept the Northeast Army's entry into the Kwantung Army Headquarters for a search. The Japanese Kwantung Army refused. Therefore, the Northeast Army launched an attack on the Japanese Kwantung Army starting at 9:01 AM on October 7th.'

Even those who wanted to discuss it seriously didn't know where to begin.

Even so, what must be discussed had to be discussed. For instance, in Beijing, Zhou Shuren, a professor of the history of Chinese fiction at Peking University, was sitting in a faculty office with some colleagues. The Peking University teachers were all discussing He Rui. Zhou Shuren, however, was flipping through a Chinese edition of *Introduction to Geopolitics*.

Zhou Shuren didn't really want to continue joining the discussion about He Rui, but he didn't want to return to his residence either. He currently lived with his mother, his younger brother, and his sister-in-law. Zhou Shuren's sister-in-law was Japanese, the wife his brother had married while studying in Japan. Now his sister-in-law was completely bewildered, very worried about whether she would be arrested.

Zhou Shuren's brother was also somewhat worried. Ever since the news of Zhang Xiluan assuming the post of Minister of War was officially announced, anyone with an understanding of the upper echelons understood the Beiyang Government's attitude.

Who was Zhang Xiluan? The former Marshal of Outside the Pass, General Zhen'an. Outside the pass, the number of people who acknowledged Zhang Xiluan as their godfather was not small, and those who *wanted* to acknowledge Zhang Xiluan as their godfather were innumerable.

Yet it was this very man who, within less than a year of He Rui's arrival in the Northeast, had not only fully cultivated He Rui but also ceded the Northeast to him, enabling He Rui's reputation today.

After Zhang Xiluan took office, he published 'Inaugural Thoughts' specifically in the newspapers. When Beiyang high officials took office, the ones truly paid attention to were those holding great power. Zhang Xiluan was already 79 years old, with no soldiers or guns in hand. Everyone knew he had been pushed onto the position of Minister of War—a post previously mostly held concurrently by the Premier—for special reasons.

Major newspapers all reprinted these 'Inaugural Thoughts.' Throughout the entire piece, there was not a single word mentioning the war that had broken out between Japan and He Rui, nor even a mention of He Rui's name or Japan, as if the matter didn't exist at all. Zhang Xiluan merely stated that the government existed for the happiness and safety of the nationals and would exhaust all strength to safeguard national sovereignty and the people's happiness and safety.

To Zhou Shuren, these cloudy and misty words read as the Beiyang Government's support for He Rui.

When Peking University professors and lecturers talked about He Rui, many only made ambiguous judgments about military matters. Or they continued their previous evaluations of He Rui, adding some new assessments regarding his sudden launching of a war.

Zhou Shuren's view of He Rui was very conservative because he couldn't quite understand what He Rui had been doing over the past few years. To say He Rui was conservative: He Rui's land reform had swept away the landlords and gentry in the Northeast, and he had conducted an analysis of the existence of landlords and gentry on an economic level. This analysis was very unsparing, triggering strong opposition and disgust from the landlord and gentry class within the pass.

To say He Rui was radical: Regarding rural and urban development, He Rui proposed 'First promote the development of a small commodity economy to stimulate the economy. Create conditions for the operation of a larger market economy.'

Such statements returned to the impoverished common people, triggering ridicule from the faction of literati who advocated the concept of 'Saving the Nation through Industry.' These literati believed: He Rui is placing his strength on the poor, but do the poor have money? How can you engage in a market economy without money? Isn't this just buying popular support?

At that time, entrepreneurs represented by Fan Xudong were more like scholars; they loved reading in their spare time. Their rest time, especially at night, was often spent doing things related to the nation's destiny and culture, rather than entertainment.

When the "Cotton Yarn King" of his generation, Mu Ouchu, went to Beijing, he hung out with people like Jiang Menglin rather than associating with high officials and noble lords. They held a reverence for knowledge and spirit in their hearts.

While intellectuals and entrepreneurs were attempting "Saving the Nation through Education," "Saving the Nation through Science," and "Saving the Nation through Industry," Zhou Shuren was trying to awaken his countrymen with the pen in his hand.

In early 1919, the 38-year-old Zhou Shuren published the short story *Medicine*, revealing the ignorance and numbness of the petty bourgeoisie and lamenting the sacrifice of revolutionary martyrs. That year, Zhou Shuren was also busy moving house, moving from his hometown of Shaoxing to Beijing.

Zhou Shuren discovered that He Rui's policies seemed to accord with quite a few 'concepts,' yet they encountered opposition from the literati who held these concepts.

While the literati continued to comment on and oppose He Rui, Zhou Shuren became interested in He Rui's thoughts for the first time. He took up He Rui's writings and began to study them.
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Zhou Shuren was reading the Chinese edition of *Introduction to Geopolitics*, feeling his emotions fluctuating more than usual. For Zhou Shuren, this sensation was rare. Every time it occurred, it stemmed from conflicting feelings clashing within him.

Closing *Introduction to Geopolitics*, Zhou Shuren closed his eyes, attempting to seek the source of this internal conflict, when he heard footsteps outside. The door to the faculty office was pushed open. A group of Peking University teachers turned to look at the newcomer, and someone immediately greeted him, "Professor Qian."

The person who entered was Qian Xuantong, a tutor at the Institute of Sinology of National Peking University. Qian Xuantong greeted the teachers and headed straight for Zhou Shuren. Arriving at the desk and seeing *Introduction to Geopolitics* on it, Qian Xuantong hurriedly said, "Yucai, my brother, you really do have a copy here."

Zhou Shuren's courtesy name was Yucai. In fact, Zhou Yucai was his original name, which he later changed. Yucai then became his courtesy name.

Seeing Qian Xuantong's somewhat anxious demeanor, Zhou Shuren pushed the book towards him. "Deqian, you read it first."

Qian Xuantong wanted to decline out of politeness but felt it inappropriate, so he quickly thanked him. Taking the thin book in his hands, Qian Xuantong mocked himself with a smile, "I'm just joining in the fun, too. This book has been sitting in the library for years. Previously, when He Rui became the High Commander of the Northeast and achieved significant diplomatic success, his books were sought after. At that time, I prided myself on being aloof and didn't want to follow the crowd. Now, I have no choice but to join in."

Hearing this, several Peking University teachers chuckled. Just as Qian Xuantong said, around 1914, Dr. Zhao Tianlin, the president of the National Peiyang University in Tianjin, had published He Rui's works. According to university regulations, these research works were sent to the libraries of various universities and even senior high schools. Since they were recommended by the president of the National Peiyang University, schools kept them in their collections.

Over the past few years, as He Rui gained fame multiple times, brief crazes for reading his research works would erupt. However, a warlord like He Rui wasn't generally well-regarded, especially by noble university professors; many read with a critical attitude. Coupled with He Rui's rising status and the controversial policies he implemented, naturally, there were few positive evaluations.

But this time was truly different; He Rui had actually gone to war with Japan. Although many professors believed He Rui had started hostilities without authorization, which was detrimental to the nation, the current social atmosphere leaned towards "National Humiliation Education." Except for a few recognized pro-Japanese figures who jumped out to express opposition, most professors, even if they held prejudices, were unwilling to speak out against it.

Having obtained the book, Qian Xuantong wasn't in a hurry to leave. He pulled up a stool and sat next to Zhou Shuren. He took a "Siping" brand cigarette, produced in the Northeast, from the pack Zhou Shuren had on the table, and offered one to Zhou Shuren as well. Zhou Shuren didn't mind; the price of Siping cigarettes was very affordable, allowing the chain-smoking Zhou Shuren to achieve "cigarette freedom." After Zhou Shuren lit the cigarettes for himself and Qian Xuantong with a lighter made in the Northeast, Qian Xuantong asked, "Brother Yucai, He Rui issued an extra edition newspaper claiming the total annihilation of the 30,000-strong Kwantung Army in the Kwantung Leased Territory, plus the Japanese garrison troops stationed in various settlements across the Northeast. A total of 40,000 Japanese troops were wiped out. Is this news credible?"

Zhou Shuren wasn't sure either. After all, this was 40,000 Japanese troops, supported by fortified fortresses, yet they were thoroughly annihilated in less than three days. The Commander of the Kwantung Army, Lieutenant General Kawai Misao, had committed seppuku in the open grounds of the Kwantung Army Headquarters. More than ten Japanese generals were captured, committed suicide, or were killed in action. Back when the Manchu Qing Dynasty fought Japan with the strength of the whole nation, the results were far inferior to He Rui's battle of just over two days. If one had to find a comparison, only the Battle of Baekgang during the height of the Tang Dynasty a millennium ago could match it.

Since Qian Xuantong asked, Zhou Shuren could only reply, "If you want to determine the authenticity, we will only know when Japan releases their battle report."

Hearing this, Qian Xuantong sighed. Zhou Shuren actually heard a trace of regret in this sigh and couldn't help but be curious. "Deqian, you have never been willing to pay attention to He Rui. I wonder how you view his actions this time?"

Hearing Zhou Shuren's inquiry, Qian Xuantong's expression was somewhat complex. However, Qian Xuantong had always admired Zhou Shuren and didn't like to hide his views, so he replied, "Brother Yucai, I truly admire the education system He Rui established outside the Pass, including compulsory education, higher education, and adult re-education. During the great drought in the North the year before last, regardless of He Rui's intentions, he accepted millions of refugees and saved the lives of at least a hundred thousand people. Since then, I decided never to speak ill of him again. However, He Rui started hostilities without authorization this time, which will certainly trigger a nationwide counterattack from Japan. Can He Rui really win?"

Zhou Shuren was also worried about this, so he simply asked, "Does Deqian think He Rui can win?"

Qian Xuantong wanted to say no, but couldn't bring himself to say it. Other Peking University teachers were very interested in the attitude of Zhou Shuren and Qian Xuantong. Someone interjected, "Professor Qian, He Rui's actions are unpredictable and always unconventional. If you say he colludes with foreigners, He Rui goes to war with Japan. If you say he holds fast to moral integrity, he invites various countries to invest outside the Pass and even spends money and effort to help White Russian refugees, getting along famously with foreigners. Apart from his seriousness in 'saving the country through education,' He Rui's attitudes toward 'saving the country through industry' and 'saving the country through science and technology' inevitably attract criticism. As for his civil administration... sigh... let's not talk about it."

Once this statement was made, many Peking University teachers expressed their agreement.

Zhou Shuren could completely understand these people's views; this was how most literati viewed He Rui. As for Zhou Shuren, he had his own views and wasn't willing to discuss them with others. In Zhou Shuren's eyes, He Rui was vastly different from the "enlightened ruler" literati expected, yet he was very similar to the enlightened rulers recorded in history books.

As a lecturer at Peking University teaching the history of Chinese fiction, Zhou Shuren was very clear about the preferences of the literati. In novels, Emperor Taizong of Tang was always waiting for others to "save the emperor." But the historical Emperor Taizong led three thousand Xuan Ce Army troops and dared to charge against a hundred thousand enemy troops. Leaving aside those novels and speaking only of historical facts, whether it was Emperor Taizong going to save those generals or the generals saving Emperor Taizong is hard to say because there aren't many historical records. In Zhou Shuren's view, the possibility of Emperor Taizong leading a team to save others was greater.

He Rui personally cultivated officers and troops in the Northeast; this alone made him a ruler the literati didn't like. As for the various policies He Rui formulated, without exception, they had clear objectives, strict laws, and strong enforceability. In the eyes of the literati, this He Rui was a Legalist through and through!

Mentioning Legalists naturally brought to mind Shang Yang, Han Fei, the tyrannical Qin, and the burning of books and burying of scholars. Although the organizational model of "Confucian on the outside, Legalist on the inside" of successive Chinese dynasties was written into history books, the literati wouldn't mention these things at this moment.

Starting as a military commander, taking the Legalist route in politics, culturally He Rui advocated that "the working people are the creators of history." As for personal characteristics, He Rui was modern to the point of being alternative. He had a surname and a given name, but no courtesy name, belonging to the category of "commoners" in the eyes of the literati. When others addressed He Rui, they could only use his titles in the party, government, or military—a style typical of the grassroots.

No matter which point, He Rui was not an object of affection for the literati.

Seeing Zhou Shuren remain silent, Qian Xuantong also felt it was a bit uninteresting. He stood up and said, "Brother Yucai, have you finished reading this book?"

"I've browsed through it a few times but couldn't grasp the essentials," Zhou Shuren replied straightforwardly.

Qian Xuantong admired Zhou Shuren's scholarship very much and, ignoring Zhou Shuren's modesty, said directly, "When I finish reading it, I will come to ask for advice."

Seeing Qian Xuantong about to leave, someone among the lecturers asked, "Mr. Zhou, do you know how many troops Japan has?"

Zhou Shuren had studied in Japan but hadn't paid attention to these numbers, so he shook his head to indicate he didn't know. The lecturer continued, "Japan has only lost 40,000 troops so far. According to the extra edition, the Northeast Army is fighting the Japanese Korea Army. Even if He Rui wins a great victory, annihilating a total of 100,000 Japanese troops, for Japan, I'm afraid it would only be considered a minor defeat."

These words left Zhou Shuren speechless. In any era, the annihilation of 100,000 elite troops would not only not be considered a minor defeat but would be a major event shaking the nation, potentially even shaking the foundation of the country.

However, Zhou Shuren did not refute it. After all, in recent years, Chinese nationalist sentiment had been high, and the phrase "400 million compatriots" was spoken almost every year. The European War had just ended a few years ago, where the great powers mobilized millions or even tens of millions of troops. In every major battle, casualties numbered in the millions. Compared to that, the number 100,000 seemed somewhat insignificant.

Zhou Shuren stood up and said to Qian Xuantong, "It's getting late, Deqian, I'll go back with you."

As the two walked on the campus, Qian Xuantong stopped, "Brother Yucai, do you think He Rui can win?"

Zhou Shuren took out his cigarette case, lit one for himself and one for Qian Xuantong, but remained silent in thought. From what Zhou Shuren had seen of Japan, its strength was truly not to be underestimated. If He Rui could defeat Japan, it would prove that Zhou Shuren's judgment of Japan's power was wrong. Zhou Shuren didn't believe he was necessarily right, but such a change truly left him somewhat confused.

Seeing Zhou Shuren still not making a sound, Qian Xuantong simply spoke his mind, "Brother Yucai, if He Rui can really defeat Japan, the unification of China is just around the corner. However, I simply cannot imagine what kind of China He Rui wants to build. Although there are great sages like Mr. Zhao Tianlin in the Northeast Government, more are personnel selected by He Rui according to his selection system. To serve the country, the first step is actually a political review, checking three generations. This... how is this different from the Manchu Qing? Where is the atmosphere of a new era!"

Zhou Shuren then remembered that political review was also one of the things the literati loathed about He Rui. When literati criticized these things, they didn't mention that the Manchu Qing or even the Republic of China were actually the same. In the Manchu Qing era, one had to have ancestors who had held titles within three generations to be eligible for the imperial examinations. In the Republic of China, one needed to be a "famous scholar" to have status. The political review of the Northeast Government was said to be exactly the opposite: apart from talent in science and engineering, only those from working-class backgrounds could pass the political review. It would be strange if the literati liked this kind of political review.

After saying all this, Qian Xuantong sighed again, "Sigh... Brother Yucai, don't blame me. I was just thinking wildly. I feel better after saying it out loud. As for this battle, I genuinely want to see Japan defeated to prove that there are capable people in my China. The repeated defeats in the past were only because those in power were incompetent, not because my China is backward. As for other matters, it won't be too late to discuss them after Japan is defeated."

"Precisely so," Zhou Shuren finally responded. What Qian Xuantong said was also Zhou Shuren's thought. Even if He Rui had many aspects that were displeasing, in the face of whether China could be revitalized, they counted for absolutely nothing.
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Bid farewell to Qian Xuantong at the gate of the National Peking University, Zhou Shuren walked to his doorstep just as the melodious sound of a bell drifted from the distance. The bell rang nine times; it was nine o'clock at night. Zhou Shuren felt truly exhausted. By the time he returned home, his mother had already gone to bed. He washed up briefly, lay down, and fell asleep almost immediately.

At this moment, it was approximately 21:30. The first units of the Northeast Army to begin their outflanking and encirclement maneuvers against the Japanese had already been on the move for two hours.

For two hours, the officers and soldiers trudged through the mountainous terrain of Korea, deep one foot and shallow the next. Thanks to the hand-cranked flashlights, the troops were able to pass through dangerous sections relatively smoothly, even with only faint illumination.

The officers walked at the very front. The Battalion Commander of the 1st Battalion, 3rd Regiment, 1st Division of the 33rd Army saw that the time had come and they had entered a relatively flat section of the mountain path, so he ordered the troops to rest.

The signalman immediately took out his flashlight. The palm-sized flashlight had two sliding levers on the front panel. When both were down, the lens was unobstructed, emitting white light. Pushing up the left lever slid a transparent blue plastic sheet over the lens, and pushing up the right lever used a red transparent plastic sheet to emit red light.

Directly above the flashlight body was a flash switch button. Using these simple and clear components, the signalman quickly transmitted the signal and received a response from the column behind.

The entire battalion halted silently for a temporary rest. According to the infantry manual, in the absence of special instructions, the default rest period was ten minutes.

The Battalion Commander yawned and sat cross-legged against a nearby rock face. Beside him, the Battalion Chief of Staff pulled down a quarter-sphere lampshade over his flashlight lens, pressed the constant-on button, and examined the map by the light.

The quarter-sphere lampshade completely blocked the front of the lens, and the light, refracted internally by the shade, illuminated the map below. This was a requirement proposed by the 33rd Army based on issues encountered during night march drills. The solution provided by the Northeast Army's Equipment Expert Group was very effective. In actual tests conducted during night march training, as long as the distance from the enemy exceeded 150 meters, the enemy could not see the light reflected from the map on the ground.

If the blue transparent plastic sheet was pushed up, the light became a dim blue. Under conditions with cover, it was even possible to view the map within 50 meters of the enemy without being discovered.

Only the newly arrived recruits would make a fuss over this convenient and practical equipment; the officers had long since taken it for granted. For years, it had been the norm to listen to grassroots suggestions at Military Democracy Meetings, submit requirements to the military R&D department, and after the logistics department provided a solution, send the new equipment back to frontline units for testing. After several iterations, the new equipment would be finalized and rolled out to the whole army.

Once the ten minutes were up, the Battalion Commander stood up at the reminder of the timekeeping staff officer and ordered the signalman to send the signal. The signal from the rear units returned quickly; every company had received the order.

"All units, report count," the Battalion Commander ordered.

Company commanders relayed the order to platoon leaders, platoon leaders to squad leaders, and squad leaders executed it immediately. In these pitch-black mountains, the troop count was completed within three minutes. So far, no one had fallen behind.

There were still a few minutes of preparation time before moving out. As the troops adjusted their gear, the Battalion Commander asked the Battalion Chief of Staff, "Is the route correct?"

The staff officer pointed at the map: "No problems so far. However, according to the map, there are two consecutive forks within the next 500 meters. The troops should move slower."

Soon, every company received the signal to 'march at reduced speed' from the battalion signalman. The vanguard unit continued to advance under the Battalion Commander's lead.

***

The Northeast Army's outflanking troops were not the only ones going without sleep. Inside the Government-General of Korea building in Seoul, Nagata Tetsuzan, who had just finished a meeting, was relaying the content of the meeting to his two companions.

Governor-General of Korea Saito Makoto and Commander of the Japanese Army in Korea, General Oba Jiro, had stated at the meeting that they must defeat the invading Northeast Army and drive them back across the Yalu River.

Hearing this, Ishiwara Kanji let out a light chuckle, as if he had heard a great joke. Okamura Yasuji knew that Ishiwara believed this idea was completely impossible to realize, and Okamura shared that view. However, Okamura strongly disapproved of Ishiwara's contemptuous attitude. It was simply too frivolous.

Nagata Tetsuzan turned to Ishiwara Kanji and bowed slightly, "Ishiwara-kun, my apologies. I should have resolved your promotion issue before we departed. However, some officers in the Ministry of War are dilatory in their work. It was not until I attended the meeting today that it was confirmed: the Ministry of War has decided to promote you to Lieutenant Colonel."

Ishiwara Kanji was stunned. Although he was considered a thorn in the side, it didn't mean Ishiwara didn't want recognition from the system. Major was the standard rank for a graduate of the Army War College. Four years after graduation, Ishiwara was still a Major. He had prepared himself to wait until the final deadline—the unwritten rule that one must be promoted to Lieutenant Colonel six years after graduating from the Army War College—to receive his promotion.

To have the promotion issue resolved just three days after deciding to accept the invitation to come out of seclusion left Ishiwara with nothing but gratitude. He stood up and bowed, "Nagata-kun, my affairs have caused you too much trouble."

Because Japanese society was so intensely competitive, causing trouble for others was considered a grave sin. By saying this, Ishiwara expressed the greatest gratitude within his capacity to accept.

Nagata Tetsuzan didn't care about such trifles; he had dragged Ishiwara here to use his talents. Since Nagata intended to be the leader of the next generation of the Japanese Army, giving talented individuals their corresponding status was merely a basic operation. Having resolved Ishiwara's promotion, Nagata Tetsuzan ordered the orderlies at the Government-General to fetch two large thermoses of boiling water, then pulled a whole carton of Siping brand cigarettes from his luggage and tossed it onto the table.

The three men sat around the table, brewed strong tea, and Nagata asked, "What do you all think is the strategic goal the Northeast Army expects to achieve?"

Okamura Yasuji answered, "To weaken the national power of the Great Japanese Empire through war and force the Empire to sue for peace. To win strategic space for He-kun to unify China."

For Nagata and Ishiwara, this was already the determined strategic goal of the Northeast Army. Nagata was about to move to the next question when Ishiwara spoke up, "There are three major powers in Northeast Asia: Japan, China, and Soviet Russia. The Northeast has established good relations with Soviet Russia. In this war, only the Northeast and Japan are fighting; there is no possibility of external military intervention."

Okamura Yasuji paused; he had forgotten to consider the participants of this war from a comprehensive strategic perspective. But this wasn't entirely Okamura's fault. Previously, as Nagata visited various bigwigs, they inevitably asked for Nagata's judgment on the situation, and Okamura had heard Nagata explain this aspect many times. It had naturally been skipped over now.

Ishiwara Kanji, however, hadn't attended those meetings. He pointed this out directly from a strategic height. Okamura was deeply impressed by Ishiwara's reputation as a thorn and a toxic tongue who loved to make shocking statements, but he hadn't expected Ishiwara's academic foundation to be so solid when discussing strategic issues.

Nagata Tetsuzan felt no surprise. If Ishiwara didn't even have this ability, Nagata wouldn't have bothered with him. So Nagata continued to ask, "To achieve this goal, how far will He-kun fight?"

This time, Okamura found it difficult to answer. Over the past few days, Okamura couldn't conceive of any situation in which the Great Japanese Empire would sue for peace with the Northeast Army. So Okamura raised his own question, "He-kun has no navy; he cannot defeat the Empire no matter what. If the Empire loses Korea, it is even less likely to sue for peace. Does He-kun intend to seize all of Korea and exchange it with the Empire? I believe that if He-kun occupies all of Korea, the Empire will absolutely never open peace negotiations with him."

Ishiwara spoke up immediately, "Occupying all of Korea requires immense investment, from rail transport to grain requisitioning. From urban management to social order. He-kun cannot burden himself with such a huge load. The terrain in southern Korea is relatively flat, with many good harbors suitable for amphibious landings. Unless He-kun maintains 3 million troops in Korea, as long as here..."

As he spoke, Ishiwara turned the map in front of him, pushed it towards Nagata and Okamura, and tapped his finger heavily on Incheon. "As long as He-kun dares to send troops to Busan, the Imperial Navy will launch a massive landing here. With the Northeast Army's weak navy, they would collapse immediately."

Nagata nodded, "Ishiwara-kun has served in Korea, correct?"

Ishiwara nodded but said nothing. After graduating from the Academy, Ishiwara had served as a Second Lieutenant in Chuncheon, Korea. It was exactly when the Revolution of 1911 broke out. Upon hearing the success of the Wuchang Uprising, an excited Ishiwara had taken his small squad up a nearby mountain, fired his gun into the air, and shouted, "Long live the Republic of China!"

At that time, Ishiwara firmly believed that China and Japan, as important Asian nations, must move forward together and jointly cope with the pressure from the white race. They needed to join hands to prepare for the future world war.

After returning to Japan, Ishiwara read the military tabloid *The Soul of the Army* and learned that the deputy editor was a Chinese soldier named He Rui. He had run over impatiently to 'challenge the dojo'.

To this day, Ishiwara still believed that China and Japan must cooperate. But this did not affect Ishiwara's determination to fight to the death against the Northeast Army for the sake of the Great Japanese Empire.

Moreover, Ishiwara realized that hidden deep within his heart was a certain passionate joy. Letting go and fighting He Rui was a dream he had looked forward to. It was just that the annihilation of the 40,000 men of the Kwantung Army, and the ritual suicide of Lieutenant General Kawai Misao, who had been the Academy Principal for both Ishiwara and He Rui, made the cruel reality finally help Ishiwara understand just how brutal war could be.

Seeing Ishiwara did not answer, Nagata did not pursue the topic but continued to discuss the Northeast Army's strategic objectives from a strategic level. "I agree with Ishiwara-kun's view. So, where is the limit of the Northeast Army's use of force? At this meeting, General Oba Jiro, Commander of the Army in Korea, has obtained relatively accurate intelligence. The enemy facing the Army in Korea is about 3 to 4 corps. The Commander-in-Chief, as Ishiwara-kun predicted, is Major General Hu Xiushan."

Ishiwara reached out and drew a line across the Han River. "He-kun will likely use the Han River as the limit of his power. He is unlikely to truly cross the Han River to fight a decisive battle with our army in southern Korea. He will establish a defense line in the mountains north of Seoul and try to maintain the Han River line. If he cannot maintain it, he will simply abandon it. He-kun can then confront the Empire with fewer troops."

On the journey to Korea, Okamura Yasuji had frantically studied maps of Korea, while Ishiwara had either read other books or smoked in silence. Yet Okamura himself had thought left and right without being able to form a judgment, while Ishiwara seemed to make his judgment without even thinking.

Looking at the map of Korea before him and recalling Ishiwara's statement, Okamura realized this was indeed the optimal solution.

This confused Okamura a bit. There was a saying among those who knew Ishiwara that as long as the subject was military theory, philosophy of war, national strategy, or military strategy, Ishiwara could score first in the class without reading books or listening to lectures. Okamura had spent a massive amount of energy and time on these subjects and knew their difficulty well, so he had never believed such rumors.

But now, Okamura found his judgment slightly shaken.

Nagata Tetsuzan's view differed somewhat from Ishiwara's. "If He-kun does this, he will eventually be pushed back to the Yalu River by the Empire. The fighting strength of the Northeast Army He-kun has built is indeed very strong; fighting against an equal number of Imperial troops, they would not be inferior. However, if He-kun thinks that casualties and a protracted war alone can force the Empire to sue for peace, I'm afraid He-kun is being too naive."

Ishiwara was an Army man himself, yet hearing this, he felt a genuine disdain for the two 'Army deer' before him. So Ishiwara kept his mouth shut.

Okamura didn't notice at first; he was seriously considering the views of both Ishiwara and Nagata, trying to find an explanation that could accommodate both. After all, He Rui's actions indeed contained something very difficult to understand.

Of course, Okamura also understood that if he could truly grasp He Rui's train of thought, he would be able to judge the timing of He Rui's war against Japan.

But before long, Okamura noticed Ishiwara's silence. Okamura was very displeased with this attitude of confrontation. He simply fell silent as well.

Nagata, however, spoke calmly, "Ishiwara-kun, why not speak frankly? Do I look like an Army deer who flies into a rage at hearing a different opinion in Ishiwara-kun's eyes?"

Ishiwara was amused. Nagata Tetsuzan was always considered full of dignity, inspiring awe in those who looked upon him. Since Nagata had a humorous side, Ishiwara spoke straightforwardly, "What He-kun wants to shatter is not the Empire's face, but to shake the Empire's Continental Policy. As long as the Continental Policy is deemed impossible to realize, does the Empire have any reason to persist?"

Hearing this, Okamura was shocked, and anger rose spontaneously within him. He asked loudly, "Ishiwara-kun wants to change the Empire's national policy?"

Ishiwara had known exactly where his divergence with Okamura lay since he started hanging out with He Rui in 1914. Japan's ideological circles were currently filled with various ideas—Pan-Asianism, New Asianism—all of which involved Japan leading Asia towards rejuvenation.

However, matters related to strategy were extremely pragmatic. Japan's rise was largely due to China's actual division. This division hadn't started with the Republic; as early as when the Eight-Nation Alliance attacked China, the local Chinese provinces had organized the 'Southeast Mutual Protection', declaring they would not intervene in the war between the northern Manchu court and the Alliance. China had already been de facto divided.

Japan utilized China's division to earn massive benefits, especially strategic ones. Therefore, Japan's current national policy, the Continental Policy, had at its core the absolute refusal to accept China's unification. As long as China was unified, Japan's current strategic advantage would vanish into nothingness.

Ishiwara prided himself on being a strategist in his heart. Discussing strategy with He Rui, Ishiwara had learned geopolitics and political economy, and finally met someone to whom he was willing to truly bow his head. But within Japan, even facing Nagata Tetsuzan, Ishiwara didn't feel there was anything to be awed by.

Okamura Yasuji had always been a staunch supporter of Japan's current national policy. Seeing Ishiwara like this, he wanted to continue the argument. But Nagata spoke first, "I understand Ishiwara-kun's meaning. If so, it explains the reasons for He-kun's actions. Let us continue the discussion based on the limits of war power pointed out by Ishiwara-kun earlier."

Okamura admired Nagata immensely. Since he had spoken, Okamura had to compose himself and continue the previous analysis. Ishiwara, meanwhile, casually picked up a few thumbtacks and placed them on the map to represent the Japanese army.

With just this placement, Okamura suddenly saw the light. He wanted to speak but didn't know what to say. Nagata then said, "In that case, I will be responsible for organizing the defense of Seoul."

Ishiwara answered decisively, "I will go to Pyongyang."

Seeing both men calm and composed, the agitation in Okamura's heart subsided considerably. At this point, there really wasn't much left to say. If the strategic judgment of the three was correct, the Northeast Army's next target was to inflict heavy damage on the confronting Army in Korea.

Of course, there was nothing to fear. Since they understood the Northeast Army's strategy, they just needed to make corresponding arrangements. For instance, immediately withdraw the Army in Korea, hold the Pyongyang line, and at the same time send an urgent request for reinforcements to the Japanese mainland, asking for immediate dispatch of troops to Seoul to build a defense line on the Han River in the south, forming a pincer position with Pyongyang in the north.

No matter how brave and battle-hardened the Northeast Army was, the Japanese army could easily dissolve this wave of offensive with arrangements based on strategy.

But the current Governor-General of Korea and the Commander of the Army in Korea were both old men. Before long, they would return to Tokyo, transfer to the reserves, and enjoy their old age. Facing the Northeast Army's offensive, these two obviously hadn't considered the problem from a strategic angle, but from their own.

If Commander Oba Jiro, facing the Northeast Army's attack, sent troops to resist in waves while the main force retreated slowly, waiting for reinforcements from the mainland to achieve a standoff with the Northeast Army, Commander Oba Jiro would be a sinner who 'avoided battle when encountering the enemy, lost troops and generals, and lost national territory'. The troops sent to resist in waves would likely face disaster; with the slightest carelessness, it wouldn't be strange for them to be swallowed whole.

With such a huge responsibility, Commander Oba Jiro would probably be relieved of duty immediately, return to Tokyo to the reserves, and then retire in disgrace. Being captured would be a lifelong stain. As for Governor-General Saito Makoto, an Admiral, he wouldn't fare much better; likely the same fate.

It wasn't that these two lacked insight. But their positions determined that for their own sake, they had to send the main force to fight the Northeast Army...

Okamura knew there was no room to salvage the situation. Thinking briefly about what he could do, he said, "I will organize the retreat work from Seoul to Pyongyang."

Seeing his close comrade Okamura somewhat dispirited, Nagata comforted him, "We are only preparing for the worst. There are many strategists in Tokyo; they should be able to consider these things. We just have to wait one more day, and orders from Tokyo will likely arrive."

Hearing this, Ishiwara couldn't help but chuckle again.

Before his laughter faded, footsteps sounded outside. The communications officer of the Government-General knocked and entered, delivering a fresh telegram to Nagata Tetsuzan. Nagata didn't look at it but just dismissed the officer.

Although Nagata was nominally the Vice Minister of Munitions for the Army in Korea, he was sent from Tokyo, an imperial envoy. The Army in Korea naturally wouldn't hand over their work to them, but the latest war reports would be delivered immediately.

Nagata walked between Ishiwara and Okamura, opened the telegram, and placed it on the table. The three looked at the telegram simultaneously. Soon, Nagata stubbed out his cigarette, adjusted his uniform and bearing, and said, "Let's go. We're going to see the Commander."

Ishiwara followed suit, adjusting his uniform. The telegram indicated that the Army in Korea had launched a night attack against the Northeast Army, and had run head-on into Northeast Army units that had also launched a night attack. A fierce battle had erupted between the two sides.

According to what Nagata had just said, if the Ministry of War ordered the Army in Korea to retreat and defend, they could still retreat leisurely. Now that battle had broken out, the Army in Korea could no longer withdraw.
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General Otani Jiro, Commander of the Chosen Army, was born in 1864 and was already 58 years old. His credentials were exceptional: he had graduated with honors from both the Imperial Japanese Army Academy and the Army War College, and was a recipient of the Imperial Sabre. He had served as Yamagata Aritomo's adjutant, and during the Russo-Japanese War, he served as the Vice Chief of Staff of the 3rd Army, directing the siege of Port Arthur and witnessing the blood-soaked victory that finally claimed the fortress.

If he were not such an outstanding soldier, he would never have risen to the position of Commander of the Chosen Army. While in the middle of a military conference, General Otani heard that Nagata Tetsuzan, leading his adjutant Okamura Yasuji and that famous army troublemaker Ishiwara Kanji, was requesting an audience. General Otani could not fathom Nagata Tetsuzan's purpose. Was Ishiwara Kanji so impatient that he wanted to complete the promotion process to Lieutenant Colonel tonight?

However, since they were dispatched from Tokyo, it would be inappropriate not to see them. The doors to the war room slid open, and the three young officers strode in.

Nagata Tetsuzan saluted the room full of generals and officers, then spoke with impassioned resolve, "Reporting to the Commander. We have learned that war has broken out, and we request immediate deployment to combat."

Okamura Yasuji and Ishiwara Kanji stepped forward in unison, saluting the officers. "This subordinate is willing to serve the Empire on the front lines."

Hearing this, General Otani frowned slightly and looked at Admiral Saito Makoto, the Governor-General of Korea. It was a good thing for young officers to be willing to go to the front. However, the status of these three was somewhat special; sending them to the front lines was not entirely appropriate.

Admiral Saito thought for a moment and praised, "As expected of the War College elite, true Imperial soldiers. At this time, we indeed need soldiers to bravely throw themselves into the war. Surely Otani-kun thinks so as well?"

Seeing that Saito had already expressed his stance, General Otani still felt it was somewhat improper, so he asked, "Nagata-kun, is this an arrangement from the Ministry of War?"

"Reporting to the Commander, the Ministry of War dispatched us here to serve the Empire. As officers of the Chosen Army, we naturally obey the Commander's arrangements."

With the conversation at this point, General Otani could only have the Chief of Staff take the three men out to assign them duties. Once outside, the Chief of Staff asked, "Do you have any specific requests, Nagata-kun?"

Ishiwara Kanji stepped forward and loudly requested, "Reporting to the Chief of Staff, after graduating from the Imperial Japanese Army Academy, this subordinate was assigned to serve in Cheongcheon, Korea. Therefore, I request the Commander's permission to go to the front lines to fight."

Okamura Yasuji also stepped forward. "Reporting to the Chief of Staff, as the adjutant to the Military Supply Vice-Minister, this subordinate is willing to throw himself into logistics work, contributing to the transport of supplies for the front."

Nagata Tetsuzan said, "This subordinate will completely obey the Headquarters' arrangements."

Since it was so, the Chief of Staff had Nagata Tetsuzan formally assume the duties of Military Supply Vice-Minister, responsible for logistics and reserve forces. Since Okamura Yasuji and Ishiwara Kanji had volunteered, the Chief of Staff satisfied their requests as well.

Formal assignment of duties naturally required procedure. As the Chief of Staff was drafting the official documents, he suddenly remembered the issue of Ishiwara Kanji's rank. He ordered someone to bring the Ministry of War files and rank insignia, stood up to read the document to Ishiwara Kanji, and then personally replaced Ishiwara's insignia with the new ones.

After handling these matters, the Chief of Staff rushed back to the operations room. Just as he entered, the communications officer followed him in, handing a telegram from the front lines to the command.

The Chosen Army was formed from the reorganization of the 19th and 20th Divisions, making it the largest force among Japan's overseas garrisons. The telegrams sent by the two division commanders were similar: "To the Chosen Army Headquarters: Subordinates have repelled the enemy attack, achieving significant results. Due to changing circumstances, this Division will change the night raid plan to an active offensive at dawn tomorrow. Requesting instructions from Headquarters."

No one spoke, including General Otani Jiro, upon whom everyone's gaze was fixed. He was seriously considering whether to order the two divisions to retreat first. But thoughts were just thoughts; organizing a division-level retreat at night was impossible. It would have to wait until daybreak.

As for whether to retreat after daybreak, General Otani also found it a difficult decision. The Chosen Army and the Kwantung Army were supposed to support each other, forming a pincer movement against China's Liaodong Peninsula and controlling the vital passage into the Bohai Sea. The two armies had frequent exchanges in peacetime.

The Kwantung Army's combat effectiveness was considered top-tier within the Japanese military, and they held the Jinzhou Isthmus and the Port Arthur Fortress. General Otani had fought in the Russo-Japanese War at Port Arthur and knew very well exactly how much sacrifice it took to breach that fortress. Yet such an elite force as the Kwantung Army had not lasted three days under the Northeast Army's ground assault, even without naval support. Could the current Chosen Army really cope with the Northeast Army's offensive?

The officers in the operations room watched their silent Commander and remained quiet. Since the Northeast Army's combat effectiveness was completely different from what was previously imagined, the only one who could take responsibility for the upcoming orders was the Commander.

After a long silence, General Otani finally made his decision. "Telegraph the two divisions. Headquarters agrees to their operational plan."

At that very moment, at the entrance of the Governor-General's Office, Ishiwara Kanji saluted Nagata Tetsuzan. "Nagata-kun, I will now proceed to Pyongyang."

Nagata Tetsuzan returned the salute and extended his hand. As their hands grasped each other, Nagata sighed, "Ishiwara-kun, take care on the road."

As Ishiwara Kanji prepared to depart, Okamura Yasuji finally spoke. "Ishiwara-kun, let us work hard together. I will not let everyone down."

Ishiwara Kanji smiled faintly, gave Okamura Yasuji a military salute, got into the car sent by the Governor-General's Office, and headed straight for the train station.

The night grew deeper. Nagata Tetsuzan looked at his watch; the hands pointed to 12 o'clock.

In the mountains of northern Korea, the Northeast Army's infiltration troops could already faintly hear distinct sounds. The sky ten or twenty kilometers away seemed to flicker with thunderclouds, brightening and dimming intermittently.

Some units were continuing to advance along their march routes, while others were resting briefly. The slowest element in the units was undoubtedly the radio teams. To increase marching speed, the radios were carried by docile yet powerful mules. They had now passed the first phase where they could march with their heads down; it was the fixed time for units to contact Headquarters. The troops had to stop temporarily to establish radio contact.

One by one, the units received telegrams. Headquarters ordered them to increase speed and advance toward their destinations.

At this time, the corps artillery of four different armies was shelling areas where Japanese troops were likely stationed. After every round of shelling, the artillerymen hurriedly shifted positions.

With every discharge in the night, the muzzles spewed bright flashes of fire. All units maintained various alerts, but no one knew how many Japanese observers on the opposite peaks were providing firing data to Japanese artillery based on these flashes.

Of course, it was not only the Japanese who were observing; the Northeast Army's observers were also at work. The airships, which had previously been unable to launch due to wind conditions, were now aloft.

The opposing Japanese forces refused to simply take a beating; their artillery was returning fire. After firing, the Japanese artillerymen were also trying their best to shift positions.

The headquarters of each army made the same judgment: when dawn arrived, a massive frontal battle between the Northeast Army and the Japanese Chosen Army would erupt.

The division commanders of the Japanese Chosen Army's 19th and 20th Divisions coincidentally dispatched a regiment each towards key transportation hubs in their rear, preparing for a potential forced retreat.
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The shelling suddenly stopped; it was a little past 2:00 AM. A significant reason was that the Japanese artillery had ceased their counter-battery fire against the Northeast Army. The Northeast Army had deployed two corps each on the eastern and western fronts in Korea, and the corps artillery groups of both armies had participated in the artillery duel. As soon as the shelling ended, the corps on both the eastern and western fronts that were not involved in the infiltration each dispatched a division. These forces bypassed the areas defended by the main Japanese force and advanced toward the Japanese rear flanks.

This was the order of Army Group Commander Hu Xiushan. Hu Xiushan was of medium build, about 172 cm tall, with a long face, high forehead, high cheekbones, and a high-bridged nose. In his hometown, he had a nickname: "Three Gates Exposed."

In daily life, Hu Xiushan was a man of few words. But in command, every order he issued gave his subordinates a distinct impression: sharp and precise, like the edge of a blade.

The telegraph order was not complex: "To the troops on the eastern and western fronts: During the artillery duel, the Japanese army has discovered that their artillery numbers are far inferior to the Northeast Army's, and the probability of them preparing to retreat has begun to increase. Commit combat forces to move along the outer flanks of the main Japanese force to entangle the Japanese army and prevent them from retreating."

In addition to sending out outflanking preparatory forces, Hu Xiushan also ordered the troops to carry out an encirclement. He was determined to annihilate the Japanese Chosen Army.

Daring to fight major battles and capable of fighting major battles—this was the impression Hu Xiushan left on the senior commanders in the army.

By the time the troops began to move, it was already around 3:00 AM. At this time, on a train from Seoul to Pyongyang, Lieutenant Colonel Ishiwara Kanji called the conductor over and pointed at the gas lamp. "Change it again. It needs to be bright enough."

The conductor was somewhat dissatisfied with the behavior of a mere lieutenant colonel. However, looking at the numerous maps on the table and the somewhat weary expression of this officer, the conductor could only obey.

Lieutenant Colonel Ishiwara Kanji buried his head back in the maps. He truly couldn't see any opportunity for the two division commanders to withdraw. According to intelligence provided by the Chosen Army, there were 3-4 enemy corps facing them. Ishiwara Kanji believed the number was likely 4 corps.

A Northeast Army corps had 40,000 men. The strength of one division was equivalent to a brigade in a Japanese Class A division. The two Japanese divisions had a total of 4 brigades, while the Northeast Army had 4 corps with 12 divisions. Ishiwara Kanji genuinely couldn't understand why the two division commanders hadn't moved rearward.

If Ishiwara Kanji were in command, even if he didn't dare to order a full retreat, he would at least try to disengage from the front lines with the Northeast Army as much as possible and prepare to establish a defensive line at a second position.

However, after thinking about it, Ishiwara Kanji felt it was impossible. Given the Japanese military system, if Ishiwara Kanji had done that, he probably wouldn't have had a good end either. With a sigh, Ishiwara's thoughts flew to the enemy's side. If it were the enemy, what would they do?

A few years ago, although Ishiwara Kanji knew that his approach to military operations was more about unconstrained, imaginative thinking, he believed the only area where he truly surpassed Japanese military men was likely his strategic thinking. When chatting about military affairs with He Rui in Tokyo, Ishiwara Kanji discovered that his own strategic vision was one or two levels below He Rui's. In terms of tactics, his own whimsical ideas not only failed to surpass He Rui's, but He Rui's equally whimsical ideas were far superior to Ishiwara's. In conversations with He Rui, Ishiwara often found that his own "imaginations" were already "reality" for He Rui. In the actual execution of war, He Rui's fundamental skills were so solid that Ishiwara Kanji had to concede defeat.

After that defeat, Ishiwara Kanji finally put away his arrogance and admitted that there were always people better than oneself. Since then, Ishiwara Kanji had truly restrained himself a lot. At least in terms of uniting comrades, he was genuinely willing to treat comrades as equal partners walking the same path.

But Ishiwara Kanji still looked down on those so-called "upper echelons."

Just as He Rui judged obedience to orders versus adaptability in war: "Most people use obedience to orders as an excuse to shirk responsibility and be lazy in thinking, and use adaptability as an excuse to pursue personal interests. In the final analysis, these people have no sense of responsibility. In a well-organized army, the commanders must have a sense of responsibility—responsibility for the troops and the war. This must be guaranteed and ensured by the system."

Presumably, He Rui had already completed his army building. Judging from the result of the Northeast Army annihilating the Kwantung Army within three days, the division-level commanders of the Northeast Army were likely already capable of making reasonable judgments based on the current situation.

As he was thinking, the conductor brought a new gas lamp. Because the gas supply was sufficient, the carbon mantle emitted a bright white light, illuminating the map. Ishiwara Kanji looked at the map, pondered for a moment, and directly overturned his previous thoughts.

If the enemy commanders were above average standard, they would never be confused by the foolish habitual thinking of "the advantage is mine," nor would they be deceived by the false propaganda of being an "excellent race." They would only believe in facts and command troops based on seeking truth from facts. Tactically, such an army was easier to grasp.

If He Rui's army had reached such a level, Ishiwara Kanji had confidence in his next moves. Of course, such a premise also had an inevitable result: the two divisions of the Chosen Army were already finished.

Although the division commanders of the two divisions of the Chosen Army hadn't considered the possibility of being finished, they felt immense pressure. The news of the Kwantung Army's annihilation had also reached them. Even if the higher-ups hadn't communicated it, the content of the Kwantung Army's final telegram explained everything clearly.

Facing a huge number of enemy troops, both division commanders began to consider whether to retreat. This was the mountainous region of Korea, where cavalry could not fully deploy. The enemy stuck tightly to the battle lines of the two divisions, refusing to let go. Up to now, the two division commanders found that they really couldn't withdraw.

If they couldn't withdraw, was the only choice a decisive battle? The two division commanders didn't want a decisive battle either.

In such a dilemma, the news that the Northeast Army was outflanking the Japanese flanks triggered the alarm of the two division commanders. They immediately dispatched troops to intercept. Fighting broke out again in the night. Now, the two divisions could only stay where they were, even more immobilized than before.

By 4:00 AM, the two division commanders could no longer hold out and directly telegraphed the Chosen Army Headquarters: "The enemy is attempting to outflank our forces. Our flanks are threatened. Requesting instructions from Headquarters."

General Otani Jiro, Commander of the Chosen Army, immediately forwarded the telegram to Tokyo, attaching the Chosen Army Headquarters' view: "To the Ministry of War / General Staff Headquarters. The enemy is extremely cunning, attempting to use numerical superiority to gain an advantage. The Imperial Army is brave and adept at fighting, but the disadvantage in numbers will weaken our combat superiority. Request the Ministry of War to dispatch reinforcements as soon as possible to strengthen the frontline forces and quickly overwhelm the enemy."

This was the third sleepless night for the Ministry of War and the General Staff Headquarters since October 7th. The news was immediately delivered to Minister of War Tanaka Giichi and Chief of the General Staff General Uehara Yusaku.

Both Tanaka Giichi and Uehara Yusaku were pro-invasion hawks. The difference was that Tanaka Giichi was formulating an effective invasion plan, while General Uehara Yusaku believed they should launch a direct war against China immediately, fully utilizing the Japanese army's advantages and hitting as far as they could. "The advantage is mine, and victory must belong to the Great Japanese Empire."

Seeing this telegram, General Uehara Yusaku stood up hatefully, extremely annoyed by the Chosen Army's judgment that their combat effectiveness was inferior to the Chinese army.

Tanaka Giichi, however, didn't consider this matter. Since the Chosen Army already intended to withdraw its main force for key defense, Tanaka Giichi immediately ordered his adjutant to call General Uehara Yusaku, requesting him to immediately report the progress of the latest plan for reinforcing Korea to the Ministry of War.

The organizational structure of the Japanese Army was not complex. The Ministry of War was responsible for deciding military actions, while the General Staff Headquarters was responsible for specific military plans. In other words, the Ministry of War could not formulate a plan to execute on its own, and the General Staff Headquarters could not decide operational objectives on its own.

Under this model, at the end of the Great War in Europe, Tanaka Giichi had blocked the efforts of the radical faction led by Chief of the General Staff Uehara Yusaku to launch a full-scale attack on Russian Siberia. This proved the feasibility of the separation of powers system.

However, Tanaka Giichi's current desire to transport troops across the Tsushima Strait and onto Korea at the fastest speed also had to wait for the General Staff Headquarters to complete the operational plan before it could be approved.

Soon, Tanaka Giichi received a call from Chief of the General Staff Uehara Yusaku. "Excellency, the plan is still in progress and will definitely be submitted to you tomorrow."

Tanaka Giichi asked, "I wonder how many troops are included in the plan for rapid transport to Korea?"

On the other end of the line, General Uehara Yusaku did not answer this practical question. Instead, he asked, "An Imperial Conference will be held tomorrow. What is Your Excellency's view on the scale of this war?"

Tanaka Giichi immediately understood General Uehara Yusaku's thoughts. At least based on General Uehara Yusaku's usual stance, General Tanaka believed the other party wanted to see if they could launch a total war against China.

To be considering such things at a time like this... Tanaka Giichi felt General Uehara Yusaku was truly a *baka*. Did the annihilation of the Kwantung Army not make General Uehara Yusaku understand that a cruel war had already begun! The decision to be made now was not to seize this opportunity to invade China fully, but to first resolve the threat of He Rui in the Northeast.

Tanaka Giichi knew this in his heart, but he had to use the other party's authority to complete the military plan to rescue Korea as soon as possible. So he tried to use a gentle tone and said, "Does this mean the General Staff is formulating a plan to transport a large number of troops to Korea? At this time, naturally, the more troops in Korea, the better, and the faster they are transported, the better!"

On the other end, General Uehara Yusaku felt he understood General Tanaka Giichi's thoughts—that is, General Tanaka did not oppose expanding the war against China. So General Uehara Yusaku replied, "Excellency, the plan to rapidly transport three divisions to Korea has been completed."

"Thank you," Tanaka Giichi replied. After speaking, he ordered his adjutant to record the reply to the Chosen Army Headquarters: "To Chosen Army Headquarters. Korea has been subjected to a shameless sneak attack by the enemy. The Empire is making every effort to transport troops to Korea. Before the troops arrive, the Chosen Army must assume its due responsibilities and prevent the enemy from seizing Korea..."

After dictating the telegram, Tanaka Giichi sat in his seat, feeling a bit lost about Japan's next grand strategy.

In the previous conversation between Tanaka Giichi and Prime Minister and Navy Minister Kato Tomosaburo, he had clearly heard that Kato Tomosaburo was not happy to see the war expand, and the two sides had a small confrontation.

The Army naturally hoped to occupy Manchuria and Mongolia and fulfill the dream of a Great Japanese Empire spanning across the sea. But the Navy obviously didn't think so. This was also the reason for the Army-Navy rivalry; the national policies they identified with were vastly different.

But there were also differences within the Army. Tanaka Giichi himself could not agree with General Uehara Yusaku's mindless offensive approach. In a sense, Tanaka Giichi felt that General Uehara Yusaku's approach was actually more dangerous.

War was a very serious matter. One wrong step meant every subsequent step would be wrong. Defeating China and seizing Manchuria and Mongolia required a very comprehensive plan. Thinking of this, Tanaka Giichi felt only irritation.

Those in high positions inevitably had to consider more. It was originally just a war between the Northeast and the Kwantung/Chosen Armies, but it had to be dragged into a discussion about whether to conduct a national war. Some in the Army were truly *baka*; they insisted on making things unmanageable!

But Tanaka Giichi could not fail to prepare. He got up and went to the filing cabinet in his office, taking out a document from a very confidential location. This document contained content in several different handwritings. The top page was written by someone with considerable calligraphy skills.

"My rights and interests in Manchuria and Mongolia are gigantic. Therefore, the administration of successive cabinets regarding Manchuria and Mongolia has invariably followed the legacy of the Meiji Emperor, expanding its scale and completing the new continental policy." Thinking that now China's "authorities in the Three Eastern Provinces are awakening day by day," and the Nine-Power Treaty restricted "our privileges and interests in Manchuria and Mongolia..."

"If we do not strive to break through, our country's existence cannot be solid, and national power will have no way to develop..."

"...The Russo-Japanese War of the past was actually a Japan-China war. In the future, if we wish to control China, we must first defeat the American power as a prerequisite, which is largely the same as the meaning of the Russo-Japanese War. But to conquer China, we must first conquer Manchuria and Mongolia. To conquer the world, we must first conquer China. If China is completely conquered by our country, other nations such as Asia Minor, India, and the South Seas, wearing different clothes, will surely fear us, respect us, and surrender to us..."

Tanaka Giichi flipped through it. This was the result of strategic research conducted over the years by him and some thoughtful officers in the military.

Strategy was not a vague opinion. Once a strategy was determined, it immediately transformed into specific execution plans. Therefore, strategic direction and strategic steps had to be careful and cautious. In execution, if something happened beyond strategic expectations, it would lead to strategic failure.

Of course, many people might not see it that way.

For example, this strategy believed that "to conquer China, we must first conquer Manchuria and Mongolia. To conquer the world, we must first conquer China." Japan first had to seize Manchuria and Mongolia, which were now controlled by He Rui.

Tanaka Giichi felt that He Rui's sudden war against Japan had disrupted the plan to conquer Manchuria and Mongolia. But Tanaka Giichi believed that if General Uehara Yusaku saw this strategy, he would definitely think that He Rui was driving this plan forward.

Although Tanaka Giichi didn't know if General Uehara Yusaku had formulated a plan for his faction, if there was such a strategic plan, General Uehara Yusaku would be ecstatic. Those radicals felt they could conquer the world and were just dozing off with no one to hand them a pillow, unable to launch a war as they pleased. As long as they had a reason for war, they would win victory after victory.

At daybreak, Tanaka Giichi would attend the Imperial Conference. Even without attending, Tanaka Giichi could imagine that the current Prime Minister and Navy Minister, Kato Tomosaburo, upon hearing such a proposal, would definitely ask a question: "Gentlemen, where do you think the ending point of the war lies?"

The "strategic ending point" was something Tanaka Giichi had not been able to determine until now. Tanaka's grand strategy did indeed mention conquering the world. If the whole world were conquered, that would naturally be the ending point. However, Tanaka Giichi himself felt that he would not see this ending point in his lifetime.

Moreover, strategy had steps. Japan's national power was not enough to conquer the world; it couldn't even beat Britain. Even if the strategic plan to conquer Manchuria and Mongolia were launched now, and even if He Rui were thoroughly defeated, could they really conquer Manchuria and Mongolia?

Would the Republic of China agree to cede Manchuria and Mongolia to Japan? Would Britain agree? Would Soviet Russia agree?

He Rui's arrogance was not without reason. Previously, He Rui was the leader of the Northeast regime acceptable to Britain, Japan, and Soviet Russia, which was why He Rui could sit firmly in this position for several years.

Even now that He Rui had broken the Far East situation, Russia at least still supported the He Rui regime. And Britain, up to now, had not expressed a view to overthrow He Rui. The war was between Japan and He Rui, and it had not made He Rui a target of public criticism.

After thinking about it, Tanaka Giichi put the strategic consideration document back in its original place.

The most urgent task now was not to formulate a grand strategy, but to stabilize the situation in Korea first. There were also people in the Ministry of War who had judged He Rui's strategy, and the basic conclusion was very consistent: He Rui wanted to unify China, so He Rui wanted to seize Korea first and use Korea in exchange for Japan not preventing He Rui from unifying China.

There were also some officers with relatively unconventional thinking who suggested that He Rui might want to seize Korea first to contain Japan, and at the same time use the prestige of defeating the Great Japanese Empire to enter the Pass and first control important regions of North China such as Zhili (Hebei), Henan, Shandong, Shanxi, Shaanxi, Anhui, and Jiangsu. Gaining more land, population, and tax revenue to maintain a long-term war with the Great Japanese Empire.

Tanaka Giichi actually hoped He Rui would be that stupid. If He Rui thought that way, then he was completely not an enemy of the Empire.

In the midst of war, instead of trying his best to utilize his advantages to suppress the enemy for a long time, he would instead use a temporary advantage to expand the scale of the war—this kind of thinking was simply treating war as child's play.

Tanaka Giichi did not underestimate He Rui, especially after the annihilation of the Kwantung Army; his evaluation of the Northeast Army had also risen a lot. Controlling a military force sufficient to confront the Japanese army, He Rui inevitably had to force the Great Japanese Empire to make peace with him first, so that he would have no worries in his subsequent actions to unify China.

Now, as long as He Rui dared to enter the Pass, the British side would truly object. At that time, the Anglo-Japanese Alliance would be re-established, and He Rui would be dead for sure!
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At 6:00 AM on October 10th, 69 hours after the Northeast Army launched its attack at 9:00 AM on the 7th, the staff officers of the Japanese General Staff Office, after roughly three days without sleep, finally produced a troop transport plan and submitted it to Chief of General Staff, General Uehara Yusaku.

The operations staff officer suppressed a yawn, forcing himself to appear as energetic as possible while reporting to General Uehara. General Uehara, usually prone to excitement and quite strict with subordinates, was not overly harsh at this moment, having also failed to rest properly for three days.

"…Given that mobilization orders were issued to all units three days ago, all personnel on leave have terminated their vacations and quickly returned to their units. Starting from the 10th, we can begin transporting troops in port areas to board ships for Korea. Among these, the units in Kyushu and Ryukyu will depart first…"

The staff officer's report was highly actionable, arranging boarding times according to when each Japanese unit could arrive at the ports with their equipment. The Ryukyu garrison was not considered a main force of the Japanese Army, but due to the convenience of boarding, they became the first batch of troops to urgently depart for Korea.

General Uehara naturally hoped for as many troops as possible to enter Korea and fight the Northeast Army. The larger the scale, the smaller the resistance to the war against China would be. Those spineless dignitaries had long forgotten the arduous conditions under which Japan committed to the First Sino-Japanese War and the Russo-Japanese War, and how Japan won everything it has today through those victories.

General Uehara was not the only one with such thoughts. In the general and field officer ranks, very many Japanese officers looked forward to the rapid expansion of the war to promote Japan's great cause of expanding its territory.

In Korea, Second Army Group Commander Hu Xiushan already knew he would face increasing numbers of Japanese troops. To achieve his goals, he had to cleanly resolve the two Japanese divisions before him.

Every half hour, the corps provided the positions of the penetrating units, and magnetic flags on the large map board displayed the latest locations. Clearly, the efficiency of movement varied among units. Even with guides, the completely unfamiliar Korean mountain ridges reduced the marching efficiency of the Northeast Army, who were accustomed to plains.

These problems would naturally have to be solved later; Hu Xiushan offered no criticism at this moment. Distant artillery fire roared once again with the rising morning sun; the battle to annihilate the Japanese Korea Army had officially begun.

The Japanese troops did not sit and wait for death. In the span of a day, they desperately constructed frontline fortifications and arranged combat positions. As the Northeast Army's shelling began, the frontline Japanese observed the Northeast Army's assault troops beginning to move toward their positions.

"The best positions are the high grounds held by our side that are easy to conceal, where geological conditions facilitate the construction of fortifications. In front of our positions is open ground with no cover. When the enemy attacks us, they must cross through a hail of bullets to get close."

Thinking about such things is easy, but such terrain does not exist widely in nature. Just like the current Japanese defense system: although they occupied the high ground, the open ground leading to it had many rocks, making it very suitable for cover. Most importantly, it was very suitable for the Northeast Army's 60mm mortar teams to hide.

120mm mortars took the lead in bombarding the Japanese positions. No Japanese strongpoint could withstand such artillery fire. While suppressing the Japanese artillery, the infantry's attack began.

From the departure point 4 kilometers away up to the 2-kilometer mark, the only threat to the Northeast Army was Japanese artillery. Since the Japanese artillery was currently unable to conduct dense bombardment, the Northeast Army's advance was quite smooth.

Starting from 2 kilometers, within the Japanese firepower range, heavy machine guns could begin to exert their power. Frontline company commanders, after observing the enemy's defensive positions, immediately began organizing 60mm mortar positions.

How to deploy positions to most effectively utilize firepower is a technique. In the Northeast Army's construction over the past few years, goose-stepping and target practice occupied only a very small part. Most time was spent on military techniques such as position deployment and firepower integration.

Over these years, the Japanese Army had never undergone large-scale re-equipment. The Northeast Army conducted in-depth research based on these equipment characteristics. The 60mm mortar squads of each company, based on research results, opened fire fiercely on potential Japanese strongpoints.

The power of mortars lies in rapid-fire coverage. A mortar squad with three mortars could fire more than a dozen shells at a potential strongpoint in less than a minute, blasting those locations until rocks flew and smoke rose.

By this time, the infantry squads had moved to a position less than 1 kilometer from the Japanese lines. From this distance, the Japanese heavy machine guns and Type 38 rifles, with an effective range of 600 meters, could exert their power.

The Japanese defending the front faced immense pressure. Since the establishment of the modern Japanese Army, they had never suffered such fierce and precise strikes. The strongpoints supporting the battle line were destroyed one by one; even those just deployed came under attack from Northeast Army artillery.

Having lost the support of strongpoints, even if the Japanese occupied good positions, they could only use rifles to oppose the Northeast Army. In such times, the Japanese advantage was greatly weakened, leaving the frontline Japanese commanders burning with anxiety.

The Northeast Army gave the Japanese no time. A company split into over a dozen three-man combat teams in the blink of an eye, covering each other as they began the attack on the Japanese positions. The Japanese squad and platoon leaders on the front line were dumbfounded. In a Northeast Army company, the number of combat infantry was only three squads, 30 men. At a distance of around 400 meters, 30 men were already very small targets. Broken down into combat teams, they disappeared from the Japanese field of view.

Although the soldiers' figures were occasionally exposed briefly to Japanese view while the combat teams moved forward, these fleeting figures made it impossible for the Japanese to determine the combat teams' positions or judge their objectives.

There were clearly enemies on the field, yet they could not be confirmed. But the feeling that these enemies were approaching the Japanese positions without pause made Japanese commanders at all levels feel terrible. The only thing that made them feel slightly better was that the bombardment from the 60mm mortars had weakened. But this was only after many Japanese strongpoints had been destroyed. The machine gun firepower the Japanese had remaining to suppress the enemy charge was not much.

The reason the mortar squads of each company were not bombarding as densely as before was simply that the mortar squads had received battlefield terrain information transmitted by the combat teams and were moving forward quickly to set up in suitable positions less than 500 meters from the Japanese lines.

Firing from 1 kilometer away, the accuracy and support time were naturally far inferior to firing from 500 meters. Providing suitable artillery positions for the artillerymen was one of the tasks infantrymen needed to complete while approaching enemy positions.

At this moment, the three-man combat teams closest to the Japanese positions had already maneuvered to a distance of over 100 meters. The positional advantage of the Japanese positions finally came into play. Machine gun points that hadn't been shelled temporarily held their fire. Following their combat habits, under the command of squad leaders, the Japanese concentrated their fire on the locations of the three-man teams, attempting to use high-density fire to increase their hit rate.

No longer needing infantry to provide fire guidance, the mortars about 500 meters from the Japanese positions opened fire on these locations where the Japanese were firing densely. Shells hit the concentrations of Japanese infantry, directly causing significant casualties, forcing the Japanese infantry to hurriedly hide in anti-artillery shelters.

The Northeast Army combat teams, having been suppressed by Japanese fire, took this opportunity to continue pushing forward, shortening the distance between themselves and the Japanese positions from 100 meters to about 50 meters. Relying on rocks and depressions, the Northeast Army machine gunners who had moved up occupied positions where they could exchange fire with the Japanese.

By this point, the mortar crews extended their artillery fire further out. With enemy and friendly forces only 50 meters apart, continuing to bombard the front lines would greatly increase the probability of accidental injury to friendly forces.

Departing from the starting point 4 kilometers away, within half an hour, the Northeast Army had closed to within 50 meters of the Japanese positions. Such speed not only astonished the Japanese commanders but also surprised and encouraged the Northeast Army battalion and company commanders seeing their first real combat.

Just as the exercise department had said at the training summary meeting, "We understand the Northeast Army's operational model, so we naturally took advantage. The real Japanese Army doesn't know our Northeast Army's tactics. When the real war starts, everyone relax. It won't be strange for us to defeat the Japanese Army."

Everyone hadn't quite believed it at the time. They hadn't expected those words to actually be true.
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October 10, 1922, 7:00 AM. The Government-General of Korea and the Japanese Korean Army Headquarters received telegrams from the two frontline division headquarters respectively. "...Our forces are currently engaged in fierce combat with the enemy. The enemy possesses superior strength and has launched a frontal offensive against all our positions. Our entire force is fighting valiantly, striving to thoroughly crush the enemy's attack and launch a counteroffensive to repel them."

The boastful conclusion at the end of the telegram went unnoticed by the high command. Whether at the Korean Army Headquarters, or at the Ministry of War and the General Staff Headquarters in Tokyo—to whom the telegrams were quickly forwarded—the senior officers were focused solely on the situation report.

The first few sentences of the telegram sketched out the battlefield situation clearly. The Northeast Army possessed superior strength, and the advantage was significant. The Northeast Army was on the offensive, and the two divisions of the Korean Army were being completely suppressed, with no ability to strike back.

It had been over a dozen hours since the Northeast Army annihilated the Kwantung Army. During this time, the generals had been forced to accept a fact: the combat effectiveness of the Northeast Army was no less than that of the elite divisions of the Japanese Army. And judging by the telegrams from the Korean Army, the situation they faced was already critically dangerous.

The officers at the General Staff Headquarters looked solemnly at the Chief of the General Staff, General Uehara Yusaku. The General's expression did not hold the manic excitement typical of the radicals; faced with real war, his expression was one of military professional composure. He asked, "Has the troop deployment plan been sent to the Ministry of War?"

A staff officer quickly replied, "It has been sent."

"Get me the Ministry of War on the phone," the General said.

***

In Korea, over sixty percent of the Northeast Army's attacking forces had closed in on the Japanese first-line positions. Although the situation varied across different positions, at a distance of 50 meters from the Japanese lines, while combat steps could be further refined, the Japanese response measures appeared far too crude to the low and mid-level commanders of the Northeast Army.

Following the Northeast Army's operational procedures, platoon leaders issued orders to breach. Three-man combat cells, armed with hundreds of semi-automatic rifles and submachine guns, began trading fire with the Japanese infantry. Utilizing their advantage in rate of fire, they instantly suppressed the Japanese riflemen opposite them.

Light machine gunners seized this opportunity to establish gun positions. After firing a few rounds to find their range, they locked on. The three-man teams stopped shooting and began to cross the 50-meter gap, launching an assault on the Japanese positions.

As soon as the Japanese soldiers showed their heads, they were met with strafing fire from light machine guns. The bullets swept across the top edge of the trenches like a scythe. Anyone who dared to peek out—one head or several—had their skulls blown apart.

Although it was the first time the Japanese troops had encountered these Northeast Army tactics and they didn't fully understand them, with the enemy machine guns so close, every Japanese squad and company leader understood one thing: the Northeast Army intended to break through their positions and kill their way in.

Firepoints that hadn't yet engaged were forced to roar to life, trading fire with the Northeast Army's frontline machine guns. The machine guns roared, a single gun firing more bullets in ten seconds than a rifle squad could fire in several minutes.

Amidst the machine gun smoke, Japanese soldiers pulled out hand grenades and threw them toward the attacking Northeast Army. The Northeast Army grenadiers also threw grenades at the Japanese at this moment.

The 50-meter distance boiled over in these explosions. Bullets and shrapnel flew horizontally, sweeping away every living thing within range. In the blink of an eye, dozens of combat cells suffered casualties in this area.

Some Northeast Army company and platoon leaders were angered by the losses of their assault teams. Others coolly analyzed the situation, judging the distribution and coverage of Japanese firepoints.

Platoon Leader Zheng Yongnian of the 33rd Army reacted the fastest. He had already spotted a gap in the Japanese fire net. He called to a squad beside him, "Follow me!"

In the Northeast Army, the phrase "Follow me" meant the officer would be at the very front of the unit, the first to charge into the enemy trench. The squad leader immediately replied, "Yes!"

Zheng Yongnian used the smoke for cover and crawled forward. Bullets flew past, almost grazing his scalp, but they didn't slow Platoon Leader Zheng's advance in the slightest. He moved straight, then adopted a lateral rolling combat maneuver, entering a depression in the ground.

Following Zheng Yongnian's tactical movements, the squad actually arrived ten meters below the Japanese position completely unscathed.

"Grenades!" Platoon Leader Zheng ordered.

Standard issue grenades were carried by everyone in the Northeast Army; only long-range projection was the responsibility of designated grenadiers. A distance of ten meters was nothing for Northeast Army soldiers.

"Three rounds, continuous!" Platoon Leader Zheng supplemented the order.

Moments later, thirty-some grenades flew into the Japanese position above like homing crows. Amidst a continuous string of explosions, the firing from the Japanese position above ceased immediately.

Seeing the platoon leader jump up and charge toward the Japanese position, the soldiers followed suit. Only then did they hear the platoon leader's loud shout: "Charge with me!"

Although there were only eleven men including the platoon leader, after the unit vaulted over the Japanese fortifications and jumped into the field trenches, they immediately began sweeping the enemy along the trench line. There were at least two squads of Japanese troops on either side. Caught off guard by such a sudden attack, they couldn't react in time and ended up in a back-and-forth battle with the single platoon of Northeast Army attackers.

Nearby units saw someone had achieved a breakthrough and immediately threw forces into this small breach. By the time the eleven officers and men were reduced to six, four or five consecutive combat cells had already charged into the Japanese position. Northeast Army submachine guns began to howl inside the Japanese trenches.

Japan was also developing submachine guns at this time, but they hadn't equipped their troops with them. The rate of fire of the Type 38 rifle was too slow; even if a Japanese soldier hit a Northeast Army soldier, in the moment it took to work the bolt, he would be immediately hit multiple times by a submachine gun.

Even so, under the howling command of their officers, the Japanese soldiers continued to trade fire without fear of death. They knew that if they retreated now, the Northeast Army would attack the next line of defense. They had to delay the Northeast Army here no matter what.

Cruel close-quarters combat at dozens of breach points instantly produced hundreds of casualties on both sides. The Japanese desperate resistance took effect. Platoon Leader Zheng heard a roar from diagonally above, *"Totsugeki!"*

Immediately, Japanese troops from the second line of defense arrived. They first exchanged a round of fire with the Northeast Army at close range. The Japanese reinforcements found that the efficiency of the Northeast Army's submachine gun fire attacking diagonally upward was unaffected, and the Japanese reinforcements suffered for it.

A Japanese officer drew his military sword, leaped down, and swung with all his might. This fellow was agile and had good luck. As he landed, his blade slashed the back of a Northeast Army soldier, the sharp edge carving a massive wound. The Japanese officer didn't even look before thrusting again, the tip of his blade plunging directly into a soldier's chest.

The Japanese officer withdrew his blade and, with fluid motion, cut down another Northeast Army soldier.

Seeing that this guy was a master swordsman, Platoon Leader Zheng shoved aside the soldier in front of him, raised his submachine gun, and fired a burst. Just then, Platoon Leader Zheng felt a massive blow to his head, and his consciousness instantly plunged into darkness.

It turned out a Japanese soldier above had hit him. At the same time, that swordsmanship-expert Japanese officer was also hit by multiple bullets and fell. Northeast Army soldiers moved up to finish him off completely, while the Japanese officer's subordinates charged up to fight the Northeast Army, desperately trying to save their commander.

In these crowded trenches, shooting became useless. Bayonets, rifle butts, and even fists became the handiest weapons. Bloody hand-to-hand combat unfolded across the positions the Japanese had allowed to be breached.

***

By the time the relevant battle reports were sent to the Army Group Headquarters, it was already around 7:30 AM. Every attacking unit was forced to admit: "To Army Group Headquarters: Our frontline units breached Japanese positions at multiple points. The Japanese quickly mobilized troops to implement ferocious counterattacks. Due to the enemy's absolute numerical superiority, none of the breached points could be exploited for a breakthrough. The troops that entered Japanese positions have all withdrawn. Casualties... Missing..."

By the time Hu Xiushan finished reading the battle reports, the staff officers had already calculated the numbers. The Northeast Army's four corps lost 493 men killed, 1,488 wounded, and 198 missing in this round of attacks. The missing were likely lost inside the Japanese positions.

According to rough statistics from various units, Japanese casualties were around 4,000. More importantly, part of the intelligence regarding Japanese firepoints and fortifications had been mastered by the Northeast Army units. Next, the Northeast Army would conduct targeted attacks based on this information.

At this moment, the two Japanese division commanders in Korea had already sent out their situation reports. "...Enemy large-scale offensive has been repulsed by our forces. Our forces: killed... wounded... captured... Enemy forces: killed... wounded... captured... We are now transitioning from offense to defense to consume enemy manpower, preparing to launch a counterattack after the enemy's offensive power is exhausted."

Before Japanese Minister of War Tanaka Giichi saw this report, he had just finished a phone call with Chief of General Staff Uehara Yusaku. On the call, both agreed that the mobilization plan did not need to be reported first, but should begin immediately based on the authority they both possessed.

During the conversation, General Tanaka Giichi had already sensed the anxiety in General Uehara Yusaku's heart. How could General Tanaka not feel the same?

The Kwantung Army had already lost 40,000 ground troops. If the Korean Army were completely annihilated, that would be another 45,000 to 50,000 men. The current actual strength of the Japanese Army was only 290,000; losing one-third of their elite troops in a few days was catastrophic. Even though the Commander of the Kwantung Army, the Governor-General of Korea, and the Commander of the Korean Army were responsible, the Minister of War and the Chief of the General Staff would also have to bear responsibility.

At least one person would have to resign in disgrace. If Korea were lost, both the Minister of War and the Chief of the General Staff would inevitably have to resign or even retire. They were cooperating fully, gambling on who would have to take responsibility first.

After reading the telegram, Tanaka Giichi made a quick estimate: the two Japanese divisions had suffered over 6,000 casualties. Although the battle report stated the Northeast Army's casualties were the same as the Korean Army's, the Northeast Army was actively attacking prepared Japanese positions and was at a comprehensive disadvantage. In this situation, repelling the enemy with a 1:1 exchange ratio was, militarily speaking, already a defeat.

Moreover, the Northeast Army's first round of attacks was certainly not a probing attack. If a probing attack was fought like this, what would the result be when facing the Northeast Army's full-strength offensive?

What Tanaka Giichi thought of, the Second Army Group Headquarters had also thought of, and the various Corps Headquarters of the Second Army Group had likewise thought of.

Without needing orders from Army Group Headquarters, each Corps stated at the end of their reports: "My unit will immediately organize a full-scale offensive, striving to break through the Japanese first line of defense and compress the Japanese area of operation. To prepare for the subsequent total annihilation."

Hu Xiushan replied calmly, "Requests from all Corps approved. Additionally, inquire again: where have the various infiltration units moved to?"
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At 7:40 AM on October 10th, Colonel Shimizu led his regiment sprinting along the road. Ahead lay his destination, a small highland known as Songgu Peak. Controlling this point would secure the division's retreat route.

However, Colonel Shimizu found it hard to accept that they needed to secure a retreat route so soon. The Northeast Army's southward invasion of Korea was well-prepared, with a large number of artillery pieces. But the division had constructed positions on high ground, so how could they be defeated so quickly?

So Shimizu urged his troops to march faster. Once they reached Songgu Peak and established positions, he could lead at least half his troops back to the front line.

With about 3 kilometers remaining to Songgu Peak, a scout hurriedly ran up to the Colonel. "Report, Colonel! We've spotted a Northeast Army unit emerging from the mountain col."

In fact, Colonel Shimizu, on horseback, had already seen them without the scout's report. The Northeast Army's service uniforms were truly handsome. Shimizu had never said it aloud, but he harbored some envy in his heart.

However, the Northeast Army was willing to spend heavily on military construction. For combat training and operations, they were equipped with field uniforms. These uniforms were made of sturdy fabric, but their appearance was less than flattering. They looked somewhat like flour sacks.

The 'flour sack' unit in the distance appeared to be about a battalion in strength. Seeing the Japanese troops about a kilometer away, they paused briefly before immediately advancing towards Songgu Peak. With so many 'flour sacks' moving together, it was impossible to distinguish officers from soldiers.

Shimizu immediately understood: the enemy's target was also Songgu Peak. If the Northeast Army occupied this spot, the Japanese Army's rear route would be completely cut off.

Slapping his horse, Shimizu shouted, "All units, double time! We must occupy Songgu Peak before the Northeast Army!"

Two forces, one objective.

Japanese soldiers wearing cloth shoes and puttees, and Japanese officers in leather boots, ran with all their might.

The Northeast Army troops, uniformly wearing rubber-soled cowhide half-boots, were also running at full speed.

There was an elevation difference between the two armies. The Japanese were on a road situated higher up, while the Northeast Army was on a lower path that also led directly to Songgu Peak.

Even so, Colonel Shimizu discovered that the Northeast Army's movement speed actually exceeded that of the Japanese. Those Northeast Army soldiers, far taller than the Japanese, had long legs and ample strength. They ran as if flying along the uneven path, displaying incredible endurance. The Japanese had run a kilometer, but the Northeast Army seemed to have covered 1.2 kilometers.

"Cavalry unit, advance!" Shimizu ordered.

The dozens of cavalrymen in the regiment accelerated, intending to reach Songgu Peak first to establish a position and buy time for the Shimizu Regiment.

Two kilometers passed, and the Northeast Army had outpaced the Japanese even further. The Northeast Army's vanguard was already charging up the Songgu Peak highland, only a few hundred meters away.

Gunfire erupted; the cavalry must have engaged the Northeast Army. But before long, the surviving Japanese cavalry retreated amidst the intense gunfire. Regimental Commander Shimizu had no desire to blame the cavalry at this moment; against such dense gunfire, even infantry couldn't have held.

Since the Northeast Army had already seized Songgu Peak, the Shimizu Regiment immediately prepared for an attack. Although called Songgu Peak, the Northeast Army had occupied a small highland by the roadside; the true peak was over a kilometer away from the road.

Arriving here was the 1st Battalion, 3rd Regiment, 1st Division of the 33rd Army. Battalion Commander Li Hongxin led his troops to arrive first, repelled the Japanese cavalry, and immediately began assigning tasks.

If a regiment-sized force had arrived, they could have constructed very complete positions in this area, but Li Hongxin only had one battalion. "1st Company Commander, go to the highland by the road and deploy," ordered Li Hongxin.

The 1st Company Commander left to execute the order. Li Hongxin realized that his unit, whether in terms of manpower or carried ammunition, was insufficient to build complete defensive works. They could only deploy on two highlands that could support each other.

In the distance, a full Northeast Army infantry battalion would number around 600 men. As a penetrating force this time, only about 300 combat troops were present, and they only had one mortar platoon. The opposing Japanese force numbered at least over a thousand, perhaps even two thousand.

*Am I going to die here?* The thought arose involuntarily.

Li Hongxin quickly shook his head, casting the thought aside. Li Hongxin was from Shanxi. He had fled to the Northeast during a famine six years ago. Back then, his name was still Li Ergou. The name Li Ergou was neither rare in the countryside nor intended as an insult. For children of poor families, a humble name was thought to make them easier to raise.

When he first joined the Northeast Army, it was when Li Hongxin's family underwent household registration after working on a farm. The administrator told the Li family of seven, "Those in your family without formal names need to choose one, men and women alike. 'Ergou' cannot serve as a formal name; it's disrespectful to the person."

That day, Li Hongxin learned for the first time that a name represents respect. And this respect was a blessing from parents to their newborn child.

Later, during cultural classes, the teacher spoke about the blessings contained in Chinese names. Only then did Li Hongxin realize that 'Li Ergou' was also a blessing—a humble blessing from the poor, hoping for survival.

In his six years in the Northeast, Li Hongxin's view of life had changed completely. In the Northeast, ordinary people, even the formerly poor, could live with dignity, and live increasingly better lives. So Li Hongxin worked very enthusiastically on the farm, became a militiaman, then a militia captain. When the recruitment office asked if Li Hongxin was willing to join the army to protect the current fruits of the revolution, Li Hongxin agreed without hesitation.

What surprised Li Hongxin was that the Northeast Army wasn't just about "being a soldier to eat grain." The recruitment staff clearly explained the domestic and foreign hostile forces facing the Northeast Government and solemnly told Li Hongxin, "If you join the army, it is very likely you will have to fight these domestic and foreign enemies. Do you understand?"

That was the first time Li Hongxin knew that becoming a Northeast Army soldier wasn't about selling his life to Chairman He, but to protect the fruits of the revolution and fight against foreign armies that might attack the Northeast Government and bully the Chinese people. He still agreed.

This understanding wasn't just made clear during recruitment. After Li Hongxin joined the army, the situation analyses in political classes, national condition classes, and military classes all discussed these things.

The Northeast Army was an armed force led by the Civilization Party, the sons and brothers of the Northeast people and the Chinese people. The purpose of war was to protect the people, and the objects of war were those real, existing armies.

From soldier to NCO, from NCO to officer, a few years passed in a flash.

Now, just as taught in those classes over the years, Li Hongxin had finally encountered one of those real enemies head-on: the Japanese Army.

"Quick, contact the rear units, bring the mortars up as soon as possible!" Li Hongxin ordered the troops to dig fortifications while telling the communicator to urge the supply units lagging behind.

Turning his head, Li Hongxin ordered the telegraph operator: "Send a message. 1st Battalion, 3rd Regiment, 1st Division reports to Division HQ. My battalion has reached the foot of Songgu Peak and encountered a Japanese force of at least a battalion or more in strength. My unit will defend the Songgu Peak position to the death and will absolutely not let the Japanese occupy it!"

The telegraph operator had already warmed up the machine and immediately sent the telegram.

Opposite them, Regimental Commander Shimizu watched the Northeast Army's actions, feeling a strong sense of unease.

From just a brief observation, Commander Shimizu understood that the enemy was a well-trained unit with high morale and firm combat will.

Facing a Japanese force with absolute numerical superiority, this opposing unit of about three hundred men did not choose safe harassment attacks from the flank, but bravely seized the strategic point. If he wanted to annihilate the Northeast Army opposite him, a fierce battle would undoubtedly erupt. Commander Shimizu realized that the opponent had already decided to fight.
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After listening to the telegram from the 1st Battalion, 3rd Regiment, 1st Division of the 33rd Army, Hu Xiushan immediately pointed to the location of Songgu Peak and asked the air force liaison officer, "Can the Air Force provide support here?"

The air force liaison officer was slightly surprised. Songgu Peak was not a famous location; on a map densely packed with place names, it was just an ordinary one. Yet, Commander Hu Xiushan of the 2nd Army Group could pinpoint its location immediately upon hearing the name. It was evident that this reticent commander held the entire map of Korea in his mind.

The liaison officer measured the distance with a ruler and immediately replied, "Reporting to the Commander, it is just within the Air Force's range. I do not know if this unit carried signal panels when they set out?"

Hu Xiushan remained silent, but the Chief of Staff immediately answered, "According to the report, they did. I will confirm it again."

The air force liaison officer continued, "If they have them, judging by the range, the Air Force cannot maintain a presence over the battlefield for long."

"If the Air Force has guidance along the entire route, can they bomb the attacking Japanese troops?" Hu Xiushan asked.

Hearing this question, the air force liaison officer understood immediately. From the map, Songgu Peak blocked the Japanese retreat route; it was the key to wiping them out. However, on the map, more troops were executing encirclement maneuvers, so cutting off the Japanese retreat was only a matter of time. Since the goal was to block the Japanese retreat at Songgu Peak, the intention was clearly to completely annihilate the Japanese forces on the Western Front.

Having grasped the strategic thinking, the air force liaison officer immediately replied, "I will relay the order to the Air Force immediately."

After arranging the air support, Hu Xiushan fell silent again, quietly watching the staff officers move the markers for various units based on incoming telegrams.

In the air, telegrams were being transmitted across different frequencies. Colonel Shimizu had already received a query from the 19th Division headquarters: "Shimizu-kun, why has your unit, with the strength of a regiment, failed to capture a small height defended by 300 enemy troops?"

Regiment Commander Shimizu did not know how to answer. He had organized two attacks, both repelled by the Northeast Army. Through his binoculars, he could see the Northeast Army troops rapidly digging trenches on their positions, and many Japanese corpses lay on the slopes leading to the hilltop.

Shimizu could only order the communications soldier to send a reply: "To Division Headquarters: The enemy is well-trained and carried a large number of machine guns during their march, especially six mortars. They have also rapidly constructed positions. Our infantry moved at full speed and became separated from the rear artillery. The artillery is catching up quickly and will soon be able to begin shelling the enemy positions."

When the telegram reached the 19th Division headquarters, the Division Commander's brow furrowed tightly. After the Northeast Army's first wave of probing attacks ended, they had quickly adjusted their deployment and were now shelling the 19th Division's positions.

The shelling range clearly incorporated intelligence gathered from the first probing wave, and the Japanese front-line trenches were severely damaged. The Japanese counter-attack capability against the Northeast Army's second offensive would be significantly weakened.

The Division Commander immediately ordered, "Tell the Shimizu Regiment that they must break through the Northeast Army's blockade as soon as possible, at any cost!"

In this order, the Division Commander did not mention retreat, nor did anyone in the division headquarters. But every officer understood that if the Shimizu Regiment could not secure a retreat route, the division would have no way to withdraw. Yet now, the division had to consider a full retreat.

Regiment Commander Shimizu, receiving the order, also read the Division Commander's intent between the lines. Disregarding whether the artillery had caught up, he immediately ordered, "Sakamoto Battalion, organize an attack immediately!"

A fully equipped Japanese battalion had 1,200 men, twice the size of a Northeast Army battalion and four times the number of the 300 troops currently interdicting them.

Battalion Commander Sakamoto immediately commanded the Japanese troops, splitting them into several columns to attack the heights.

Battalion Commander Li Hongxin looked at the circular fortifications taking shape and felt much more settled. Northeast Army circular fortifications generally consisted of three lines of trenches. The center of the fortification was the mortar position. From the inside out, the first and second lines each had a mortar, forming a 360-degree dead-zone-free shelling range.

Machine gunners were distributed in echelons; attacking troops approaching from any angle would be caught in crossfire. Moreover, the troops occupied two heights that could support each other, reducing the exposed area under attack.

Seeing the Japanese battalion crouching and approaching the unit, the commander of the 2nd Company, assigned to hold the height with Li Hongxin, asked, "Battalion Commander, should we fire a few shots?"

Li Hongxin shook his head. "No, let them get close."

At this moment, neither the Northeast Army nor the Japanese had any clever tricks left. What each side could do was clear to themselves and equally clear to their opponents. In the silent atmosphere, the distance between the two forces shrank continuously as the Japanese approached.

Finally, the Japanese machine guns began to roar, bullets kicking up dust and gravel on the position. Seizing this moment, Japanese squads lunged from their jump-off points straight toward the Northeast Army position.

The Japanese machine guns did not stop until their own troops were about to block their line of fire. A few seconds later, the Northeast Army's defensive troops began to fire. The attacking Japanese also began to fire while advancing, and the sound of gunfire erupted at the foot of Songgu Peak.

Fifteen minutes later, both the 19th Division on the Western Front and the 20th Division on the Eastern Front sent telegrams to the Japanese Korea Army Headquarters within the stipulated communication window. The content was strikingly similar: "To Korea Army Headquarters: The enemy offensive is beyond imagination. My division has shifted from an offensive posture to defense. Furthermore, rear logistics units have been ordered to form combat units and come as reinforcements. We hope the Headquarters can give instructions for the battle."

This time, no boastful pleasantries were added to the end of the telegrams. Upon receiving the telegrams, the Korea Army Headquarters understood that these were pleas for help; both divisions could no longer hold.

The Japanese Korea Army had deployed everything. Whether in Pyongyang or Seoul, what remained were administrative departments, guard units, and logistics departments. There was no way to cobble together a unit capable of reinforcement. Moreover, it was 260 kilometers from Seoul to Pyongyang, and 400 kilometers from Pyongyang to the relatively closer 20th Division on the Eastern Front. Even if a unit were organized, equipped, and formed, it would take at least two days to reach the front. It was meaningless.

The remaining option was to order the two divisions to withdraw. But withdrawing while engaged at the front meant abandoning all supplies and artillery. The retreating troops would be pursued by the Northeast Army, and they would likely abandon even their personal weapons. The number of troops that could be extracted would likely be less than half.

Thinking of this, Commander Oba Jirō of the Korea Army ordered the communications department to send orders to the two divisions: "...The Headquarters fully agrees with your division defending in place. Gentlemen, Imperial troops are gathering toward Korea. In just three days, several divisions will arrive in Seoul to reinforce you. At that time, the Imperial Army will strike from inside and outside to deal the enemy a fatal blow! Your unit must display the fortitude of Imperial soldiers and hold out until reinforcements arrive."

After issuing this order, Oba Jirō immediately had the communications department wire the General Staff Headquarters, asking when the reinforcements would arrive.

The telegrams from the two divisions of the Korea Army were not only sent to the Korea Army Headquarters; Tokyo was also monitoring this frequency and receiving the telegram content. General Uehara Yusaku, Chief of the General Staff, looked surprisingly calm upon seeing the telegrams. He summoned the Vice Chief of Staff and trusted officers to the conference room. Once the door was closed, General Uehara Yusaku stood up and said somewhat painfully, "Gentlemen, according to current intelligence, we misjudged the Northeast Army's war-making capability. The two divisions of the Korea Army will suffer heavy losses."

The generals remained composed, but the field-grade officers were somewhat bewildered by this statement.

Before the young officers could speak, General Uehara Yusaku continued, "I have already spoken by phone with Minister of War Tanaka. He indicated that the responsibility for the defeat will be borne by myself, as well as the Commander and Chief of Staff of the Korea Army, and the intelligence department. Minister Tanaka will certainly do his utmost to allow you all to serve the country in the Empire's future war of revenge."

The officers who did not like General Uehara Yusaku remained silent, while Colonel Ishida of the Operations Section 1 stood up and said loudly, "Your Excellency, perhaps there is still a chance to salvage the situation. The troops stationed at the ports have already begun preparing to board ships. In particular, the vanguard units from Kyushu can arrive in Busan today."

Although General Uehara Yusaku was strategically radical, he was quite accomplished in tactics. He gestured for Colonel Ishida to sit down before continuing, "Gentlemen, the combat effectiveness of the Northeast Army is beyond our imagination. After the next Chief of General Staff takes office, I ask you to discard your previous evaluations of the Chinese military and regard them as an army capable of rivaling the Imperial Army. I certainly hope the Korea Army can withstand the Northeast Army's attack, but judging from their telegrams, these two divisions were not ambushed but were suppressed frontally by the enemy. If these two divisions are unfortunately defeated, I ask you to raise your evaluation of the enemy once again."

The officers did not speak this time; it was clear they were all thinking. This gave General Uehara Yusaku a sliver of comfort. The General Staff Headquarters gathered the elite of the Japanese military, and those called to the meeting were the elite of the elite. They might differ on whether to be radical or conservative in strategy, but as elites, they had to acknowledge facts. Even if the facts vastly exceeded previously held intelligence, facts were facts.

In all fairness, General Uehara Yusaku was not unconvinced in his heart. But he knew his time as Chief of the General Staff was running out. In his earlier conversation with Army Minister Tanaka Giichi, the two had reached a tacit consensus. Now that the situation was developing in the worst possible direction, once the main force of the Korea Army was annihilated, General Uehara Yusaku would have to take responsibility and be transferred to the reserves. As for whether Tanaka Giichi could be saved, it depended on whether the current Prime Minister, Katō Tomosaburō, wanted to force Tanaka Giichi to resign.

From the Prime Minister's perspective, Katō Tomosaburō should not do this. According to Japanese political custom, if the Army Minister resigned due to defeat, the cabinet would fall, and Katō Tomosaburō would also have to resign, with the Emperor appointing a new Prime Minister. As Prime Minister, Katō Tomosaburō certainly did not want to do this.

However, as the concurrent Navy Minister, looking at it from the perspective of the Army-Navy rivalry, Katō Tomosaburō could certainly demand Tanaka's resignation. Pushing most of the blame onto the Army would deal a heavy blow to the Army's reputation.

If it were the past, adhering to the tradition of Army-Navy rivalry, General Uehara Yusaku would certainly consider this. However, at this moment, Katō Tomosaburō truly hoped things would not reach that stage.

With a heavy heart, General Uehara Yusaku said to the officers of the General Staff, "Gentlemen. He Rui is a talent cultivated by the Empire, possessing an intellect not inferior to any of the Empire's elites. China has vast land, a large population, and abundant resources. With a brilliant mind combined with such national endowments, the Empire is encountering an unprecedented challenge. If we cannot eliminate He Rui's Manchurian-Mongolian power and allow him to grow strong, the Empire's decades of painstaking efforts will all be washed away. At this moment, I implore you all to do your utmost for the Empire in the days to come!"

The officers stood up and bowed one after another, but remained silent. They had also seen the situation from the telegrams sent by the two divisions of the Korea Army, only some still held onto a last shred of hope, hoping their judgment was wrong. Hoping the Northeast Army did not have such powerful strength.

But General Uehara Yusaku's premature farewell speech had already dashed their last shred of hope. Although the intelligence gathered by the Army intelligence department proved to be ridiculously wrong, the troop numbers of the Northeast Army should still be credible.

Currently, the Northeast Army has about 300,000 elite troops, and the number of reserve troops that can be conscripted is between 500,000 and 700,000. Troops of such numbers are fully capable of fighting a decisive battle with Japan in Korea. As for the current 290,000 active-duty Japanese troops, after two major defeats, only 200,000 remain. To replenish to the 500,000 needed to launch a counter-offensive would take at least a month and a half, and deploying these troops to Korea would take another half month. In other words, the earliest full-scale counter-offensive would be in two months.

No officer believed that the current troops could fight immediately upon arrival. Just familiarizing themselves with the map would take the staff department a day or two. Even if Amaterasu Omikami blessed them and about three divisions could be transported to Seoul within three days, with unit organization, replenishment, and staff preparation, the two divisions going to aid the Korea Army would still take five days to arrive.

This was already high efficiency beyond the current limits of the Japanese Army. The Korea Army, however, had shifted to full defense after only two hours of fighting. From a cold military perspective, these two divisions were already beyond saving.

General Uehara Yusaku had already made this judgment. In this final time, he began to arrange for the General Staff to operate the troop transport work at full capacity.

The destruction of the two divisions of the Korea Army did not mean the end of the war. Korea, with no available troops left, was a fruit in the Northeast Army's hand; the Northeast Army could take it just by closing its fingers. Considering the worst-case scenario, the area centered on Busan had to be held at all costs to prepare for the Empire's counter-offensive.

Just then, Regiment Commander Shimizu received another telegram from the 19th Division: "Shimizu-kun, why have you not reported the battle situation to the Division Headquarters? Has the unfavorable situation deprived you of even the courage to send a telegram!"

Looking at the piles of Japanese corpses on the periphery of the height, Regiment Commander Shimizu didn't know how to report for a moment. But the mockery in the telegram made him feel intense shame. He summoned his courage and said to the communications officer, "The enemy is extremely proficient in positional warfare. After occupying advantageous terrain, their position layout exceeds imagination. Our forces have besieged them several times but have been unable to find a blind spot in their defense. The officers and men of the Empire fought bravely; the Sakamoto Battalion has already changed battalion commanders three times, and casualties are over half. This subordinate is incompetent, but the artillery has arrived. In the next attack, this subordinate will personally lead the team to launch the assault and vow to capture the height."

Having the communications officer send the telegram to the Division Headquarters, Regiment Commander Shimizu held his military sword and shouted, "Begin shelling!"

Moments later, clouds of fire and smoke from exploding shells rose from the Northeast Army positions on Songgu Peak. The two not-so-large heights were quickly covered by smoke, their shapes no longer visible.

The Japanese infantry had already launched five attacks before the artillery arrived, and every one had failed. The Northeast Army's positions were constructed very sturdily. The strongpoints seemed few, but were extremely effective. No matter how many Japanese troops there were, they could not break through. The unit's casualties had already exceeded 600; let alone breaking through the position, they couldn't even break into the first trench line. They only left the ground covered with Japanese corpses.

So the Japanese artillerymen desperately vented the Japanese Army's rage, the shelling continuing uninterrupted for a full ten minutes.

Regiment Commander Shimizu felt that these two damnable heights were likely destroyed under such shelling. He called over the three battalion commanders. The commander of the Sakamoto Battalion had personally led a charge after seeing the unit's attack falter in the previous offensive and had been killed in action. The current battalion commander was named Kishida.

"You will immediately lead the troops to attack and take the height!" Regiment Commander Shimizu issued a brief, vicious order.

The three battalion commanders stood at attention and saluted, "Yes!"

Crawling out of a simple foxhole, Battalion Commander Li Hongxin coughed a few times, choked by the dust and smell of gunpowder in the air. In the trench next to him, layers of soil churned as officers and soldiers who had drilled into foxholes during the shelling crawled out. Everyone took off the gas masks from their dusty heads. Some soldiers prepared for battle, while others hurriedly dug people out of the dirt.

As for poison gas, everyone had only heard of it. The Northeast Army only used colored smoke and chili smoke to simulate poison gas. Although they were choked half to death in exercises, at least they wouldn't really be poisoned.

At this moment, no one expected that the Battalion Commander's order to put on gas masks would actually serve to keep out the dust. With heads and bodies buried in the dirt, there was air in the space of the cat-ear holes (foxholes), and the intake of the gas mask was in those spaces, so there was always a breath of air. Without the gas masks, many soldiers, even if not blown up, would likely have suffocated.

The artillerymen also quickly dug out the mortars and set them up. Facing the Japanese troops rushing up like a tide, Li Hongxin couldn't help but laugh aloud, "Haha, cough cough... cough cough... These Japanese are in such a rush to reincarnate. Let them get close before firing!"

Hearing the Battalion Commander say this, some laughter broke out among the soldiers on the position. But most couldn't laugh. The Japanese had attacked several times; casualties on the position were significant, and ammunition consumption was even greater. Everyone didn't have much confidence in whether they could withstand this attack.

Even thinking so, the soldiers still entered their combat positions, gripping their weapons tightly in the ruined trenches, preparing for the coming battle.

Regiment Commander Shimizu raised his binoculars to look at the two heights controlled by the Northeast Army. He certainly hoped to wipe out the enemy completely with artillery. However, Shimizu dared not be so optimistic; there should still be some Northeast Army survivors on the position who could resist a bit. The reason for sending out so many troops was to use the massive disparity in troop strength to completely overwhelm the enemy and capture the height in one fell swoop.

So when gunshots rang out from the Northeast Army's high ground, Regiment Commander Shimizu was not particularly surprised. But the gunfire became increasingly dense, and mortars soon joined the firing. The Northeast Army had not only not been crushed but could even organize a forceful counter-attack.

The attacking Japanese troops were not immediately repelled. They also split into squads, using the terrain to return fire desperately. The two sides began to shoot at each other, and some Japanese even dragged machine guns up, setting them up at close range to strafe. After strafing for less than two minutes, a few mortar shells flew over and directly blew the Japanese machine gun away.

Regiment Commander Shimizu knew that the artillery had very few shells left and could no longer complete saturation fire. But with the battle at this point, he had no choice. Shimizu shouted, "Fire all the shells!"

Although the Japanese artillerymen were somewhat surprised, they knew the situation was urgent and accidental injury didn't matter anymore. Soon, the Japanese artillery fired all their shells at the Northeast Army position.

Although he heard the sound of shells, Li Hongxin immediately ordered the troops to take cover. But without the cat-ear holes, and with the position already ruined, many soldiers were immediately killed or wounded by the shells. 2nd Company Commander waited for the shelling to end. He raised his head and found a Japanese unit charging up fearlessly. Rallying his troops, he saw that a shell had hit the 1st Platoon's position. The 1st Platoon had already suffered heavy casualties, with only a squad's worth of strength left. Now the entire position was destroyed. The 2nd Company Commander hurriedly ordered the 2nd Platoon to detach a squad to defend it. He ran toward the command post. As soon as he arrived, he saw a medic trying to save someone. The man's face was covered in mud mixed with blood, unrecognizable. Only the rank insignia showed that this person was Li Hongxin.

The 2nd Company Commander threw himself over and shouted hurriedly, "Battalion Commander! Battalion Commander!"

Li Hongxin had been hit in the neck by shrapnel. He tried hard to speak, but blood bubbles gurgled from the wound in his trachea. Li Hongxin blocked the wound with his hand, pulled the 2nd Company Commander close, and used all his strength to say, "Let... the Party branch... command... the battle..."

Having said this, Li Hongxin's body began to convulse, and the medic hurried to perform first aid. At this moment, the howling of the Japanese charge outside the position had already reached the command post. The 2nd Company Commander felt his chest and eyes burning. He stood up and began to run rapidly along the trench, relaying the Battalion Commander's order as he ran, "The Party branch commands the battle, hold the position!"

"The Party branch commands the battle, hold the position!"

Hearing this, the expressions of the officers and soldiers already engaged in combat turned resolute. There were two situations in which the Party branch would command the battle. The first was facing a dangerous battle, almost a point of no return. Party branch members would lead Party members to form a dare-to-die corps to complete the arduous task.

The second was when the military commander was killed in action and a command structure could no longer be formed. The Party committee would automatically form a new command structure to organize the battle.

On the current position, everyone was a dare-to-die corps. The remaining reason was simply that the Battalion Commander had been killed.

The political instructor in the company immediately formed a command unit with the company commander. If the company commander and political instructor were gone, Party members would automatically fill the vacancies according to rank order.

In the fierce battle, the remaining troops once again had a command structure and continued their tenacious defense.

Just then, a strange whistling sound came from the sky. Before the Northeast Army soldiers could rejoice, explosions erupted violently on the enemy's rear positions. Explosions rang out one after another. The Japanese artillery was set up by the roadside, and the Northeast Army bomber formation dropped bombs all along the road. A bomb exploded right next to the Japanese artillery position, blowing the artillery pieces near the road, along with their crews, directly into the air.

The Northeast Army's air support had finally arrived.
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October 10, 8:30 AM. Tokyo. The Ministry of War received a telegram from the Korea Army Headquarters: "Lost contact with two division headquarters. Urgently attempting to restore communications."

Minister of War Tanaka Giichi was no longer surprised. He got into his car and headed straight for the Prime Minister's official residence. Led by a secretary, he entered the Prime Minister's office. The secretary withdrew, carefully closing the door behind him.

Prime Minister Katō Tomosaburo looked exhausted. He pondered for a moment before asking, "Tanaka-kun, how does the Ministry of War intend to explain this to the people?"

Tanaka Giichi had long since considered who would bear the responsibility. "The Chief of the General Staff will resign. Regarding the command staff of the Korea Army Headquarters: general officers will be transferred to the reserves; field officers will be demoted two ranks and sent to the front lines. The Chief of the Intelligence Section and the Chief of the China Office will be handed over to the court-martial. The Deputy Chief of the Intelligence Section and the staff of the China Office will be demoted and sent to the front lines."

After listening to Tanaka Giichi, Prime Minister (and concurrent Minister of the Navy) Katō Tomosaburo did not answer immediately. He remained silent for a while before saying, "Understood."

A weight lifted from Tanaka Giichi's heart. He had prepared an even harsher punishment plan, but since Prime Minister Katō Tomosaburo did not kick him while he was down, there was no need to propose it. With a touch of gratitude, Tanaka Giichi bowed to Katō Tomosaburo. "Thank you. The Army is expediting the completion of the counterattack plan. We will certainly destroy the He Rui regime."

Hearing this, Katō Tomosaburo replied coldly, "I hope Tanaka-kun can explain this to the Imperial subjects as soon as possible. In decades, the Empire has never suffered such a great defeat. Once the news spreads, public sentiment will inevitably be inflamed. The Diet members will make even more noise."

Tanaka Giichi responded, "The Army will do its utmost. We also hope Your Excellency can assist the Army in dealing with this."

Katō Tomosaburo had no fondness for the Diet. When it came to dealing with public opinion, the Army and Navy were in alignment.

Having discussed these matters that required immediate attention, the two men did not delve deeper but stood up and headed for the Imperial Palace. Soon, the Imperial Conference convened within the palace.

Japan's Imperial Conference differed from the court assemblies attended by the Emperor in China. Since the establishment of the Shogunate system, the Imperial Court managed the nobility, while administrative affairs were the responsibility of the Shogun. Although the Tokugawa Shogunate had performed the 'Restoration of Imperial Rule' (Taisei Hōkan), administrative power had actually been returned to the central government. While the Imperial Court's voice had greatly increased, it was not yet a system of absolute monarchical power like the Chinese dynasties.

Therefore, when the Cabinet met in the Imperial Palace, it was called an 'Imperial Conference.' Crown Prince Hirohito was already Regent, and he attended the Imperial Conference on behalf of Emperor Taishō. According to the system, Crown Prince Hirohito was merely an observer at the Imperial Conference. He made no decisions and did not participate in the discussions.

There were currently five Cabinet Ministers in Japan: the Prime Minister, the Minister of the Navy, the Minister of War, the Minister of Foreign Affairs, and the Minister of Finance. Each department was managed by its respective minister.

Before the meeting began, the ministers bowed to the Crown Prince. Crown Prince Hirohito merely nodded, remaining silent according to the rules. The meeting then formally commenced.

The Prime Minister, Katō Tomosaburo, first asked the Minister of War about the development of the war. Tanaka Giichi concealed nothing, explaining the latest situation and offering a very objective and reasonable projection regarding the fate of the Korea Army.

Next, Tanaka Giichi laid out the punishment plan. Since the Minister of the Navy was concurrently the Prime Minister, and neither the Minister of Foreign Affairs nor the Minister of Finance spoke up—not feeling the need to involve themselves in this matter—the issue at hand was not who was punished, but how to deal with the war.

After Tanaka Giichi finished with the punishment plan, he continued, "Given the current situation, the war with the Northeast Government needs to be escalated to a National War. The Empire of Japan must retake all of Korea as quickly as possible, enter the Manchuria-Mongolia region, thoroughly destroy the Northeast Government, and proceed to completely occupy Manchuria and Mongolia. What suggestions do Your Excellencies have regarding this?"

Foreign Minister Uchida Kōsai immediately expressed his opinion. "Destroying the Northeast Government can be understood by the various nations. However, occupying Manchuria and Mongolia differs from the stance of the Washington Conference and will not be recognized by the powers."

Tanaka Giichi responded, "Then we will support a regime controlled by the Empire to replace it. But in any case, the Northeast regime must be thoroughly destroyed."

At this, the various ministers had no objections. Given what the Northeast Government had done to the Empire of Japan, there was absolutely no reason to allow the Northeast regime to continue to exist.

Prime Minister Katō Tomosaburo agreed with the Army Ministry's policy and turned to ask the Foreign Minister, "Regarding communication with foreign nations, does Uchida-kaku have any suggestions or requests?"

Foreign Minister Uchida Kōsai immediately replied, "Your Excellency, the Northeast Government is merely a regional regime; the Empire cannot declare war on it. Declaring war on the Chinese government is also impossible. Therefore, the Ministry of Foreign Affairs is currently contacting various nations, attempting to gain their understanding and support. In the Beiyang Government's latest personnel changes, Zhang Xiluan has become the new Director-General of the Army. In his inauguration statement, he mentioned that the current Republic of China government must guarantee the free flow of transportation and commerce. The Ministry of Foreign Affairs believes this is the Republic of China government expressing goodwill towards He Rui."

The other ministers remained silent, but they all understood the Foreign Minister's meaning. The Northeast Government was currently fighting Japan independently; they needed vast amounts of supplies and funds. These supplies and funds would naturally be obtained through trade with the lands inside the Pass. For a Director-General of the Army to emphasize 'the free flow of transportation and commerce' in his inauguration statement, it was naturally an expression that they would absolutely not interrupt trade with the Northeast.

However, no one suggested demanding clarification from the Beiyang Government on this issue. The Beiyang Government could use a hundred reasons to explain that they had no other intentions. If the Japanese side demanded that the Beiyang Government interrupt trade with the Northeast, the Beiyang Government had a hundred ways to stall.

In the final analysis, as long as the Empire of Japan failed to overwhelm the Northeast Government militarily, the Beiyang Government would have endless room to maneuver.

"Who supports the Empire at present?" Katō Tomosaburo continued to ask.

Uchida Kōsai replied, "The British government has expressed shock, the French government has merely expressed concern, and the US government calls for peace. Soviet Russia has not made any public statement."

There were only these four countries that could truly influence this war. Because Soviet Russia was not recognized by Japan, and Japan had participated in the Allied intervention against Soviet Russia, the two countries did not even have diplomatic relations. Therefore, the current Soviet Russia was by no means He Rui's enemy.

In this brief silence, Hirohito's aide-de-camp, Nijō Kōichi, spoke up to ask, "May I ask Uchida-kaku, do you believe Soviet Russia will support the Northeast Government?"

At the Imperial Conference, Hirohito would only make purely polite remarks, and never more than two sentences. Even if he said nothing at all, it was not abnormal. But since the Imperial Conference was an *Imperial* Conference, someone had to speak for the Imperial House. The aide-de-camp was that role.

Nijō Kōichi—one could tell from the name alone that he was a noble. It was a tradition for children of the nobility to serve as aides-de-camp. This Nijō Kōichi was born in 1874, entered the Army Academy in 1892, and later served in the cavalry unit of the 1st Division. He entered the Army War College in 1898, graduated in 1901, and entered the Guard Division cavalry unit. He had participated in the Russo-Japanese War and earned some merit. He became Hirohito's aide-de-camp in 1909. It was basically the standard path for the peerage (Kazoku).

Hearing Nijō Kōichi's question, Uchida Kōsai felt the issue was indeed critical. Once Soviet Russia and the Northeast Army formed a coalition, Japan would face tremendous pressure. Uchida Kōsai answered decisively, "At this stage, it is impossible. Directly recognizing Russia would make the Northeast Government a rebel against the Republic of China government. However, if the Northeast Government were on the verge of being defeated by the Empire, the Ministry of Foreign Affairs believes it would be quite possible at that time."

As he said the latter sentence, Uchida Kōsai felt a bit uncertain in his heart. When a person is sailing with the wind, their basic baseline of action can be predicted. But when they are at a dead end and facing imminent destruction, the probability of breaking through that baseline becomes very high.

The breadth of Nijō Kōichi's vision in asking this question surprised Uchida Kōsai slightly. The question was tricky, but not without value for consideration.

Nijō Kōichi then turned to look at Tanaka Giichi. "Tanaka-kaku, what is the reason for the Northeast Army's victories up to now?"

Hearing the question, Tanaka Giichi did not flinch due to the defeat. Instead, he answered decisively, "The incompetence of the Imperial Army's intelligence department led to a completely wrong assessment of the Northeast Army by the Empire. This is the Army's responsibility."

"When will the Army Ministry's assessment of the Northeast Army's true strength be completed?" Nijō Kōichi continued to ask.

This question left Tanaka Giichi unable to answer immediately. After a moment of thought, Tanaka Giichi replied, "Aside from immediately deploying reinforcements to Korea, this is the highest priority task."

Nijō Kōichi did not pursue the matter further but turned to Prime Minister Katō Tomosaburo. "Your Excellency, has the Navy formulated its own operational plan?"

Katō Tomosaburo answered calmly, "The Navy will study landing operation plans together with the Army."

Hearing this answer, Nijō Kōichi bowed slightly. "Thank you for your answers." Then he sat back in his seat.

Although Tanaka Giichi did not look at Nijō Kōichi, he was very mindful of this fellow's questions in his heart. The questions were all reasonable, exactly what an aide-de-camp to the Prince Regent should ask. However, these questions all contained a core message: proceed with caution. If they could not produce an assessment of the Northeast Army, the next battle would likely also be a failure.

But did this caution represent some attitude of the Crown Prince? Tanaka Giichi was not yet clear on this.

Katō Tomosaburo's final question was directed at Minister of Finance Takahashi Korekiyo. Takahashi Korekiyo stated once again that as long as the "Budget for the Expansion of the War against China" was drafted, the Ministry of Finance would immediately begin its review. Apart from this statement, Takahashi Korekiyo did not say another word.

The meeting ended there. Generally speaking, at such times, the Imperial family members attending the Imperial Conference might say something, but Hirohito merely stood up and left without a word. As the protocol officer chanted "Sending off," the Cabinet Ministers bowed together to Hirohito's retreating figure.

The Imperial Conference was over.

The Cabinet Ministers said nothing to each other as they left. Everyone got into their own cars and went off to attend to their own affairs. Tanaka Giichi got into his car, and the adjutant inside immediately presented three telegrams. According to the urgency of the war situation, the Korea Army Headquarters was now sending a telegram to Tokyo every 30 minutes.

The adjutant also explained, "Your Excellency, in the past hour, we have still received no telegrams from the two divisions of the Korea Army."

Tanaka Giichi flipped through the three telegrams. The telegrams from the Korea Army Headquarters only stated that they were continuing to contact the two divisions and were urging the Japanese logistics units to go to their rescue. This order made Tanaka Giichi even more unhappy. Even at this point, they were still indulging in wishful thinking—did the Korea Army Headquarters want to deliver their last remaining troops to the Northeast Army as well?

Meanwhile, in Pyongyang, a train pulled into Pyongyang Station. Large groups of officers and soldiers were waiting at the station. As soon as the train stopped, Major Fukuyama boarded, found the conductor, and said sternly, "This train has been commandeered!"

As soon as the words fell, Ishiwara Kanji, who had walked over, smiled and said, "Fukuyama-kun, you look in such high spirits."

Major Fukuyama turned around and saw it was Ishiwara Kanji. Overjoyed, he quickly stepped forward and grasped Ishiwara Kanji's arm. "Ishiwara-kun, why are you here?"

Ishiwara Kanji put away his smile. "I came to Pyongyang to command the troops in battle."



★


Chapter 267 Chosin Reservoir (14)
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The invention and large-scale application of radio triggered a change in the mode of warfare. The intensity of command communications increased rapidly, greatly elevating the density of information exchange between units. Both the Japanese and Northeast Armies maintained scheduled communications before the war. Once combat began, the communication density shortened from once every hour or two to every half hour. As the fighting intensified, intervals would shorten to even fifteen minutes.

At 10:40 AM on October 10th, just ten minutes after the last transmission, the 2nd Army Headquarters received a new telegram. Hu Xiushan felt a wave of relief but remained silent.

Just as Hu Xiushan had anticipated, the telegram reported: "8th Corps, 2nd Division, 3rd Regiment has conquered the Japanese 20th Division Headquarters. The main Japanese force has begun to retreat."

Hu Xiushan gave no instructions to the frontline infantry. Instead, he turned to the Air Force Liaison Officer. "Order the Air Force to intensify aerial reconnaissance. The Air Force airfield construction units are to prepare to move out."

The Liaison Officer was overjoyed and immediately responded, "Yes!"

When the news reached Air Force Headquarters, Commander Cai Shikun was delighted and immediately ordered reconnaissance squadrons to launch rapid sorties. Next, Commander Cai and his Deputy Chief of Staff immediately turned to the map to reconfirm the location of the new airfield.

In the operational plan, the airfield the Air Force was to build was not in the cold, meteorologically complex deep mountains of Korea, but in the coastal regions where the weather was relatively simpler and warmer. This was a suggestion made by the Air Force based on the characteristics of their aircraft. Reasonable suggestions naturally encountered relevant problems: without a frontline airfield, the Air Force had to take off from Northeast Army airfields along the Yalu River, flying over 100 kilometers just to reach the Chosin Reservoir area to execute missions, which greatly limited their strength.

A distance of 100 kilometers was still within the Air Force's acceptable range, but it was 500 kilometers from the Yalu River to Pyongyang. This far exceeded the Air Force's combat radius. If they took off from the Pyongyang airfield, pilots could at least take a look at Seoul, 260 kilometers away, from high altitude before immediately turning back.

The pilots didn't have time to think about this. The reconnaissance crews took off rapidly upon receiving orders. In less than an hour, a vast, bright body of water appeared in their field of view—Chosin Reservoir, the largest lake in northern Korea.

Because the Northeast Army had already gained the upper hand, the reconnaissance planes lowered their altitude. They saw Northeast Army troops flooding into Japanese positions from the west and north. Although there were still some scattered Japanese artillery spewing smoke, it was negligible in the face of the fierce attack.

Continuing forward, they found the Japanese rear positions were still resisting, and there were no signs of Japanese troops fleeing in panic along the roads leading to the rear. This puzzled the reconnaissance crews. Why weren't the Japanese fleeing?

Reconnaissance planes have inertia; a slight push forward carries them several *li*. Seeing signs of large-scale troop movements in the distance, the pilot hurriedly aborted his turn-back maneuver and flew forward. Soon, the observer shouted excitedly, "It's our troops! Our troops are outflanking them from the rear! The Japanese are doomed!"

The pilot didn't ask "if" it was the Japanese in disguise, because that question was stupid. It was possible to get a few enemy uniforms for special operations, but large-scale disguise in enemy uniforms was completely unreasonable and uneconomical. Uniforms cost money to make, and armies aren't children playing house who immediately mingle upon meeting.

Armies have strict vigilance and identification regulations at all times. Two units wearing the same uniform wouldn't allow each other to approach without thoroughly clarifying who the other was.

As reconnaissance information and unit telegrams converged, Hu Xiushan ordered a telegram be sent to Northeast Army Headquarters.

"To Northeast Army Headquarters: The 2nd Army has surrounded the Japanese forces in the Chosin Reservoir and north and south of the Cheongcheon River, breached the main Japanese positions, and destroyed the division headquarters of the Japanese 19th and 20th Divisions. Organized large-scale Japanese resistance has been shattered. The subsequent fighting will become regiment-level combat led by the two Japanese division headquarters. The campaign objectives have been achieved. My unit prepares to organize forces to immediately move south and seize Pyongyang while Japanese forces are hollow. Requesting instructions from Headquarters. 2nd Army Commander, Hu Xiushan."

In less than ten minutes, the communications room received a reply. "Agree with 2nd Army's opinion. Suggestions are as follows: Given the limited number of trains under your command and the possibility of Japanese forces delaying our action by destroying railways, the 4th, 5th, and 6th Motorized Groups, originally intended for the Lushun-Dalian campaign, have crossed the Yalu River and are advancing toward your location. If there are any logistical issues, please contact Headquarters in time. Northeast Army Commander, Xu Chengfeng."

It was clear that Xu Chengfeng had prepared the content of this telegram long ago, and his judgment of the campaign's progress was completely consistent with Hu Xiushan's. After all, the liaison telegrams from the various corps and divisions of the 2nd Army were also copied to Northeast Army Headquarters at all times.

Northeast Army Headquarters would naturally not bypass the chain of command to issue direct orders, but that didn't mean they wouldn't do so if they felt they must.

After reading the telegram, Hu Xiushan immediately ordered the troops to produce the relevant operational plan for the advance on Pyongyang. Staff officers performed rapid calculations and assessments revolving around the key points already raised: 'march formation,' 'committed forces,' 'routes of action,' and 'potential enemy encounters.'

In less than twenty minutes, the plan was finalized. The reserve force on the eastern front, the 5th Corps' 3rd Division, immediately regrouped, shifted into marching mode, and went to rendezvous with the motorized groups, preparing to set off for Pyongyang.

***

At this time, Ishiwara Kanji had already entered the city of Pyongyang. The largest organized unit in Pyongyang was a transport regiment of three thousand men from the 20th Division. Members of the Future Society within this unit learned of Ishiwara Kanji's arrival and came to pay their respects. By the time Ishiwara arrived at the Japanese Garrison Headquarters in Pyongyang, he was already trailed by quite a few junior officers and NCOs.

Only administrative officers remained in the Pyongyang Garrison Headquarters, the highest-ranking being Colonel Takeshita. Seeing that the arrival was Ishiwara Kanji, Colonel Takeshita was stunned.

Ishiwara Kanji stepped forward and saluted, then asked, "Takeshita-kun, have you received Nagata-kun's telegram?"

Takeshita hesitated a moment, then could only nod. Colonel Takeshita was Nagata Tetsuzan's senior and had always admired him. But for Nagata to send Ishiwara Kanji, a maverick in the army, sent his thoughts of cooperation flying to the nine heavens.

Ishiwara Kanji saw through the other man's mood. Among Japanese field officers, only Nagata Tetsuzan had not reacted this way upon dealing with him. Thus, Ishiwara regarded Nagata as half a soulmate.

So, under the gaze of a crowd of field officers, company-grade officers, and NCOs, Ishiwara stepped forward to Colonel Takeshita. "Takeshita-kun, have you received the latest telegram from the division?"

Takeshita wanted to say he hadn't. But given the situation, he couldn't say such a thing and could only nod silently.

Ishiwara spoke clearly, "I came by train and did not receive any telegrams. But based on my judgment, the transport troops have already received orders from the Division Commander to go reinforce. And since the Division Headquarters signaled they were forced onto the defensive, there has been no news for a long time. Takeshita-kun, am I correct?"

This news had been temporarily suppressed by Colonel Takeshita; the other officers and NCOs didn't know. The NCOs didn't know what this meant and felt perhaps there was a problem with telegraph communications.

But the sharper minds among the lieutenants already sensed the situation was wrong. As for the rigorously trained field officers—even those who graduated from other military academies rather than the Army War College—they already understood what the greatest probability was.

Originally, the field officers naturally stood on Colonel Takeshita's side. Now, involuntarily, they joined Ishiwara in fixing their gazes on Colonel Takeshita's face.

Feeling isolated and unable to bear the collective gaze, Colonel Takeshita could only say, "Ishiwara-kun, please follow me."

As Ishiwara followed Takeshita toward the room, the lieutenants wanted to quietly follow. Ishiwara turned around and ordered, "Gentlemen, attention!"

Ishiwara was now a Lieutenant Colonel, ranking only below Colonel Takeshita among the remaining officers. At his command, even the other Lieutenant Colonels had to stop, while the lieutenants and NCOs all snapped to attention.

Once Ishiwara entered the room, Colonel Takeshita looked at the group of officers standing ramrod straight outside and could only thank him first. "Thank you, Ishiwara-kun, for maintaining order."

Of course, this was said reluctantly. After all, Takeshita was the highest-ranking officer here. It made him very uncomfortable that Ishiwara, who hadn't been to Korea in years, controlled the situation the moment he arrived. If not for the telegram Ishiwara mentioned, and the one sent by Nagata Tetsuzan, Colonel Takeshita would have had a bone to pick with him.

Ishiwara spoke decisively, "Takeshita-kun, as Imperial soldiers, we should die on the battlefield fighting bravely, not stubbornly accepting meaningless orders and leading troops into a deathtrap. That is irresponsible, and it is stupid."

Colonel Takeshita actually agreed with Ishiwara's judgment. And among Japanese field officers, people as unique as Ishiwara were rare. So Ishiwara's 'deeds' were widely circulated—for instance, the strange tale that as long as the course was related to strategy, Ishiwara could rank first in the class without listening to lectures or reading books.

Just as Colonel Takeshita was about to ask for Ishiwara's suggestion, Ishiwara spoke up. "Takeshita-kun, Pyongyang is 400 kilometers from the front, and the front is 100 kilometers from the Yalu River. How critical must our army's situation be for the Division Headquarters to order transport troops to support them? This not only exceeds military common sense, it violates it. Therefore, I judge that the frontline troops can no longer hold. Two divisions defeated, forces across Korea scattered—what should we do?"

Saying this, Ishiwara raised his left hand, curled his fingers, and made a fist. "What we must do now is rapidly gather every unit, especially the military hospitals. Whether it's transport troops, Japanese residents in Korea, or reservists. Only by gathering them together is it possible to resist the enemy. Otherwise, at the Imperial Army's marching speed, they can reach Seoul in just four days. They can reach Busan in seven. This is no longer the era of marching on two legs. The Northeast Army will utilize trains as much as possible; their marching speed will only be faster."

What Ishiwara said was basic military common sense, devoid of any unfathomable strategy. Colonel Takeshita could think of it too, but at this moment he was full of confusion and didn't know how to execute it. After all, if he were skilled in operations and logistics, he wouldn't have been placed in the rear. Knowing his own limitations, Takeshita knew his greatest strength lay in executing orders. Issuing commands was absolutely not his forte.

In Takeshita's hesitation, Ishiwara said, "Takeshita-kun, please allow me to assist you in completing this difficult task."

Finished, Ishiwara bowed. "For the Empire, please, Takeshita-kun, you must give me this opportunity to assist."

Colonel Takeshita was stunned. He felt it incredible. Was this person bowing deeply and requesting a chance the same Ishiwara Kanji who sneered whenever he encountered a viewpoint he couldn't stomach?

Was this the arrogant Ishiwara who, when asked 'Why did Ishiwara-kun get second place at the War College but only sixth at the Academy?', frankly answered 'Because the War College doesn't have a conduct grade'?

But then, Colonel Takeshita was moved by Ishiwara. Ishiwara knew clearly that the front had suffered defeat, yet he had rushed straight toward it. He could have chosen not to come, but not only did he come, he requested so sincerely. This loyalty to the Empire ignited Takeshita's hope.

Takeshita stepped forward and pulled Ishiwara up. "Ishiwara-kun, please do your utmost for the Empire."

When Colonel Takeshita and Ishiwara Kanji emerged from the room, the officers and NCOs waiting outside saw the attitude between the two and breathed a sigh of relief. Especially those officers who supported Takeshita; seeing Ishiwara's stern expression earlier, they had thought he was going to do something to the Colonel.

Colonel Takeshita immediately convened a military council. At the meeting, he introduced Ishiwara Kanji, the second-seat graduate of the Army War College, to the assembled officers and praised his ability. Ishiwara produced official documents and sincerely stated that although he was ordered to the front by the Korean Garrison Army, he would respect Colonel Takeshita's command authority.

Seeing the two behave this way, the other officers put their hearts at ease. Actually, everyone felt something was wrong, but under the Japanese military system, everyone could only obey orders.

Next, Ishiwara laid out his judgment of the war situation. Those officers with insufficient military proficiency were shocked by such a critical situation. The officers who could still think rationally were all moved by Ishiwara's courage and determination.

Colonel Takeshita then said, "Gentlemen, we must not panic at this time. Lieutenant Colonel Ishiwara will formulate the subsequent plan."

Soon, the Japanese Korea Army Headquarters in Seoul received a telegram from Colonel Takeshita in Pyongyang, requesting the Headquarters to order the 19th Division's transport troops to move closer to Pyongyang.

General Ōba Jirō, Commander of the Korea Garrison Army, immediately replied, "Troops of the 19th and 20th Divisions outside the front lines are to form a unified Seoul Defense Force, under the unified command of a headquarters formed by Colonel Takeshita and Lieutenant Colonel Ishiwara. Military, administrative, and civilian personnel in the areas surrounding Pyongyang are all subject to the deployment of this two-man headquarters."

In terms of the Japanese system, this order was irregular. Transferring troops that should still belong to the 19th and 20th Divisions to another command structure was a violation of the chain of command and against custom. But General Ōba Jirō already understood his fate; he only wanted to do something truly meaningful in his final time.

At this time, Nagata Tetsuzan was in the munitions department, issuing orders in his capacity as Vice Minister of Munitions for all military and administrative personnel in southern Korea to gather in Seoul. He also mobilized local personnel in Seoul to forcibly conscript laborers to begin building defensive fortifications. In some locations, prisoners were marched out in squads, a long rope tied around their waists linking them in a row. Japanese prison guards waved whips, shouting and cursing to make these prisoners speed up their work.

Okamura Yasuji had left headquarters. Carrying various orders, he went to the areas between Seoul and Pyongyang to arrange routes and collect troops, manpower, and materiel to complete his work.

The Japanese forces on the Korean peninsula were striving with all their might to hold Seoul. Meanwhile, the Northeast Army's vanguard lunged straight toward Seoul, the center of Japanese rule in Korea, with the first target being Pyongyang, which stood in their path.

***

In the Northeast Army Headquarters, the members of the Military Committee who remained were meeting. Chief of Staff Cheng Ruofan stretched lazily and patted his mouth, looking like he wanted to lie down immediately. The others were much the same. The headquarters staff in the rear hadn't slept much for days either. Now that the first phase of the war was finally determined, everyone felt as if all strength had been drained from their bodies.

Xu Chengfeng wanted to look at the battle reports again but couldn't read a thing. He looked at He Rui and saw him putting away his cigarettes. By this point, cigarettes could no longer stimulate the mind or alleviate fatigue.

Xu Chengfeng asked in disbelief, "Chairman, I knew the battle would be won, and I knew it should be fought like this. But why can't I believe it?"

He Rui stood up, hands supporting himself on the table to prop up his somewhat weak body. Having not slept for three days and three nights, He Rui also felt a sensation like drifting seaweed, but he felt his brain was still functioning normally, so he replied, "Because you haven't been able to review it yet, to completely master the various internal reasons and realistic processes of the war's conduct. Once you truly master it, you won't think this way anymore."

"You mean, we haven't yet turned the first phase of the campaign into our own knowledge?" Cheng Ruofan asked feebly.

He Rui nodded. "It's more accurate to describe it as truly turning it into one's own knowledge. After all, it's inevitable that everyone views problems subjectively right now."

Just then, the Deputy Chief of Staff walked in quickly. He had been strictly ordered to sleep, and as a result, he had slept for twelve hours before waking up. Seeing the group of senior members in the headquarters conference room with pale faces but decent spirits, the Deputy Chief of Staff immediately said, "I've heard the report after waking up. Please, everyone, go rest. The Japanese can't turn the tables."

Cheng Ruofan struggled to stand up, swayed a few steps, then turned to He Rui and said, "Chairman, I'm going to sleep first."

"Mm." He Rui nodded, though privately he doubted whether Cheng Ruofan could truly fall asleep right now.

Commander Xu Chengfeng and Political Commissar and Deputy Commander Zhong Yifu also stood up. Zhong Yifu said somewhat uncontrollably, "I definitely have to get some sleep. I'm leaving first."

Xu Chengfeng agreed. "Chairman, if I can fall asleep, I'll have many things to ask you when I wake up."

He Rui watched the three leave, then sat back down at the table. There was something he should do, but he couldn't remember it. Looking left and right, he saw the newspapers on the rack in the corner and suddenly remembered what it was. He had someone dial the general editorial office of the *Northeast Daily*.

The voice of Deputy Editor-in-Chief Mo Yang shouting immediately came through the receiver. "Chairman, the photos are all developed. We're sending them to the various branches at top speed. The branches in Beijing and Tianjin will be able to publish the special edition with photos today. We won! Long live!"

Seeing Mo Yang, a major reporter before he even joined the Northeast Government, excited to this extent, He Rui felt this forty-something-year-old uncle was being a bit too childish.

But Mo Yang's excitement was so real, so understandable. From 1840 to 1922, 82 years had passed. This was the first war that achieved a true victory and dealt a heavy blow to the enemy. Even if it was just the beginning of the war, it was enough to lift the spirits of a people who had been unable to achieve victory for 82 years.

Thinking of this, He Rui remembered another matter. He handed the phone to a secretary and let him speak with the ecstatic Mo Yang. He Rui had another secretary quickly record an order. "During pre-war planning, we predicted the excitement a preliminary victory would bring to the Chinese public. Patriotic citizens are bound to initiate actions to donate money and goods. Response plans for such actions have already been formulated. Currently, we must notify and explain this to the Party, government, military, and private citizens of the Northeast Government, requesting that they understand our decision and execute it thoroughly!"

Just as he finished speaking, the secretary on the phone brought it over. "Chairman, Editor-in-Chief Mo Yang insists on saying one more sentence to you."

He Rui took the phone and heard Mo Yang, the great reporter who had joined the *Northeast Daily* back in the Siping era, crying on the line. "Chairman He, I thank you. I truly thank you for letting me see this day with my own eyes!"

He Rui's somewhat numb nerves initially felt Mo Yang's attitude was childish, even laughable. But slowly, he felt his numb body recover some vitality, and even his eyes grew moist.

Mo Yang was not weeping for himself, but for China. His gratitude was not directed at He Rui, but expressing thanks to the saviors of China whose whereabouts he had previously not known.

In He Rui's era, China had long since been saved and liberated. But in this era, the suffering of the Chinese people was just beginning.

Just as there was a saying in the history of He Rui's timeline: "Many people think 2019 is the hardest year in the last decade, but 2019 is likely to be the best year in the next ten."

He Rui spoke loudly into the receiver, "Comrade Mo Yang, China's victory is just beginning. You will be moved even more in the future. Now, seize the time to work. There are too many things waiting for us to complete!"

Mo Yang began to recover from his state of weeping with joy. He responded loudly, "Yes... Yes!"

He Rui also felt his spirit return, ready to continue working. But at this moment, he felt sticky and dirty; as a modern person, this sensation was truly unpleasant. So He Rui went to the bathhouse to take a bath first.

According to the guards afterwards, He Rui fell asleep less than half a minute after sitting in the bath. Then he slipped into the water. If the guards hadn't immediately jumped in to fish him out, the Japanese side would probably have reaped a massive, unexpected windfall.
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Minister of War Zhang Xiluan might just be the most comfortable Minister of War to date. Previous Ministers of War were mostly concurrently held by the Premier, including powerful figures like Duan Qirui. In short, those men held high positions and heavy authority.

Minister Zhang Xiluan had no intention of grasping for power himself, and others were unwilling to let the 79-year-old Minister Zhang suffer any fatigue. Aside from important meetings that required his attendance, any specific affairs were handled by his Chief of Staff and others on his behalf.

At this moment, Minister Zhang was attending a cabinet meeting. Today was the 11th. Early in the morning, the entrance to the printing plant of the *Northeast Daily* was crowded with people, everyone hoping to get the newspaper at the first opportunity. Consequently, the paperboys were temporarily out of a job; the newspapers transported out of the printing plant were immediately surrounded by the crowd.

As sung in "The Song of the Newspaper Boy" composed by Nie Er: *'La la la! La la la! I am a little expert at selling newspapers. I don't wait for dawn to distribute the papers. I walk and shout, today's news is truly good, seven copper coins buy two papers.'*

Now, these masses no longer cared about the price. Some even held a silver dollar in their hand, squeezing through the crowd while shouting loudly, "I'll buy two copies! One silver dollar, I'm buying two copies!"

Fortunately, the big figures of the Beiyang Government had subscribed to the newspaper long ago. While the newspapers were still inside the plant, not yet finished printing, the copies for the various dignitaries were collected by people sent from each household.

President Xu Shichang, Premier Duan Qirui, Minister of War Zhang Xiluan, and Minister of Foreign Affairs Gu Weijun—these four held a meeting. With the war between the Northeast and Japan being so significant, anyone without value in this matter was not invited to participate.

Just then, the meeting room door opened, and Minister of the Navy Jiang Zheng walked in quickly, holding a newspaper. Jiang Zheng, a native of Fujian, born in 1865, was the same age as Duan Qirui. In his early years, he entered the second navigation class of the Tianjin Naval Academy. He graduated in the 13th year of the Guangxu reign (1887), entered the navy, and was promoted successively to the principal of the Yantai Naval Academy. This 57-year-old man's face was flushed, and his eyes were also red. Upon entering, he first apologized to the waiting group: "Gentlemen, I was so absorbed in reading in the car that I made you wait."

Minister of Foreign Affairs Gu Weijun smiled slightly; he could completely understand Minister of the Navy Jiang Zheng's mood. The Northeast Army had cleanly and efficiently annihilated the Kwantung Army and then annihilated the main force of the Japanese Korea Army, wiping out a total of over 83,200 enemies. Such a military victory had not only changed the situation in East Asia but even faintly shook the world situation.

After the Washington Conference, Gu Weijun had actually entertained thoughts of retiring, but at this moment, he completely disregarded such thoughts. At a time like this, it was precisely the moment to negotiate with various countries diplomatically for the country and maintain China's strength. As the Minister of Foreign Affairs, how could he not do his utmost?

However, as the first Chinese diplomatic official in 80 years to have a victory as a background, even Gu Weijun, who was accustomed to grand international scenes, could not immediately find his current footing.

Duan Qirui had mixed feelings in his heart. Seeing that everyone had finished reading the newspaper, he said, "Minister Gu, if foreigners ask why the government hasn't sent a telegram to the Northeast, tell them that all the telegraph machines have been transmitting day and night for the past few days and have developed some faults, requiring maintenance."

Gu Weijun smiled slightly, finding this answer rather humorous, and agreed. This was diplomacy; a weak country has no diplomacy, while any reason given by a strong country seems 'logical and natural'. Just like the reason He Rui gave for declaring war on the Kwantung Army.

After finishing the light topics, what remained were naturally the heavy ones. Inviting Foreign Minister Gu Weijun to attend this meeting was not intended to discuss domestic issues anyway.

Xu Shichang thought for a moment and raised a question he personally felt couldn't be completely determined. "Elder Zhang, Japan certainly knows that the Central Government actually supports General He. Will they use this as an excuse to refuse to leave Shandong? Or perhaps become obsessed and want to occupy Shandong to face the outside of the pass across the sea?"

Zhang Xiluan had naturally considered these matters. Hearing Xu Shichang ask, he chuckled softly. "Hehe, if Japan dares to do so, General He will inevitably continue south and take the entire Korean Peninsula."

Although Xu Shichang himself had some moral integrity, the events of the First Sino-Japanese War (Jiawu) and the Boxer Rebellion (Gengzi) left him with a lingering fear of the Great Powers. Even knowing this was extremely unlikely, as long as there was a possibility, he still worried.

Hearing Zhang Xiluan speak so decisively, Xu Shichang felt completely relieved.

Duan Qirui had graduated from the Imperial Japanese Army Academy after all; he certainly knew that let alone dividing their forces, even if the Japanese army gathered in Korea, it was very possible for He Rui to sweep south and seize all of Korea. If Japan lost Korea, with only the Tsushima Strait between them and He Rui, the Japanese army would be completely immobilized. Given the Japanese army's standard, they would never actively attack the Beiyang Government before thoroughly defeating He Rui.

But Duan Qirui had his own worries. He actually hoped He Rui would win, but once He Rui won, it meant the Fengtian Clique would inevitably enter the Central Government. Although the Anhui Clique had no animosity with the Fengtian Clique, they still didn't want to become a subsidiary. Moreover, it wasn't just the Fengtian Clique competing with the Anhui Clique, so Duan Qirui asked, "Minister Gu, what is the attitude of the Great Powers towards this war?"

Gu Weijun had not only considered this for a long time himself but had also invited a group of seniors and young talents in the diplomatic circle in Beijing to discuss the matter. At this moment, he answered decisively, " regarding China's diplomacy, since the Paris Peace Conference, I have handled a great deal. The common failing is that everyone asks for prices wildly; unwilling to suffer an obvious loss, they end up suffering a hidden loss; unwilling to suffer a small loss, they end up suffering a big loss. At this juncture, as long as the Central Government and the Northeast can maintain unity, no Great Power can extract any benefits."

To the ears of an old fox, these words were as clear as they could be. Duan Qirui laughed. "Elder Zhang is the Minister of War; General He certainly won't misunderstand. At this time, we naturally must unite against the outside. President Xu, why not send a telegram to ask for Elder Cao's thoughts?"

Xu Shichang nodded. Currently, there were four main factions in China, from north to south: the Fengtian Clique, the Anhui Clique, the Zhili Clique, and the Revolutionary Party.

The Anhui Clique's greatest enemy was actually the Zhili Clique. The 'Zhi' in 'Zhili Clique' referred to Zhili (Hebei). The initial leader of the Zhili Clique was Feng Guozhang. Feng Guozhang himself was from Tianjin, Zhili, and his subordinates were primarily officers of Zhili origin.

Currently, the Zhili Clique was backed by Britain and France and had been vying with the Anhui Clique for control of the Central Government. Before He Rui declared war on Japan, the Zhili and Anhui Cliques had already been cursing each other for months. If He Rui hadn't maintained silence, the two sides might have already gone to war.

In the current situation, Duan Qirui and Xu Shichang had discussed privately that they needed to force the Zhili Clique to state their position. As long as the Zhili Clique expressed that they would unite against the outside, things would be easy to handle. If He Rui won, the Anhui Clique, controlling the Central Government, could immediately coordinate power distribution with He Rui. Even if the Anhui Clique lost most of its positions, the Zhili Clique would certainly gain nothing. At that time, He Rui would march his grand army south to suppress the Zhili Clique in the name of the Central Government, which would at least vent some anger for the Anhui Clique.

The more this was the case, the more the Anhui Clique had to occupy the moral high ground, forcing the Zhili Clique to respond within the arena defined by the Anhui Clique.

Xu Shichang then said, "Fighting a war is about money and grain. The Central Government cannot publicly raise funds for General He, so it would be better to have the private sector handle these matters. What do you all think?"

No one would oppose this matter, or at least no one dared to oppose it. Thus, the decision was passed. Duan Qirui knew that many people would inevitably want to get a foot in the door on this matter, so he decisively refused to take charge. With no other choice, the matter was handed over to the relatively aloof and noble Gu Weijun to coordinate.

Gu Weijun hadn't expected that as Minister of Foreign Affairs, he would be assigned such a task. But this matter was actually not small, so Gu Weijun had to accept it.
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The vanguard of the Second Army Group was the 8th Army. Commander Zhou Zaixing received a telegram from the Air Force: "To 8th Army Headquarters. At 7:00 AM on the 14th, Air Force reconnaissance discovered that the Japanese army has deployed air defense positions on the heights of Pyongyang and is constructing defensive positions on the city walls and outside the city..."

The General Staff Department agreed with the conclusion drawn from this intelligence observation. As the most important city in northern Korea, the loss of Pyongyang would mean Japan losing control over half of the Korean Peninsula. This would not only be a military defeat but also a severe political failure.

Commander Zhou Zaixing asked, "What is the status of the troops?"

The 8th Army had paused for about a day on the 13th. The 12 motor transport battalions had covered a distance of 600 kilometers in over two days. Although maintenance personnel did their best to maintain and repair the vehicles along the way, 60% of the vehicles still could not be guaranteed to maintain their condition for the subsequent operations. They had to stop for a day of major overhaul.

During the advance over the previous two days, the Japanese troops and personnel in various towns had already withdrawn. Before withdrawing, they destroyed the railways in Korea, preventing the 8th Army from advancing more rapidly.

In order to commit air power during the attack on Pyongyang, the Air Force also needed to construct forward airfields. Lacking engineering troops, the units relied entirely on manpower to quickly tamp down simple foundations and drag steel plates weighing several tons to piece together runways.

As the vanguard, the 8th Army had to pave the way for the follow-up main forces, bridging mountains and rivers as they encountered them. Having stopped for a day, the 8th Army, however, did not get fully rested.

Hearing Commander Zhou Zaixing's inquiry, the Chief of Staff replied, "The troops are ready to set out."

"Tell the troops to be careful; we are very likely to encounter the enemy," Zhou Zaixing instructed.

***

In Pyongyang, 100 kilometers away from the 8th Army's location, Ishiwara Kanji, who had become the highest-ranking officer, handed over affairs inside the city to Colonel Takeshita. He took some core comrades of the Future Society and rode horses to inspect the communication lines leading to the rear.

For the past four days, Ishiwara Kanji had done his utmost to gather personnel and supplies from north of Pyongyang. Personnel from key departments such as local government, hospitals, and schools were gathered to the maximum extent and transported to the rear.

Some of these people arrived by train, but more came on foot. The Korean laborers hired by these people were immediately incorporated into the coolie teams under Japanese military management to participate in the construction of Pyongyang's defensive fortifications. The non-combatant Japanese personnel began to be transported to the rear.

Military hospitals and field hospitals had already been established in Pyongyang to prepare for the coming battle. Ishiwara Kanji's purpose was to inspect the last batch of non-combatant personnel leaving Pyongyang.

Leaving Pyongyang city, Ishiwara Kanji stopped. He dismounted and posed a question to the core members of the Future Society, "Comrades, if it comes to a point where we can no longer fight, what choice will you make?"

The comrades of the Future Society were somewhat puzzled by such a question. Some immediately replied, "Naturally, we will die bravely in battle and show our loyalty to Japan."

Ishiwara Kanji's eyebrows raised involuntarily. "Foolish! Whose interests will your sacrifice buy? Are the current rulers of the Japanese Empire worth your sacrifice?"

The comrades of the Future Society were stunned; they found themselves in a very awkward situation. Ishiwara Kanji did not give everyone time to discuss and said decisively, "We are now fighting for our motherland, Japan. Dying on the battlefield is the duty of a soldier. But when it becomes completely impossible to fight, you must live on."

"Live on to accept shame?!" Lieutenant Kurita in the group asked loudly.

Ishiwara Kanji took a step forward and grabbed Lieutenant Kurita by the shoulder. "Kurita-kun, I can hardly guarantee whether your actions will be commended by those people. Moreover, to be commended by those people, and then have your heroic deeds used to incite more officers and soldiers to die for them—is that your original intention?"

Even the core members of the Future Society found it difficult to express support at this moment, but no one objected anymore. Having finished the last thing he felt was important, Ishiwara Kanji mounted his horse and led his subordinates south along the road.

After walking less than 4 kilometers, they saw a chaotic crowd squeezing onto the road, blocking it almost completely.

Some sergeants were shouting angrily and whipping the crowd. But the more they did so, the more chaotic the crowd became. Seeing that the situation was indeed heading towards the worst-case scenario, Ishiwara Kanji immediately spurred his horse to catch up and shouted at the sergeants who were raising their whips and sticks and roaring, "Stop!"

Seeing it was Ishiwara, the sergeants stopped resentfully. Before the sergeants could speak, Ishiwara Kanji shouted, "Where are the soldiers responsible for command? I don't see them!"

The sergeants were stunned. They hadn't expected Ishiwara Kanji to grasp the key point in a single sentence. Ishiwara Kanji's goal was for the retreat to be organized and efficient, so he asked loudly, "Where did the soldiers go?"

"They were transferred away by Lieutenant Colonel Takakura," a sergeant answered quickly.

More than ten minutes later, Ishiwara Kanji finally led about a squadron of soldiers on a small path beside the main road to catch up with Lieutenant Colonel Takakura, who was heading towards Pyongyang.

Seeing Ishiwara Kanji arrive, Lieutenant Colonel Takakura quickly said, "Ishiwara-kun, I am leading the troops back to help with the defense!"

Ishiwara Kanji roared, "Baka! Who allowed you to change the plan without authorization?"

Seeing Lieutenant Colonel Takakura stunned, Ishiwara Kanji ordered the soldiers behind Takakura, "Platoon leaders, immediately lead your troops back to the road to guide the retreating people and maintain order! Now, listen to my command, move out!"

The non-commissioned officers (NCOs) and soldiers did not know that Lieutenant Colonel Takakura, according to the orders of the Joseon Army Headquarters, was already a captain banished to the front line. However, they all knew that Ishiwara Kanji was now the deputy commander of Pyongyang, and the plans formulated by Ishiwara Kanji were very detailed and highly executable. Just like this retreat, due to the dispatch of enough soldiers to guide the way along the route, even though there were many people retreating, they could move quickly and very smoothly, and the soldiers were not that exhausted.

On the other hand, Lieutenant Colonel Takakura had gathered the soldiers, delivered a speech about dying bravely in battle, and then led the soldiers towards Pyongyang. The vast majority of NCOs and soldiers dared to be angry but dared not speak out, feeling very depressed in their hearts.

Hearing Ishiwara Kanji's order, the Japanese squads immediately accepted the order and rushed back.

Ishiwara Kanji looked at the embarrassed and dissatisfied Lieutenant Colonel Takakura. "Lieutenant Colonel Takakura, return to the headquarters immediately. Takeshita-kun has something to convey to you."

After speaking, Ishiwara Kanji immediately led his subordinates back. He knew his own plan best. Ishiwara Kanji had organized the least combat-effective troops into the unit responsible for retreat discipline, with the starting point of the plan being the most efficient retreat. Although there were these accidents, they were not enough to affect the entire retreat plan.

Returning to Pyongyang, Japanese observers on the city walls and high buildings were desperately using binoculars to check the sky for Northeast Army reconnaissance planes. Ishiwara Kanji arrived in front of the troops preparing to set out, reined in his horse, and shouted loudly, "Gentlemen, the moment to be loyal to Japan has arrived. Do not worry, gentlemen. Although we are currently at a disadvantage, it is only for a very limited time. As long as you obey orders and fight bravely, you can contain the enemy's fierce attack and achieve feats praised by the country! Now, move out!"

This was a regiment that Ishiwara Kanji had pieced together over these four days. Due to the orders of the Joseon Army Headquarters, this unit unexpectedly received a replenishment of former field-grade officers. These field officers, who had been demoted two ranks, must want to wash away their shame at this time, and would fight even more bravely, giving Ishiwara Kanji a great boost in confidence.

After the air defense observers confirmed that the Northeast Army Air Force had left, Ishiwara Kanji immediately commanded the troops out of Pyongyang and advanced towards the north.

The Northeast Army's 8th Army, 1st Division, was also riding in trucks straight towards Pyongyang at this time. Just hearing the place name Pyongyang (Pingrang), one could feel from the characters that this place was probably flat ground. The fact was indeed so; Pyongyang is located in the northwest of the Korean Peninsula, with the Taedong River flowing across it, and was named for its flat terrain.

The convoy carrying the 8th Army's 1st Division was traveling on the road at a speed of about 20 kilometers per hour. The roads in Korea were not paved with asphalt. It was not a problem for pedestrians or livestock to pass, but for trucks, it was bumpy and uneven. The members in the vehicles felt as if they were riding on wild horses, rising and falling unsteadily.

Fortunately, the security work was carried out very thoroughly when the troops advanced. The units almost formed an advancing mode of echelon movement, covering each other. The troops could also get off the vehicles to soothe their physical discomfort.

By around 3:00 PM, seeing fewer and fewer mountains ahead, the troops knew they were about to reach their destination. Compared to bumping around in the mountains in trucks, marching on flat terrain was simply enjoyment.

Just as they were feeling a little delighted, gunshots suddenly came from the nearby mountains. The security troops immediately returned fire. However, the number of enemies increased, quickly exceeding a thousand. This Japanese force also carried mortars. A violent bombardment immediately hit three trucks. The fuel tanks of the vehicles were blown open, and they burst into flames instantly.

But the Northeast Army was well-trained. The personnel on the vehicles had already disembarked and began to form battle formations before the vehicles were hit. Although the destruction of the vehicles did have a slight impact on the troops, they immediately began to counterattack.

Ishiwara Kanji watched from a high vantage point as the Northeast Army below quickly formed three-man combat teams and began to counterattack. He immediately ordered, "Begin executing the retreat plan."

The troops immediately began to execute it. However, the commander of the 2nd Battalion, Lieutenant Masaki, arrived immediately. This captain had gone from major to lieutenant within a few hours, and was then reappointed as battalion commander. Upon seeing Ishiwara, Lieutenant Masaki immediately asked, "Ishiwara-kun, why retreat so soon?"

Ishiwara Kanji pointed down the mountain. Battalion Commander Masaki frowned. According to the original ambush plan, even if the Northeast Army was not thrown into disorder, they would at least be stalled. However, the Northeast Army at this moment had already launched a counteroffensive and began to attack the troops on the ambush line. Such a rapid reaction and strong offensive spirit left Battalion Commander Masaki speechless.

The Japanese rapid retreat was very successful. They shook off the Northeast Army's pursuit and smoothly withdrew into the defensive positions outside Pyongyang.

At 5:13 PM, the pursuing troops of the 1st Division also arrived outside the Pyongyang defense system. They seized the time to measure firing data and draw battlefield maps, and did not rashly launch an attack.

Ishiwara Kanji was very impressed in his heart. He had once doubted He Rui's views on building a new type of army. In He Rui's description, as long as the social system was scientific and reasonable and the purpose of serving the people was implemented, it would be easy to build a powerful military force. Even with whimsical thoughts like Ishiwara's, he could only determine the political nature and organizational level of such an army. He did not harbor illusions about its military combat effectiveness.

However, the army before his eyes was exactly what He Rui had built over six years. Whether in organization, discipline, or professionalism, it was extremely outstanding, not inferior to the armies of the Great Powers that Ishiwara Kanji had seen in Europe.

Soon, the main force of the vanguard arrived. As the 80mm mortars began to roar, the battle began.

Ishiwara Kanji observed the battle from a concealed point on high ground, and soon had answers to several doubts. The Northeast Army had dealt with the Kwantung Army and the Joseon Army so cleanly and neatly, which did not conform to military common sense. No matter how strong the Northeast Army was, it was not strong to this extent.

Now Ishiwara Kanji saw with his own eyes that the Northeast Army's artillery fire was accurately firing at the Japanese defensive strongpoints, as if they knew the locations of these firepower points in advance. And these positions had just been dug in the past four days.

Now Ishiwara Kanji found the reason and couldn't help but smile bitterly. This reason was actually not hard to guess. Just as He Rui's determination to actively attack the Japanese army was so firm, exceeding Ishiwara Kanji's expectations, logically, this was not strange. He Rui understood the Japanese army extremely well. To win, he naturally had to conduct such targeted training. Ishiwara Kanji had not expected the Northeast Army to carry out targeted training against the Japanese army to such a thorough extent.

However, although this attack was very sharp and targeted, it failed to achieve results. Because this vanguard force numbered only one regiment, neither its artillery nor its troop strength was enough to overwhelm the Japanese army.

Pyongyang was a large city after all, and there were quite a few defensive artillery pieces in the city. Although the Northeast Army quickly approached the Japanese positions, Ishiwara Kanji commanded a large number of artillery pieces at this moment to cut off the Northeast Army's follow-up attack routes and ordered a full-scale Japanese counterattack.

The Japanese army, with superior numbers, ended the battle with a bayonet charge after a short and bloody close-quarters combat, wiping out about two companies of the Northeast Army that had rushed up.

Just then, the sun set. Although the evening glow was brilliant, it could not provide illumination for the battlefield. Both sides temporarily stopped fighting. The night of October 14th descended over the city of Pyongyang.

The 8th Army's 1st Division prepared for the next day's battle while rushing to send the news back to the Army Headquarters. While the Army Headquarters studied the operational plan, they also forwarded the battle situation news to the Army Group Headquarters according to regulations.

Hu Xiushan finished reading the list of commanders, his gaze falling back on Ishiwara Kanji's name. This was information interrogated from captives. Hu Xiushan had once heard He Rui talk about Ishiwara Kanji, "Extremely smart, understands strategy, therefore frustrated."

Hearing He Rui's evaluation, Hu Xiushan became curious about Ishiwara Kanji. It could be seen that He Rui had a high opinion of Ishiwara Kanji. For such a person to be frustrated, he must have real ability.

Seeing that the commander of Pyongyang was Ishiwara Kanji, this Ishiwara Kanji should have had the opportunity to display his ambitions. To what extent could an extremely smart person who understood strategy go when he did his best? Hu Xiushan was ready to take a good look.
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Ishiwara Kanji dictated a document. Having not slept for several days and nights, he no longer had the strength to hold a pen. After finishing the dictation and adding a few supplementary points, his subordinates hurried off to execute the orders.

After an hour of busy work, the subordinates rushed back to report the latest progress, only to find Ishiwara sitting bolt upright in his chair. A strip of cloth was wound several times around his chest and the back of the chair, securing his drooping head and body to the seat. Someone had covered his legs with a blanket, and he sat there motionless, his head hanging low. This sight terrified his subordinates, who hurriedly stepped forward to call him.

After calling out for quite a while, Ishiwara finally opened his eyes and asked groggily, "Did you send the documents out?"

The subordinates knew Ishiwara had barely rested in days. Seeing that he hadn't unexpectedly passed away but had simply fallen asleep, they quickly replied, "Report, Commander, the documents have been sent. Lieutenant Colonel Okamura is on the dedicated line."

Ishiwara looked up at the desk clock but couldn't see it clearly. He rubbed his sore eyes and looked again, finally realizing it was approaching 3:00 AM. He had slept for over an hour. Ishiwara immediately tried to stand up, forgetting the cloth strip that secured him to the chair. He lifted the chair up with him, lost his balance, and sat back down heavily. The center of gravity shifted, and he nearly fell over, chair and all.

Fortunately, several subordinates immediately supported him and untied the cloth. Ishiwara didn't waste time talking and hurried to answer the phone.

This was a call routed through dozens of switching stations, with the handsets separated by hundreds of kilometers. The sound quality was extremely poor and hard to hear. Yet, the fatigue in Okamura Yasuji's voice on the other end could still be felt through the receiver.

"Ishiwara-kun, the tactical arrangements targeting the Northeast Army have been transferred to Nagata-kun. Leave the work of proposing the new operation manual to me for now."

Ishiwara knew Okamura was also working desperately, but he hadn't expected a reply at 3:00 AM to something sent after 1:00 AM. He advised, "Okamura-kun, you should also take some time to rest. I am very worried that if everyone lacks energy, we won't be able to handle the upcoming battles."

Okamura seemed to hum in agreement but said, "Ishiwara-kun, the preparations for the subsequent positions are complete... we..."

The static on the line became loud, and Okamura's voice became unintelligible. Ishiwara simply hung up; this had happened many times, and he was used to it. He turned and told the orderly, "Inform Matsushita-kun of the artillery again. The shelling must begin at 4:00 AM; the plan has already been given to him. I'm going to sleep for a while. You must wake me at 6:00 AM."

The orderly was working a normal shift and hadn't slept simply because it was his turn for night duty. He quickly noted this down and stood at attention to salute.

Ishiwara felt like he had been lying on the bed for perhaps a minute, or maybe just a few seconds. In any case, when his body was shaken to the point of being unbearable, he heard someone shouting continuously, "Lieutenant Colonel, it's six o'clock! It's already six o'clock!"

Even with such brief sleep, after Ishiwara struggled to sit up, he soon felt that the energy he thought had vanished had surprisingly returned. After a moment of thought, Ishiwara asked, "What about the shelling?"

"The shelling was completed at 4:00 AM," the orderly replied quickly.

"Did the enemy counterattack?"

"Report, Lieutenant Colonel, the enemy's counterattack didn't last long. Up to now, they haven't launched an offensive."

Ishiwara felt that perhaps his surprise night artillery strike had played some role; otherwise, the Northeast Army might have already launched an attack. Of course, this didn't rule out another possibility: the Northeast Army hadn't considered a night attack at all and planned to start their offensive only after broad daylight.

After all, Ishiwara had only stayed in Pyongyang and was already busy day and night, barely able to sleep. The main force of the Northeast Army had run 400 kilometers in four days. If the winding mountain roads were calculated, saying 600 kilometers wouldn't be an exaggeration. Both warring sides were equally exhausted.

Even if both sides were fully rested, the pressure on the Japanese army was greater. Ishiwara still hoped this battle could start as late as possible.

Time passed minute by minute. By 6:30 AM, there was still no movement from the Northeast Army. In Tokyo, Japan, Army Minister Tanaka Giichi had already convened a morning meeting. Because the Ministry of War and the General Staff Headquarters had taken on a large amount of specific work, Tanaka Giichi was finally able to sleep for a few hours each day. Even so, the Army Minister had heavy dark circles under his eyes. As soon as the meeting started, Tanaka lit a cigarette to perk himself up.

After taking a few puffs, Tanaka finally had some spirit. "Gentlemen, the Empire has been subjected to a despicable and shameless sneak attack by He Rui, and the Army has lost tens of thousands of elites. Although the Ministry of War has deeply apologized to the nationals, it has not been able to completely calm public sentiment. *Asahi Shimbun* and other newspapers have been discussing this defeat. What are your views on this?"

Hearing this, Lieutenant Colonel Ikeda, who was responsible for liaison with the press, realized why he had been called to attend the meeting presided over by General Tanaka. Ikeda quickly stood up and presented the solution he had already considered. "Excellency, although the Army suffered heavy losses in the enemy's sneak attack, the Army Department reacted quickly and dispatched elite officers to Korea. The situation in Seoul and Pyongyang has now been stabilized. Yesterday, we received a battle report that the enemy attacked Pyongyang but was thoroughly defeated by our army, leaving behind over two hundred corpses and losing more than two companies. If we quickly pass this news to the press, the public will know that our army has begun to counterattack. If we can let the public know more about the activities of our army's elite officers in the war, it will strengthen the nationals' confidence in winning this war."

Tanaka Giichi felt this was the best method that could be adopted. The elite officers Lieutenant Colonel Ikeda mentioned referred to Nagata Tetsuzan and Okamura Yasuji, whom Tanaka had sent to Korea.

Okamura Yasuji was diligent and serious, an officer with a good reputation, but who the Army Department really favored was Nagata Tetsuzan. So many senior generals felt that Nagata's ability and magnanimity meant he would inevitably be the leader of the next generation of Japanese Army officers. And up to now, Nagata's performance had indeed been remarkable.

It was one thing to assign Okamura Yasuji as Nagata's adjutant, but Nagata had specifically gone to the Army War College to ask Ishiwara Kanji to come out and help. Although Ishiwara was a thorn in the side, he was intelligent and brave. Going to Pyongyang alone, he had not only gathered all the Japanese armed personnel, government staff, and Japanese expatriates in the vast area north of Pyongyang and sent them to Seoul, but he had also constructed a defense system in Pyongyang that held off over a hundred thousand Northeast Army troops.

Tanaka knew very well that this was a rearguard action by a 'trapped unit' and that the entire force might very well be wiped out. Nagata had the eye to recognize talent and the magnanimity to use it. He was indeed the future of the Imperial Army.

Even Ishiwara Kanji's image in Tanaka's mind had changed. The general reputation of being a troublemaker showed Ishiwara had personality, and graduating second in his class at the Army War College proved his strength. In fact, the distinction between first and second place often weighed more on leadership among officers. In terms of pure ability, the second place was not necessarily inferior to the first.

Nagata was also a second-place graduate, and Ishiwara was no worse than Nagata.

Thinking of this, Tanaka ordered, "Lieutenant Colonel Ikeda, go and handle this now."

"Yes." Lieutenant Colonel Ikeda stood up, saluted, and hurried off to work. At this moment, Ikeda was thinking of the female reporter named Morita Mitsuko at the *Asahi Shimbun*. Everyone was well aware of her relationship with He Rui. He wondered if this female reporter had been temporarily suspended during his visit to the *Asahi Shimbun*.

After Ikeda left, Tanaka lit another cigarette, his expression turning grim. The meeting naturally had a clear purpose. In this meeting, Ikeda was responsible for the public-facing work, so he had to be dismissed quickly after receiving his instructions. The officers remaining here were mostly related to departments like the Kempeitai (Military Police).

The atmosphere in the conference room turned gloomy along with Tanaka's expression. Soon, an adjutant brought a stack of papers to Tanaka. Tanaka nodded, and the adjutant distributed them to the officers. Everyone took a look and saw it was a list, mostly containing names of commoner MPs, with a few names of noble peers listed as well.

Tanaka's voice was icy. "These MPs usually use their public office for private gain and plot to seize public funds by every possible means. They bear the main responsibility for the chaos in Imperial politics. Now, winning the war is the Empire's urgent priority; we must pull together and unite as one. Yet these MPs dare to question and criticize the Cabinet Ministers. I truly don't know what kind of intentions they harbor. Your task is to visit these MPs one by one and make them understand that He Rui knows the Empire inside and out. He certainly knows that the MPs are likely to be ignorant of the bigger picture and act as his accomplices. Although the Army does not believe that some MPs are taking orders from He Rui to deliberately disrupt the situation, this matter cannot be left unguarded."

The officers nodded slightly, but no one replied. After all, threatening MPs—wasn't such a method too crude and violent? many MPs were also tough characters. If they really didn't listen, were they supposed to invite these MPs to the Kempeitai?

Tanaka smiled coldly. "Gentlemen, the adjacent office contains evidence of those MPs abusing power for personal gain and embezzling public funds. Everyone, go over there in a moment. Once you decide which MP you are going to see, take that evidence with you. We must make those MPs who don't understand the big picture realize that the Army is willing to unite in good faith to tide over the difficulties."

Hearing this, the attending officers gained confidence. After the assassination of the previous Prime Minister Hara Takashi, Takahashi Korekiyo, also from the Seiyukai (Friends of Constitutional Government Party), succeeded as Prime Minister. The Takahashi Cabinet only lasted half a year before collapsing because the Seiyukai MPs' abuse of power for personal gain was exposed. As long as they held blackmail material on the MPs, there was no fear of them not submitting.

Seeing no objections, Tanaka ordered decisively, "Dismissed!"

After these officers left, the second round of meetings began. The attendees this time were officers involved in military matters. The Army and Navy had already produced a complete troop transport plan, which was to be finalized at this meeting.

The Japanese Army had 21 divisions. The Kwantung Army was completely finished, and the main forces of the two divisions stationed in Korea had been basically annihilated. Of the remaining eighteen divisions, six were fully equipped and manned. In this plan, priority was given to transporting these six divisions to Korea to fight the Northeast Army.

The schedule for the troop transport plan was densely packed. It was no longer calculated by days, nor by morning, afternoon, or evening. From start to finish, this plan was calculated by the hour, and some parts were calculated by the quarter-hour, that is, 15 minutes.

The summary of such a detailed plan was that for Japan to transport two fully equipped and manned divisions from Japan to Seoul, it would take 30 days. Of course, if the infantry just carried a rifle and two base loads of ammunition and boarded the ships, rocked about on the sea for a day or days, landed dizzily, and then took a train to Seoul on empty stomachs, two divisions would only need a week. And now, 5 days had already passed since October 10th. The work could be completed in two more days.

However, such an army would have almost no combat effectiveness when it reached the front line. They had to be fully equipped, bringing all heavy equipment. After arriving in Korea, they would rest and reorganize for a few days. Officers of all units needed to understand the basic terrain of Korea, study the maps of the areas where their units would operate, and the division staff also had to discuss operations and make combat preparations.

Calculated this way, 30 days was already tight in the extreme, and there was really no way to reduce it.

The attacker always held a huge advantage because they only started to move after making comprehensive preparations, naturally seizing the initiative.

This kind of discussion might seem boring to those outside the military, but to professional officers, every number and every minute had its significance and absolutely no sloppiness could be allowed.

At this time, the Northeast Army, as the attacker, was also preparing, racing against time. The fact that yesterday's probing attack was resisted by the enemy was indeed beyond the expectations of the Northeast Army's 8th Army.

The troops had been making full preparations against the Japanese army for several years. Although the troops didn't only target Japanese tactics—most of the time was spent perfecting the Northeast Army's own tactical applications—encountering a Japanese commander who knew how to be flexible so quickly was also unexpected.

Especially the Japanese commander in Pyongyang's night artillery attack; it had indeed hit the Northeast Army's night artillery assembly area, causing some casualties and equipment loss. After a careful investigation, the Northeast Army's 8th Army determined that the movement of the artillery positions had not been discovered.

Then, this Japanese commander of the Pyongyang garrison named Ishiwara Kanji was one of the few excellent commanders pointed out in the pre-plans who knew how to be flexible and had a deep understanding of war.

Since this was the case, the 8th Army didn't stubbornly throw themselves at him. Instead, they adjusted the subsequent operations according to the previous plans.

By 10:00 AM on the 15th, the Japanese garrison in Pyongyang remained completely silent, except for using machine guns and rifle volleys to drive away the Northeast Army Air Force reconnaissance planes. Facing such a composed opponent, Zhou Zaixing, Commander of the 8th Army, received news that all units had completed their redeployment and decisively ordered, "Commence the attack!"

At the new artillery positions, the corps-level artillery began firing. Shells fell like meteors on the Japanese positions outside Pyongyang, beginning a fierce destruction.
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10:00 AM, October 16th.

The gates of the British Legation in Beijing's Dongjiaomin Lane opened several times in succession. A car drove in each time, with the last one entering at approximately 10:13 AM. Intelligence personnel in the northeast of Dongjiaomin Lane recorded the flags flying on the vehicles. So far, embassy vehicles from France, the United States, and Japan had entered the British Legation. The intelligence agents continued their observation, waiting to see who else might arrive.

On the lawn of the Legation, young women from diplomatic families played with their children. The older wives of the ministers sat in the living room of the main building, chatting about the latest goods arriving in the shops of Shanghai and Tianjin.

After the ministers met, they discussed the changing weather and inquired about each other's health, creating a harmonious atmosphere. After chatting for a while, the British Minister, Sir Beilby Francis Alston, brought out a few bottles of fruit brandy from the Northeast. The fresh aroma lit up the eyes of the ministers' wives. Taking this opportunity, Alston said to the other three ministers, "Gentlemen, I recently acquired a batch of Cuban cigars. Would you like to try them?"

The French and American ministers exchanged knowing smiles. The Japanese Minister, Obata Yūkichi, although maintaining the polite and serious expression typical of the Japanese, also stood up. The four men went up to the lounge on the second floor. British black tea was served, and two open wooden boxes were placed in the center of the table, displaying different types of cigars side by side.

The American Minister, Jacob Gould Schurman, a man in his fifties, took a thick cigar from the box and squeezed it by his ear. He could tell its age from the subtle crackling sound of the tobacco leaves. He picked up a cigar cutter, clipped the end, lit it, and took a puff. The room was immediately filled with the fragrant aroma of high-quality tobacco.

Taking another puff, Minister Schurman evaluated, "The quality of Luzon cigars is no longer inferior to Cuban cigars."

It was evident that Minister Schurman was speaking matter-of-factly. However, since the Philippines was an American colony and the 1902 Cuban government was supported by the United States, these words, while ordinary to Schurman, sounded a bit like bragging to the ears of the British and French ministers.

The French Minister, Aimé Joseph de Fleuriau, picked up a thin cigar, lit it, and laughed, "Next time you gentlemen visit our legation, I will treat you to coffee."

From cigars to coffee, silk to spices, the ministers chatted about the pros and cons of various daily specialties. Even the Japanese Minister, Obata Yūkichi, talked about his country's lacquerware and cultured pearls.

Speaking of pearls, French Minister Fleuriau remarked, "In the last year, the output of East Pearls from the Northeast has suddenly increased, and the quality is very good."

British Minister Alston nodded. "In times of war, it is necessary for us to implement a trade embargo against the Northeast Government. Let the Northeast Government understand the determination of the nations for peace."

Although his tone was flat, it concerned Japan. However, Japanese Minister Obata Yūkichi leaned back on the sofa, watching the reactions of the French and American ministers with a composed expression, as if they were discussing trivial matters.

The French Minister did not answer but looked at the American Minister, wanting to see the American attitude. American Minister Schurman asked the French Minister, "Monsieur Fleuriau, what is France's attitude?"

The war between the Northeast and Japan was far from France's sphere of influence. France was merely observing and had no position. Moreover, at this time, Britain had not asked France to make a statement. The secret instruction from the French Foreign Ministry to the Minister in China was: "If Britain expresses willingness to show sincerity, then contact the French Foreign Ministry."

If Britain did not pay a price, what reason did France have to participate in the war between China and Japan? Since it was a war, there would be consumption. France could very likely get arms orders.

Facing Minister Schurman's question, French Minister Fleuriau's first thought was whether the Yankee wanted to take the opportunity to sell arms. But this could not be asked directly. The French Minister asked back, "What is the United States' attitude?"

The American Minister answered readily, "The United States opposes war and also opposes trade embargoes. Unlike Britain and France, there has never been arms trade between the United States and the Northeast Government, only trade in civilian goods. What would we embargo?"

Britain and France had purchased large quantities of weapons and ammunition from the Northeast to support the White Russians. Hearing this, they couldn't say anything. Moreover, trade embargoes were something that could only be done against countries without powerful navies. If the Americans really wanted to sell weapons to the Northeast, would Britain and France use their fleets to block American merchant ships?

Since the American Minister expressed the US government's position so frankly, the topic was easily passed over. Everyone started chatting about various recent news items again. Japanese Minister Obata Yūkichi looked composed, as if he were just attending an ordinary meeting, where the diplomatic crowd was just chatting idly while waiting for lunch to be served.

Approaching 11:00 AM, the British Minister's secretary brought something in. After reading it, Minister Alston expressionlessly handed the paper to French Minister Fleuriau. After Fleuriau finished reading it, he intended to hand the paper back to the British Minister, but American Minister Schurman, leaning back on the sofa, asked with interest, "Is it something interesting?"

The British Minister took the paper and handed it to the Japanese Minister first, saying simultaneously, "This is a public statement issued by Soviet Chairman Lenin."

Facing this differential treatment, American Minister Schurman did not mind. Since Lenin had issued a public statement, he surely expected it to spread as widely as possible. Knowing the content was only a matter of time; there was no rush for these few minutes or seconds.

Japanese Minister Obata Yūkichi looked at the English version of the public statement, his expression becoming increasingly grave. The text of the announcement was overflowing with enthusiasm: "The Soviet Government has noted that a wave seeking national liberation has appeared within Korea. The Soviet Government holds an attitude of sympathy and support for all just struggles internationally against barbaric rule..."

After finishing reading, Japanese Minister Obata Yūkichi handed the transcript back to British Minister Alston, remaining silent.

***

He Rui received the news at about the same time. If the secretary hadn't placed the document in a spot where He Rui could grab it immediately, he might not have noticed it at all. After thinking for a moment, He Rui put aside the battle report sent by the 2nd Army Group and picked up Comrade Lenin's public statement.

After reading it, He Rui laughed out of anger. The secretary, knowing the content, looked at He Rui with some confusion. He Rui picked up a pen and wrote a directive to the Foreign Affairs Bureau at the bottom: "Non-critical event."

After the secretary left with the document, He Rui leaned back in his chair, feeling great admiration for a senior like Comrade Lenin who had rich struggle experience. They wouldn't let go of any opportunity and could utilize this matter precisely. He Rui himself had learned from these old seniors to create the 'Russian Humanitarian Disaster' to boost his own reputation.

Comrade Lenin was an expert in this field. If Soviet Russia expressed concern about the war between the Northeast and Japan, Japan would have an excuse to intimidate Soviet Russia. Although the Japanese Army was busy right now, the Navy had ample capacity to send a few warships to show off their strength.

In that case, Soviet Russia would be slapped in the face for sticking its neck out. Therefore, the Soviet side talked about the resistance of the Korean people. Soviet Russia bordered Korea; although they wouldn't send troops, they had the ability to provide weapons, equipment, and military training to anti-Japanese forces inside Korea. If Japan gave the Soviet Union attitude, Soviet Russia would really do something. This was called reciprocity.

Japan was currently being beaten like this and had originally only set the Northeast as a military opponent. Soviet Russia raising the 'Korean Question' at this time added a new variable to the fierce but relatively clear situation. This was an excellent choice, an action that would inevitably make Japan feel the pressure.

This was also a political maneuver stepping on He Rui to make a scene. Just like when He Rui stepped on the Bolsheviks and White Russians to create the Russian Humanitarian Crisis.

Of course, He Rui was also certain that even if he hadn't created the humanitarian crisis, Comrade Lenin would still have done this. Without such vision and execution, one could not be considered an excellent great power statesman.

For a great power statesman, Comrade Lenin would only do this much at this stage. He Rui used this small case to adjust his mood, and when he picked up the recent battle reports from the 2nd Army Group again, he felt much better.

"Battle Report, October 15, 1922, Secret Document No. 00945. On October 15, after the battle to attack Pyongyang began, the defenders changed their previous Japanese tactics. Whether it was weapon placement or the depth of weapon deployment, it was very different from the previous Japanese troops. The Japanese changes were not only in position layout and weapon placement; they adopted a very tight and coherent defensive position to counter our squad-based operations.

"On the defensive positions, troop density was reduced. Once our troops broke through, the Japanese immediately used artillery fire to block our follow-up troops from advancing, and rapidly maneuvered troops from the rear defense lines to launch counterattacks. Because of insufficient numbers and unfamiliarity with the terrain, our attacks all met with failure..."

"Battle Report, October 16, 1922, before 12:00 PM, Secret Document No. 00951. On October 16, the Japanese army abandoned the peripheral defense lines of Pyongyang and retreated to the defensive lines at the edge of the city. During our attack, it was discovered that the Japanese had demolished a portion of the civilian houses, creating an empty zone. Furthermore, using the materials from the demolished houses, they constructed a flat and complete defense line. Although it is unknown if the Japanese have learned a lesson from the annihilation of the Kwantung Army and are absolutely refusing to engage in street fighting with our army, instead adopting a neat and tight defense line for frontal confrontation, the tactics adopted by the Japanese commander have maximized the containment of our infiltration tactic advantages. This forces our army to implement a war of attrition with the Japanese army, maximizing the basic military literacy of the Japanese officers and soldiers.

"Facing such targeted changes, the Army Group is analyzing the tactical characteristics of the Japanese commander to determine his military understanding and combat style."

This was the battle report from the Army Group Headquarters, and there were also reports from corps-level and division-level units under the 2nd Army Group. It was obvious from those reports that the comrades had been affected by their emotions. some battalion and regimental commanders, after encountering setbacks, let the blood rush to their heads and persisted with the tactics the troops were trained in, wanting to fight the Japanese to the death. Fortunately, the division headquarters quickly issued orders, temporarily stripping the commanders of their command and pulling the troops back.

Having confirmed the basic situation, He Rui sighed, stood up, walked to the window, and lit a cigarette. Ishiwara Kanji and Nagata Tetsuzan were the top talents in the Japanese military. Their capabilities were definitely not the personal bravery of a "Pig-headed Squad Leader" who wasn't afraid of death and dared to fight to the end. Instead, they had the ability to calmly view reality and make adjustments at the fastest speed to complete combat objectives. Such people could be at a disadvantage a hundred times on the local battlefield but could still achieve the campaign objectives in the overall operation. The perseverance, endurance, keenness, and decisiveness of such people were second to none among the many generals who commanded thousands of troops.

It was hard to say whether it was fortunate or unfortunate for the Northeast Army soldiers, who had at most seven years of military experience, to encounter these people. He Rui himself was relatively optimistic; the officers in the Northeast Army who possessed learning abilities could learn knowledge from the war itself.

He Rui did not consider whether Ishiwara Kanji could learn anything because the fact that Ishiwara Kanji had become a frontline commander for the Japanese army was already beyond He Rui's imagination. He Rui had always felt that a guy like Ishiwara Kanji would likely only be pulled out of the military academy and thrown into active service during the counter-attack phase after the Japanese army had suffered heavy losses and regrouped. At this stage, it should have been those old Japanese generals commanding the Japanese army in battle.

In Pyongyang, Ishiwara Kanji did not know what He Rui was considering. At this moment, he had already profoundly felt a strong crisis. Korea was currently in chaos; the hastily assembled troops numbered less than 30,000, and their equipment was uneven. Although Ishiwara Kanji believed that the Northeast Army would definitely not aim to capture Seoul, this was based on the premise that the Japanese army could hold Seoul.

If the Japanese army in Korea collapsed entirely, the Northeast Army wouldn't mind fighting straight to Busan.

The conclusion of Ishiwara Kanji's discussion with Nagata Tetsuzan was that this would be a campaign starting from October 9th and lasting for half a month. The Japanese army must hold Seoul north of the Han River until October 25th. If that wasn't possible, they had to at least hold the Han River.

With the current strength of the Japanese army, they could only choose one between Seoul and the Han River. For political considerations, they had to hold Seoul. Facing over a hundred thousand elite Northeast Army troops, Ishiwara Kanji could only dance in shackles.

Although some units of the Northeast Army had shown reckless behavior due to emotional loss of control yesterday, those actions were quickly contained. Today, facing Ishiwara Kanji's rigorous battle line, the Northeast Army abandoned small-unit infiltration attacks and adopted a very orthodox firepower destruction mode, engaging in a contest of hard power with the Pyongyang Japanese defenders.

At this point, Ishiwara Kanji's disadvantage of insufficient troops was fully revealed. The Pyongyang defenders faced the incredibly strong Northeast Army, and the opponent changed tactics to adopt a straight-punch frontal attack. Although they blocked every punch from the opponent, each punch made the Japanese army's bones creak.

Ishiwara Kanji could no longer make more fine-tuned adjustments to the Japanese frontline troops; that was completely beyond his ability. He could only watch the various numbers, hoping that time would pass a little faster.

The sound of gunfire and artillery from the front line constantly drifted into the headquarters. The clock hand finally moved slowly to 15:43. Ishiwara Kanji immediately ordered, "Order all units to prepare to retreat to the third defense line."

The first defense line was the field fortifications outside the city. The second defense line was the residential area outside the city walls. The third defense line was the city wall defense line. The fourth defense line was the Taedong River defense line running through the city. The fifth defense line was the city wall on the other side.

Ishiwara Kanji hoped he could hold Pyongyang for five days. Even if not five days, as long as he could hold for three days, dragging it out to October 20th. In the remaining five days, it was possible for the Japanese army to hold Seoul.

...As long as the Northeast Army did not truly aim to capture Seoul.
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At 7:00 PM on October 16th, night descended upon the Korean peninsula. The headquarters of the Manchuria-Mongolia Expeditionary Army was brightly lit.

At this time, both the Government-General of Korea and the Chosen Army Headquarters still existed. Although the two full Generals in charge had been retired, they were temporarily retained in their posts.

Following the operational model of the Imperial Japanese Army system, the Army General Staff proposed the establishment of the Manchuria-Mongolia Expeditionary Army, which was then executed by the Ministry of War via an Imperial decree after the Emperor's review.

At this stage, Tokyo had not yet nominated a commander-in-chief for the Expeditionary Army or staffed its various departments; only the name had been finalized. The current makeshift organization consisted solely of liaison officers. Among them, the highest-ranking officer was Colonel Nagata Tetsuzan, who naturally became the person in charge.

Just as Nagata Tetsuzan and the other liaison officers were confirming the completion status of the defensive lines, an orderly entered and reported, "Colonel Nagata, the liaison officer sent from Tokyo has arrived."

Hearing of this sudden arrival, Nagata Tetsuzan felt a flash of annoyance. At a critical time like this, wouldn't it be better to communicate specific matters directly by telegram? If they were going to send personnel, they should have sent a full staff of officers. What use was a single liaison officer?

However, Nagata was Nagata. Despite his displeasure, he did not show it. Deciding to use this opportunity to adjust his mood slightly, he put on his cap and went to the reception room.

Although the Japanese Chosen Army Headquarters technically still existed, it was effectively defunct. Under the orders of General Oba Jiro, the commander, the entire headquarters had been 'lent' to the Manchuria-Mongolia Expeditionary Army.

Walking into the reception room, Nagata Tetsuzan was surprised to see that the arrival was none other than a member of the Futaba-kai, which Nagata led: Lieutenant Colonel Isogai Rensuke, a staff officer of the 1st Division.

Isogai Rensuke stepped forward and saluted Nagata. "Nagata-kun, I have been ordered to come and place myself under your leadership."

A smile appeared on Nagata Tetsuzan's face. "It is excellent to have Isogai-kun join us! Come, sit."

Isogai Rensuke looked somewhat sorrowful. He took out a letter and handed it over. "Nagata-kun, this is Itagaki-kun's suicide note."

Itagaki Seishiro was also a key member of the Futaba-kai. Isogai Rensuke's words meant that Itagaki Seishiro had committed suicide. Nagata Tetsuzan, who had been too busy these past days to think of much else, was shocked but quickly understood the reason. Itagaki Seishiro had been the head of the 'He Agency,' the previous organization targeting the Northeast regime and He Rui.

Helplessly pointing to a chair, Nagata Tetsuzan held onto the table as he sat down. Isogai Rensuke sat opposite him and briefed him on recent events in Tokyo, especially the changes within the Futaba-kai.

At this stage, people were needed to take responsibility for the defeat. The two Generals in Korea had already assumed responsibility, and Chief of the Army General Staff General Uehara Yusaku had also taken responsibility, being ignominiously placed in the reserves and facing forced retirement.

If even three Army Generals were being sacrificed, the intelligence personnel fared even worse. The current heads of all China-related intelligence sections had been suspended and arrested, handed over to the military judiciary for investigation. Former 'He Agency' leaders like Itagaki Seishiro could not escape either.

Isogai Rensuke's expression was full of grief. "Ishiwara-kun, Itagaki-kun said that he would endure the humiliation and wait for the military police investigation so he could tell them everything he knew. The night the investigation concluded, he calmly committed seppuku at home to cleanse his honor. Before he died, he wrote suicide notes to his comrades in the Futaba-kai and to you, Nagata-kun."

Nagata Tetsuzan remained silent, staring blankly as he listened to Isogai Rensuke's account.

"Not only Itagaki-kun, but Doihara-kun from the Beijing Intelligence Section has also been ordered to return to Japan immediately for investigation. We don't know what will happen to him yet." Although Isogai Rensuke could not openly criticize these punishments, he felt a vague resentment regarding his comrades in the Futaba-kai.

Finally, Nagata Tetsuzan spoke. "What was the Military Affairs Bureau's final disposition regarding Itagaki-kun?"

Hearing that Nagata Tetsuzan cared about Itagaki Seishiro's final outcome, Isogai Rensuke was somewhat moved. "Nagata-kun, the investigation report hasn't been released yet. Because Itagaki-kun committed seppuku, the investigation against him was closed due to the death of the subject."

"Closed due to death?" Nagata Tetsuzan had not expected the Military Affairs Bureau to let Itagaki Seishiro off the hook.

Isogai Rensuke replied, "I heard Obata-kun exerted some effort."

Hearing this, Nagata Tetsuzan stood up and placed Itagaki Seishiro's letter into his breast pocket. "Isogai-kun, you have no time to rest. You must work with us immediately."

Isogai Rensuke actually felt very uneasy. Before this trip, he already knew the situation in Korea. Twelve divisions of the Northeast Army—four corps—were bearing down from north to south with crushing force. Isogai Rensuke asked, "Nagata-kun, can we hold?"

He expected Nagata Tetsuzan to hesitate, but Nagata answered confidently, "As long as we fight hard, we will definitely hold Seoul."

Perhaps it was Nagata Tetsuzan's resolute expression, or his sloppy uniform and stubbly face. Or perhaps for no reason at all, Isogai Rensuke was willing to believe him. He stood at attention and saluted. "Please assign me a task, Nagata-kun."

With Isogai Rensuke's addition, Nagata Tetsuzan felt the operational efficiency of the liaison office improve significantly. Isogai Rensuke was capable, and unlike Nagata and the others, he hadn't gone without sleep for days. Soon, Isogai understood the defensive system. He frowned, looking as if he wanted to raise an objection, but when he spoke, it turned into an inquiry about the arrangement of defensive points.

They worked until after 4:00 AM. Isogai Rensuke put on his cap. "Nagata-kun, I'm going to inspect the defensive positions."

"Thank you. Go ahead," Nagata Tetsuzan responded.

When Isogai Rensuke left the liaison office, Nagata Tetsuzan finally let out a sigh of relief. The comrades of the Futaba-kai were reliable, and Isogai clearly understood the new concepts of the defensive system. This concept was not entirely the same as Japan's current infantry defense doctrine; it had been proposed by Ishiwara Kanji. To understand and execute it in such a short time was beyond the ability of most Japanese officers. But Isogai Rensuke was not 'most Japanese officers.'

***

At 5:00 AM on the 17th, the Northeast Army's shelling began. Pyongyang's third defensive line began to collapse under the bombardment of 120mm heavy guns and the 150mm heavy guns the Northeast Army had captured from the Japanese.

Ishiwara Kanji, who had started getting used to sleeping tied to a chair with cloth strips, woke up immediately. Opening his eyes, he saw the lights in the command post swaying with the wires. The entire city of Pyongyang was shaking under the intense shelling. The bombardment caused not just tremors, but something akin to a small-scale earthquake—a sensation all too familiar to the Japanese.

As the orderly helped untie the cloth strips, Ishiwara Kanji asked, "What is the status of the defensive points on the Taedong River?"

Stepping on the vibrating floor, the staff officers immediately called to inquire. Only a few calls went through, and without exception, the defensive positions Ishiwara Kanji had deployed along the Taedong River had also come under artillery fire.

Ishiwara Kanji immediately ordered, "Retreat at once!"

Although it was a retreat, many staff officers felt a sense of relief. During the two days of defensive battles, everyone in the headquarters had felt death approaching time and again, their hearts constricting in fear. Although Ishiwara Kanji's command had ultimately repelled the enemy, Japanese casualties had skyrocketed. The original defensive force of around 7,000 men was now less than half that. Every staff officer knew that a single mistake would mean giving their lives for the Empire.

Even if some thought of the wounded, no one raised the issue. At a time like this, even a dishonorable retreat was their last chance.

The retreat plan had been prepared long ago. Ishiwara Kanji did not need to supervise it personally. He put on his cap and headed straight for the military hospital. Although the shelling was fierce, the Northeast Army was trying to avoid Pyongyang's residential areas. This was consistent with Ishiwara Kanji's prediction.

From before the war, Ishiwara Kanji had guessed that He Rui would minimize civilian casualties as much as possible, but this did not mean the Northeast Army would never attack residential areas. Therefore, when deploying positions, Ishiwara Kanji had not planned for urban warfare tricks but had instead set up clear defensive lines to counter the Northeast Army's advance.

The field hospital was currently located in a residential area. Although the ground was shaking, the hospital had not been hit. Moreover, Ishiwara Kanji had marked the field hospital clearly and even sent people to notify the Northeast Army. As a result, the field hospital was brightly lit, with doctors and nurses busily treating the wounded as soldiers carried casualties in and out.

Walking through the flow of people, Ishiwara Kanji went straight to the officers' ward. Forty or fifty field grade and company grade officers filled several large rooms. These were the lucky ones; several times that number of officers had already lost their lives.

Seeing Ishiwara Kanji enter, those officers who could still manage it struggled to sit up and salute. Ishiwara Kanji returned the salute to everyone before speaking loudly, "Gentlemen, the garrison is retreating. We cannot take you with us. Please forgive us."

No one answered. The expressions on their faces were either lost or surprised, but they could say nothing. Ishiwara Kanji, who had long detested the bad habit of suicide after defeat, couldn't be bothered with bowing or apologies. He stood straight and ordered, "I command you now in the name of the Liaison Officer of the Manchuria-Mongolia Expeditionary Army in Pyongyang. The war is still ongoing, and it will continue. Your battle is not over; your mission is to return to your hometowns alive. When that day comes, you must come to report to me that you have finally completed the mission I assigned to you. Do you hear me!"

Still, no one answered, but the atmosphere in the room had changed significantly.

Ishiwara Kanji said nothing more. He saluted the wounded, then turned and left. When he reached the perimeter of the hospital, he heard someone shouting from the crowd, "Ishiwara-kun, please wait." Turning his head, he saw it was Lieutenant Kurita. The Lieutenant's right arm was bandaged and suspended from his neck. Running up to Ishiwara Kanji, Lieutenant Kurita saluted with his left hand. "Ishiwara-kun, please take me back with you. I want to continue fighting."

"Your body..." Ishiwara Kanji felt that Lieutenant Kurita's body probably couldn't hold out.

Lieutenant Kurita pleaded, "Ishiwara-kun, I don't want to commit seppuku. Please, take me back to the unit. I still want to fight."

Hearing that his comrade from the Mirai-sha (Future Society), Kurita, no longer wanted to engage in the farce of suicide for loyalty, Ishiwara Kanji decided to take him.

By the time they reached headquarters, the documents that couldn't be sent to the rear had been gathered together, doused in gasoline, and set on fire. In the light of the flames, Ishiwara Kanji ordered, "Headquarters, retreat!"

They walked from night into dawn, and from dawn into morning. All the retreating troops ran until they were sweating profusely. Lieutenant Kurita's wound had reopened due to the accelerated blood flow, and the gauze above the wound was stained a dark red.

Ishiwara Kanji jumped off his horse and gave it to Kurita. He followed the troops, who had abandoned all heavy equipment and carried only rifles, as they continued south.

The units that still had mules and horses were the engineers. They had already placed explosives, and the horses were carrying detonators. With a series of loud explosions, railway tracks were severed, and bridges were destroyed. The defeated soldiers led by Ishiwara Kanji were not simply retreating; they still had a mission to complete.

Although Lieutenant Kurita was in severe pain and felt increasingly weak, he rode silently on the bumpy horse, retreating with the unit. In the two days of fighting, he had narrowly escaped death several times. Now, only one resolve supported him: to follow Ishiwara Kanji and continue fighting.

The troops retreated until 12:00 PM. Lieutenant Kurita finally couldn't hold on any longer. He slumped over the horse, losing consciousness, and slid off. Fortunately, the unit had just stopped, and a nearby soldier caught him, preventing him from crashing to the ground.

Ishiwara Kanji, dragging his blistered feet, hurried to the front. He saw Okamura Yasuji, who looked a size thinner and ten years older, waiting ahead. Okamura Yasuji saluted Ishiwara Kanji. "Ishiwara-kun, you've worked hard. Leave the next twenty-four hours to me."

Hearing this, Major Takeshita, standing beside Ishiwara Kanji, realized he had finally been pulled back from the line of death. Thinking of the hellish battlefield and the inner torment of the past few days, Major Takeshita was suddenly overcome with grief, and tears burst from his eyes.

Okamura Yasuji frowned, about to scold the Major for his lack of decorum. Ishiwara Kanji stepped forward, blocking Major Takeshita. "Okamura-kun, I leave the rest to you."

Blocked by Ishiwara Kanji, Okamura Yasuji couldn't lose his temper. He could only order the support troops to quickly receive this unit of just over 2,000 men.
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Pyongyang's garrison commander, Ishiwara Kanji, led his troops in withdrawal, and the Northeast Army swiftly occupied the city. After several hours of reorganization, Zhou Zaixing, Commander of the 8th Army, suddenly received news that Army Group Commander Hu Xiushan had arrived outside the city. Zhou Zaixing sent men to welcome him, but after dealing with numerous official duties, he still hadn't seen Hu Xiushan at the headquarters. Upon questioning his staff, he learned that Hu Xiushan was inspecting the combat positions.

Zhou Zaixing hurriedly threw on his greatcoat and rushed to the front lines. Arriving there, he saw Hu Xiushan leading several Army Group staff officers walking up and down the battered Japanese positions. When Zhou Zaixing caught up, Hu Xiushan was just emerging from a dugout, climbing up into a trench. Zhou Zaixing pulled Hu Xiushan up, exchanged a few pleasantries, and began his report.

Seeing that although Hu Xiushan listened intently, he did not participate in the discussion, Zhou Zaixing faltered somewhat. He knew Hu Xiushan prioritized on-site inspection above all else and was an extremely meticulous observer. Though a man of few words, his mind was crystal clear. The matters Zhou Zaixing was reporting, while important, could have been handled by the Army Group Chief of Staff. So, Zhou Zaixing asked carefully, "Commander, have you identified our army's deficiencies from the Japanese positions?"

"The 8th Army made very reasonable adjustments after losing the space to conduct infiltration warfare," Hu Xiushan replied.

Zhou Zaixing didn't dare show the slightest negligence and hurriedly pressed, "Do we have any other, more suitable options?"

"No," Hu Xiushan answered. After a pause, he added, "Not at this stage."

"Then when will we?" Zhou Zaixing sensed something.

Hu Xiushan looked again at the Japanese defensive positions, which, though battered, remained compactly arranged. In his mind, he recalled He Rui's description of armored forces at the highest-level military conference. Those steel beasts, currently seen only in illustrations, could ignore the defensive positions before them and execute flanking maneuvers. Relying on their steel armor, they would punch through the enemy's weak points, rapidly intersperse and advance, and attack the enemy's vulnerabilities. Meanwhile, dive bombers in the sky would carry out precise and effective attacks on Japanese strongpoints, completing the encirclement and segmentation of enemy forces in a very short time, annihilating them one by one.

This could be seen as an enhanced version of certain Northeast Army squad tactics, but at the current stage, the war really had to be upheld by the infantry.

So Hu Xiushan replied calmly, "Wait until our equipment enters the next round of upgrades. Also, the 8th Army will rest and reorganize in Pyongyang; the 5th Army will take over the offensive."

Zhou Zaixing didn't know how else to respond, so he could only answer, "Yes!"

"Go back to your work; there are too many things to handle in occupying the whole of Pyongyang. I'll go to headquarters after I finish looking at the Japanese position layout." Hu Xiushan finished speaking and continued along the edge of the Japanese positions.

***

At a mountain pass less than 30 kilometers from Pyongyang, Okamura Yasuji halted his horse. Seeing the meticulously arranged defensive positions, Ishiwara Kanji asked, "Okamura-kun, how long do you intend for the troops here to hold?"

Okamura Yasuji looked at his own layout and said indifferently, "Defenses in this kind of location will last two to three hours, at least an hour."

Without waiting for Ishiwara Kanji to ask more, Okamura Yasuji invited Ishiwara to dismount with him. The two stood on high ground overlooking the position. Okamura Yasuji bowed slightly, "Ishiwara-kun, I originally thought you could only hold out in Pyongyang for ten hours. I didn't expect you to hold for over forty-eight. Thank you. This allowed me to calmly reinforce the positions and delay the enemy's advance as much as possible."

Ishiwara Kanji smiled faintly, not thinking much of it. Okamura Yasuji continued, "Ishiwara-kun, what is your assessment of the enemy commander's combat determination?"

This question raised Ishiwara Kanji's evaluation of Okamura Yasuji by several notches. "I believe the enemy commander's determination is not as firm as it was during the offensive on Kwantung, or during the annihilation of the 19th and 20th Divisions. Their artillery fire is precise, and their soldiers are extremely brave, fearing neither battle nor death. It was only after holding out for twenty-four hours that I became more certain of my previous judgment: the Northeast Army does not have the resolve to take Seoul at all costs."

"Then what is the purpose of the enemy using large numbers of trucks for rapid advancement?"

"To occupy northern Korea as quickly as possible, begin constructing defensive lines, and prepare to meet the Imperial Army's counterattack," Ishiwara Kanji replied. Finishing his sentence, seeing that Okamura Yasuji didn't seem to fully accept this, Ishiwara felt that Okamura was still the same old Okamura—always half a beat slow in strategy.

Of course, Ishiwara didn't underestimate Okamura because of this; officers in the Japanese army who were one or even two beats slower than Ishiwara in strategy were everywhere. Up to now, only Nagata Tetsuzan could keep up with Ishiwara's rhythm. And since a large part of Nagata's attention was focused on how to integrate Japan's upper echelons, it often required Ishiwara to speak first before Nagata could immediately catch up with the train of thought.

"Okamura-kun, I will go ahead to the next point to rest. The next twenty-four hours will be hard on you," Ishiwara said. He mounted his horse, descended from the high ground, and led the troops withdrawing from Pyongyang toward Seoul.

Starting from October 17th, the main attacking force of the Northeast Army switched from the 8th Army to the 5th Army. The battle reports over the next four days were full of frustration and reflection regarding the Japanese forces.

"...The Japanese army has formulated a campaign plan of tiered resistance, which has been thoroughly implemented in combat..."

"...The selection of battle locations fully considers the local terrain, fully implementing the military principle of engaging with the orthodox and winning with the surprise... They spare no casualties during resistance operations and are extremely resolute. After achieving their delay objectives, they retreat decisively without any hesitation, making it impossible for our army to wipe out their main force..."

"...Using regular troops to conduct guerrilla warfare, their attacks on our transport and supply lines are very determined, which has indeed affected our speed of advance. However, our army possesses complete superiority in troop strength, causing the Japanese attacks on our supply lines to suffer repeated setbacks..."

"...The Japanese commanders have performed excellently, using very limited forces to achieve their campaign objectives. Their slippery characteristics are unlike the known command styles of Japanese generals. Up to now, due to their massive disadvantage in troop strength, it is impossible to judge their offensive capabilities. Although the Japanese have made effective tactical adjustments for the current situation, in essence, they have not yet been able to break free from the mold of traditional Japanese tactics..."

At 14:00 on the 21st, Ishiwara Kanji led his troops down from a position 20 kilometers from Seoul. The troops had marched more than three hundred meters when several thunderous explosions rang out from the pass behind them, the commotion even more shocking than 150mm shells hitting the ground. Immediately after, the sound of rolling rocks continued incessantly. Ishiwara Kanji didn't look back and continued to lead his troops in retreat.

Along the way, Okamura Yasuji's position layouts were extremely ingenious; the frontal defensive positions were constructed to be highly advantageous, and the ambush positions were arranged just as cleverly. They were often able to surprise the enemy, yet allowed the troops to fight and then withdraw.

Moreover, the withdrawal arrangements behind the positions were complete; as long as they weren't heavily wounded, everyone could be evacuated. Although the overall situation was the Northeast Army chasing the Japanese retreat, the actual losses inflicted on the Japanese were not great.

If the Northeast Army hadn't employed trucks for troop transport but had used pure infantry pursuit, Ishiwara Kanji would likely still be blocking the Northeast Army on defensive positions 100 kilometers away from Seoul.

But war is war, and retreating to this point meant reaching the final leg. Ishiwara Kanji led his troops in rapid movement, heading straight for the assembly point 15 kilometers from the urban area of Seoul.

When arranging defenses, Okamura had targeted the Northeast Army's heavy use of trucks by destroying roads at key points. Just like the place they had just left, several large pits had been dug, and holes had been bored at the mountain pass, filled with large amounts of explosives. The Japanese destroyed the roads before leaving, making it impossible for the Northeast Army truck convoys to pass easily, buying about three or four hours of time.

Arriving at the assembly point, Japanese officers waiting there immediately came forward to salute. "Lieutenant Colonel Ishiwara, by order of Lieutenant Colonel Okamura, please allow us to select personnel from your unit."

Ishiwara Kanji nodded. The officers proceeded to pick out soldiers from the retreating troops who were uninjured, still had good morale, and were as burly and sturdy as possible. If their uniforms were badly damaged, they brought out clean uniforms for them to change into.

At this moment, Ishiwara Kanji had to admit that in terms of being an all-around staff officer, he indeed had quite a gap compared to Okamura Yasuji. Walking into the assembly point and lifting the door curtain to enter the command post, he saw Okamura Yasuji sitting on a stool in the center, surrounded by several women who were touching up his face.

Seeing Ishiwara enter, the women hurriedly bowed and quickly finished the final procedures with brushes and eyebrow pencils before retreating to the corner of the tent. Okamura Yasuji stood up. He was radiant, and combined with his pristine uniform, he didn't look at all like someone who had been chased all the way back; rather, he looked more like a soldier in high spirits after a victorious battle on the front lines. As Okamura approached, Ishiwara realized that no matter how incredible the makeup skills were, they couldn't conceal the emaciation and haggardness caused by the extreme hard work of these past days.

Okamura Yasuji bowed slightly. "Ishiwara-kun, I can only ask you to suffer the injustice of leading the troops to cross the river downstream and return to the city from the south."

Ishiwara Kanji laughed heartily. "Hehe, Okamura-kun, you've worked hard."

This was sincere. No matter how arduous the work, how dangerous the battlefield, or how complex the strategic thinking and judgment, Ishiwara Kanji endured it gladly. The only thing he avoided like the plague was showing his face in public for deliberate propaganda. There was no helping it; what he couldn't accept, he couldn't accept.

Not long after, Okamura Yasuji led about 3,000 troops to bid farewell to Ishiwara, heading straight for the main gate of Seoul along the main road.

At this time, large numbers of Japanese military personnel and expatriates were gathered at the gates of Seoul. These expatriates were women, children, and the elderly; the able-bodied men had all been temporarily conscripted and incorporated into the Manchuria-Mongolia Expeditionary Army. These men wore ill-fitting uniforms, and some didn't even have rifles in their hands, holding only wooden sticks. Under the command of sergeants, they lined up in as orderly a formation as possible.

The Japanese soldiers and expatriates all knew that war was about to unfold in Seoul. The forcibly conscripted recruits and their families were very nervous, only daring not to voice the apprehension in their hearts. Just then, a neat column was seen approaching in the distance. The leading officer rode a tall horse.

As they got closer, the national anthem "Kimigayo" could be heard from afar. Before long, the troops also began to sing the Army anthem in unison. Listening to the resonant singing, the moods of the new recruits and expatriates actually calmed down slightly.

When the troops arrived, they halted. The officer on horseback dismounted and walked briskly toward the high platform where the Governor-General of Korea and the Commander of the Korean Army stood. This radiant officer was none other than Okamura Yasuji. Led by a protocol officer, he stood below the platform alongside Nagata Tetsuzan.

General Ōba Jirō, Commander of the Korean Army, stood before the microphone and spoke loudly: "Everyone, the brave sons of the Great Japanese Empire have successfully blocked the enemy's despicable sneak attack and have returned victorious. By order of the Imperial General Headquarters in Tokyo, I shall award medals to the brave imperial sons!"

As he spoke, two protocol officers came onto the stage. One held a tray with medals, and the other, acting as the master of ceremonies, began to introduce Nagata Tetsuzan's meritorious service. This outstanding officer of the Empire had remained calm in the face of danger, quickly organizing personnel and deploying troops, replenishing manpower over these days, and preparing defensive positions. He had stabilized the unfavorable situation caused by the enemy's despicable sneak attack. The Ministry of War promoted Nagata Tetsuzan to Army Major General and awarded him a medal.

After the MC finished shouting, General Ōba Jirō took the rank insignia from the tray and replaced them on Nagata Tetsuzan, then pinned the medal on him. Nagata saluted the General, and the General returned the salute. Nagata then walked to the microphone and delivered a spirited speech.

While Nagata Tetsuzan was making his impassioned speech to the new recruits and expatriates watching the entry ceremony, declaring that the Japanese army would inevitably win and the enemy could never breach Seoul...

Ishiwara Kanji was ordering his subordinates to throw ropes into the Han River. Okamura Yasuji was extremely meticulous in his work; since they couldn't enter from the main gate of Seoul, he had built a temporary pontoon bridge over the river. This was to facilitate Ishiwara Kanji bringing those wounded, exhausted, tattered, and haggard troops—who looked like refugees—to retreat to the south bank of the Han River.

These soldiers had basically exhausted their physical strength, and the pontoon bridge wasn't too stable; some accidentally fell into the river. Fortunately, Okamura had considered everything thoroughly and provided life-saving ropes. The soldiers who fell in barely managed to grab the ropes and were dragged onto the pontoon bridge. Soaking wet, they simply lay on the bridge deck, not wanting to move a muscle. Ishiwara organized men to carry these exhausted fellows across the river.

Worried that such incidents would happen again, Ishiwara organized men to carry the wounded across. Those who were physically drained were supported by those who were slightly less drained as they walked across the trembling pontoon bridge.

By the time this pitiful-looking unit had mostly crossed the Han River, the entry ceremony at the main gate of Seoul officially began. The officers who had received promotions and medals followed behind the military band, striding proudly through the city gate and into the city. Behind them, 3,000 mighty and majestic officers and men followed in neat formation.

At the city gate and on the streets, many people waved flags—Japanese national flags, military flags, and colorful banners fluttered in the air. Added to the stirring music played by the military band, it was no different from having won a great victory.

Many of the forcibly conscripted new recruits, seeing this majestic scene, couldn't help but feel excited in their hearts, and under the command of their unit officers, they shouted "Long live the Great Japanese Empire!" together.

The expatriates weren't as enthusiastic, but they couldn't help shouting along. For those who really looked indifferent, someone would walk up to them and question, "Why aren't you shouting the slogans? Are you unpatriotic citizens?"

Hearing "unpatriotic citizens" (hikokumin), those expatriates felt as if they had been whipped and hurriedly shouted the slogans along with the others. Over forty thousand Japanese troops and fifty to sixty thousand expatriates—more than one hundred thousand people in total—shouted "Long live the Great Japanese Empire" together. The shouts could be heard throughout the city. The Koreans in Seoul were either astonished, went crazy, or looked toward the direction of the entry ceremony with complex expressions.

Around 17:20 on October 21st, the streets of Seoul were truly awash with banners, a sea of people, the din of drums and music, and the roar of gun salutes. Such a scene was rarely seen even in the history of Seoul.

Infected by the atmosphere, the Japanese people shouted "Long live the Great Japanese Empire!" and "Long live His Majesty the Emperor!" over and over again. Many felt they were no longer afraid, and some were even moved to tears by the emotion.

Around 18:00, the Northeast Army's vanguard had arrived outside Seoul. Seoul lies downstream on the Han River, only 30 kilometers from the west coast of the Korean Peninsula. The Han River flows slowly from east to west, with a water surface width of about 400 to 1,000 meters. The city spreads windingly along the gentle river valley, naturally divided into northern and southern districts.

Surrounding the city were low mountains and hills with an elevation of about 500 meters. The Northeast Army had no interest in the urban area itself. As long as they could remove these heights and set up fire positions on them, Seoul, located in the lowlands, would have absolutely no possibility of defense. The vanguard troops checked their maps and saw that, just as the Air Force reconnaissance planes had photographed, Nagata Tetsuzan had fully utilized the mountain terrain to arrange high-ground defensive positions, while only arranging a few defensive lines on the roads for Seoul itself.

Before night fell, the news reached the 5th Army Headquarters, which was on the move. Army Group Commander Hu Xiushan was also at the 5th Army HQ. Since the end of the Pyongyang campaign, Hu Xiushan had handed over the rear work to his Chief of Staff and followed the 5th Army HQ all the way to observe the Japanese combat effectiveness.

After receiving the intelligence, Hu Xiushan stood up and called out, "Communications Officer."

The communications officer immediately stood beside Hu Xiushan with a notebook. Hu Xiushan paced slowly and dictated the telegram unhurriedly: "To the Military Commission/General Headquarters. Up to now, the Japanese forces in Seoul have demonstrated clear operational thinking. They possess excellent commanders and frontline officers. Our army has arrived at the outskirts of Seoul and is about to begin preparations for the attack. Can the Military Commission dispatch two more armies into Korea to relieve the other units of my Army Group? Commander of the 2nd Army Group, Hu Xiushan."

A few minutes later, only He Rui, Xu Chengfeng, and Cheng Ruofan remained in the operations room of the General Headquarters after receiving the telegram. Political Commissar Zhong Yifu was currently commanding troops in the Shanhaiguan area and had not stayed at headquarters.

Xu Chengfeng asked calmly, "Chairman, does the campaign end here?"

Before He Rui could speak, Cheng Ruofan said, "Why not give Xiushan two more armies and let him try."

He Rui was slightly indecisive. After a moment's thought, he answered from a strategic perspective, "The purpose of the entire war is to consume the Japanese forces, not to be consumed by them. Let Xiushan continue the attack."

Xu Chengfeng nodded and ordered a reply. Cheng Ruofan stood up, stretched greatly, and sighed comfortably before saying, "I feel the comrades fought very well, but I still feel something is missing."

"Since they fought very well, then nothing is missing," Xu Chengfeng replied.

Hearing this, Cheng Ruofan couldn't help laughing, "That sounds like you're hiding your unhappiness in your heart. Ha! Dishonest!"

Xu Chengfeng replied calmly, "Even if I am dishonest, I know we must not demand perfection. Thinking like that is unhealthy."

Cheng Ruofan stopped talking to Xu Chengfeng and turned to He Rui. He Rui sighed, "This is the price of learning. The comrades did their best. The current stage is not the decisive battle. If we want to reduce losses quantitatively, we will lose some opportunities due to lack of experience. At this stage, the fewer casualties, the better."

Hearing this, Cheng Ruofan snapped to attention, all relaxation in his expression vanished. The Northeast Army Chief of Staff answered seriously, "Chairman, I understand. I will never have those thoughts again."

He Rui said nothing, because he himself was adjusting his mindset. "A general's success is built on ten thousand withering bones." Precisely because these officers and men were fighting for the country, one must absolutely not place one's personal emotional impulses above their lives and deaths. Although this is human nature, and also determined by cruel political and military interests. Precisely because of this, one must not view human lives as mere numbers in the slightest.

He Rui thought he knew this. It wasn't until he saw so many corpses with his own eyes, and saw the statistical reports of nearly ten thousand injuries and over three thousand deaths in the Northeast Army, that He Rui realized that before throwing himself into the war, he really only "knew" it intellectually.

But as the supreme commander, these casualties could not become He Rui's burden. So He Rui stood up, lit a cigarette, and after calming his spirit, said, "Next, quickly prepare the defensive system. I'm afraid I'll have some political issues to deal with during this time. The headquarters must shoulder the responsibility."

"Yes," Xu Chengfeng and Cheng Ruofan answered together.

At this moment, Nagata Tetsuzan, Okamura Yasuji, and Ishiwara Kanji finally reunited in Seoul. There was no joy, no happy conversation. Ishiwara Kanji immediately made a request, "Please let me sleep for three hours."

Okamura Yasuji nodded, "Me too."

Nagata Tetsuzan saluted the two without a word. The two returned the salute, then each found a camp bed and collapsed onto it. Nagata Tetsuzan sat down and dictated a telegram to Tokyo, "To Ministry of War/General Staff Headquarters/October 21, 1922, 16:21/Manchuria-Mongolia Expeditionary Army Liaison Office Telegram No. 1922-00150/Our army has fully withdrawn to Seoul to implement defense; enemy vanguard has arrived at Seoul. The troops under the Liaison Office's command, including emergency conscripts, total over 44,300. We will defend Seoul to the death and never retreat. My unit has 231 artillery pieces of various calibers, 687 machine guns, over 34,000 rifles, 40,000 hand grenades. Over 6.5 million rounds of ammunition. Requesting the Ministry of War and General Staff Headquarters to provide another emergency shipment of 12,000 rifles and three base numbers of ammunition to ensure the combat effectiveness of the Seoul garrison..."

The telegram reached the temporary Imperial General Headquarters in Tokyo. The gloom on the face of Minister of War Tanaka Giichi was dispelled considerably. The new Chief of the General Staff, Lieutenant General Suzuki Soroku, immediately ordered General Staff personnel to compile statistics on the equipment shipped to Busan Port to see how much could be provided to Seoul.

The General Staff personnel soon brought the equipment report and reported cautiously to Lieutenant General Suzuki Soroku, "By October 25th, three fully equipped regiments can be committed to the Battle of Seoul."

No one in the Imperial General Headquarters spoke. If someone had dared to say this a few days ago, they would likely have been reprimanded in public, or even beaten by the exasperated generals. But now, no one responded. This silence represented everyone's attitude. In their originally most pessimistic view, given the Northeast Army's god-speed advance, Seoul would have fallen completely by October 22nd.

Now, a thought they didn't dare voice lingered in everyone's minds: perhaps Seoul could really hold out until October 25th. If they could really achieve that, this great defeat starting from Kwantung would come to a full stop.
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Inside the observation post, covered with hand-painted camouflage cloth, Hu Xiushan carefully observed the heavily fortified Japanese high ground through high-powered binoculars. On the first line of defense below the heights, the Japanese fortifications were conspicuous. The gray-white concrete outer walls seemed out of place with everything around them.

The artillery bombarding the Japanese positions consisted of captured Japanese 150mm howitzers, which packed a punch far superior to the Northeast Army's 120mm guns. Perhaps because of the overly conspicuous concrete walls, those positions received special attention.

Since receiving the reply from General Headquarters, Hu Xiushan hadn't said another word. After observing the Japanese defensive layout and the effects of the shelling, Hu Xiushan ordered, "After the probing attack, take some photos of the Japanese concrete fortifications and bring back some debris samples."

Staff officers immediately conveyed this order, which, while strange, was not excessive. After all, this was a battlefield; before the Japanese on the high ground were dealt with, it was indeed inappropriate for Group Army Commander Hu Xiushan to go up to the front lines himself.

It was now 8:45 AM on October 22nd. At the designated attack time, the Northeast Army's probing attack began.

Lt. Colonel Isogai Rensuke, responsible for commanding this critical high ground, heard the report that "the enemy has started attacking" and immediately threw himself in front of the high-powered binoculars, which had been knocked askew by the shelling. The more he looked, the more astonished he became. Frontline battle reports had repeatedly mentioned that the Northeast Army's attack formations were extremely sparse, but only after seeing it with his own eyes did Isogai Rensuke understand what that felt like.

The Northeast Army's assault troops did not charge in a straight line. Instead, they adopted different movement patterns according to the terrain. Some quickly vaulted over obstacles, diving behind the next cover. Others crawled forward, hiding themselves as much as possible within the dead angles of Japanese fire. Still others rolled sideways or moved horizontally to enter routes that offered better concealment. Even from a high vantage point looking down, the Northeast Army's sparse attack formation appeared intermittent and elusive.

With the attacking troops so dispersed, using 70mm artillery to bombard them might fail to cause casualties if luck wasn't on one's side. 100mm and larger caliber shells would have sufficient power, but on the position Isogai Rensuke held, there were only 700 such shells. They were reserved for dealing with enemy massed charges and artillery; how could they be used against ordinary enemy infantry?

Just as he thought this, gunshots rang out. These sparse Northeast Army units, having approached the Japanese positions, initiated the attack. The Japanese defending the position immediately returned fire. Less than a minute into the engagement, the Northeast Army's 60mm mortars began pounding exposed Japanese firing points.

Isogai Rensuke felt a chill rush up his spine to his brain. Even though Ishiwara Kanji and Okamura Yasuji's battle reports had repeatedly described this, and the military conference held after they woke up in the early hours of the 22nd had focused on the Northeast Army's tactics and their countermeasures...

Even with preparation, personally facing the Northeast Army's attack made Isogai Rensuke feel that these tactics were completely alien, exceeding all his imagination. But there was no time for Isogai to lament or reflect.

That madman Ishiwara Kanji had used large-caliber artillery to block the Northeast Army's attack corridors in Pyongyang and sent out massive numbers of troops for counterattacks, yet only achieved a result of killing or capturing 200 Northeast Army soldiers. Isogai Rensuke decided to hold out a bit longer. However, just in case, he ordered the 100mm cannon battery to prepare to fire. At the same time, he ordered the second line to be ready to support the first line trenches at any moment.

No sooner had the order been given than new artillery groups joined the Northeast Army's bombardment. Judging by the explosions, they were likely 100mm caliber guns. These shells exploded on the Japanese second-line positions, striking precisely at the passage openings leading from the second line to the first line of defense.

"Bakayaro!" Isogai Rensuke cursed aloud. The machine gun positions set up on the hilltops were strafing the barely visible silhouettes of the Northeast Army's aerial reconnaissance planes, but to absolutely no effect.

At this moment, a call came up from the frontline commander. "Report, Lt. Colonel Isogai, the enemy has breached our position!"

"How many men?" Isogai asked furiously. The Northeast Army clearly had so few men; how could they make the Japanese frontline defense officer this anxious?

"There's gunfire in four or five places! Lt. Colonel, we don't know how many enemies have rushed in!" the frontline commander shouted anxiously.

This was also mentioned in the battle reports. The Northeast Army's squad-level combat was simply pervasive; any tiny gap would be exploited. A three-man combat team didn't need a massive opening to break into a Japanese position.

To counterattack immediately, the Japanese had to redeploy troops and tighten their defense. This gave the Northeast Army squads more gaps, and more fearless Northeast Army soldiers killed their way into the Japanese positions through these openings, causing even greater chaos for the Japanese.

The Northeast Army used submachine guns and grenades, and the squads were spaced relatively far apart. This actually allowed them to fire and throw grenades unscrupulously, maximizing their combat effectiveness.

Even though the number of Japanese troops on the position far exceeded that of the Northeast Army, they were at a loss amidst the gunshots and grenade explosions ringing out everywhere. In the end, the defense line was thoroughly pierced by a very small number of Northeast Army soldiers, falling into defeat.

Seeing that the commander of the first line was useless, Isogai Rensuke immediately shouted, "Retreat immediately! Retreat to the second line of defense! Retreat at once!"

Under such decisive and stern orders, the Japanese troops on the first line, regardless of whether they were engaged with the Northeast Army, began to retreat. By the time the Japanese from the first line had withdrawn to the second line and conducted a headcount, they found that after a brief engagement, they had lost over eighty men, yet they hadn't captured a single Northeast Army soldier during the retreat.

Isogai Rensuke didn't care how the Japanese commanders reported the figures of "suspected enemy casualties." Based on his observation, the casualties of the Northeast Army's attacking force were likely in the single digits.

Facing a group of uneasy commanders, Isogai Rensuke's face was so gloomy it looked like it could drip water. He shouted, "Gentlemen, according to the pre-war arrangement, hold the second line of defense fast! Inside the second line, defend the junctions between positions tightly. Once the enemy breaches the position, each unit is to counterattack on the spot. Reserve units are ready behind you; frontline troops advance, never retreat!"

At this time, while clearing the occupied Japanese first-line positions, the Northeast Army did not forget Hu Xiushan's request. Soldiers smashed the concrete outer walls of the Japanese first-line positions with pickaxes. They expected the pickaxes to bounce off the hard concrete walls, but unexpectedly, a single strike punched right through, and the surrounding concrete shattered and slid to the ground.

This reaction greatly puzzled the engineers. Examining it carefully, they found that these so-called "concrete fortifications" were merely ordinary fortifications plastered with a layer of concrete. They looked like concrete fortifications, but that thin layer of concrete on the outside was useless.

The officer in charge of this matter was just completing the task assigned from above, but discovering this oddity, he hurriedly arranged for photos and ordered the engineers to check multiple spots. At the same time, he quickly had people send the concrete samples back to the rear.

Tang Yanming, Commander of the 5th Army, initially couldn't understand why Commander Hu Xiushan cared so much. After hearing the report, he put down his command work and personally rushed to Hu Xiushan. An engineer who had participated in the sampling was just giving an introduction. After introducing the concrete situation, the engineer added something he had only noticed when close to the Japanese positions. The Japanese had written many slogans in Japanese on the concrete coatings: "Live and die with the position!", "Fight to the last man!", "Perish together, at any cost!"

Tang Yanming didn't know how to react. Some officers suddenly laughed out loud, and Tang Yanming laughed along with them.

Were these slogans meant to be a joke? The Japanese collapsed at the first touch; before the melee had even properly begun, they quickly retreated to the second line of defense. "Live and die with the position!", "Fight to the last man!"—who were they trying to fool?

Hu Xiushan picked up a piece of concrete, looked at it, gave a light chuckle, and ordered the comrades to return to their units.

After the comrades left, Tang Yanming asked, "Commander, how did you discover the Japanese were bluffing us?"

Hu Xiushan didn't want to answer at first, but after a moment of silence, he decided to answer Commander Tang Yanming's question. "The Japanese commander, Nagata Tetsuzan, isn't bluffing us. However, I think Nagata Tetsuzan has likely realized that my determination to fight is not firm."

Tang Yanming's mind had been on organizing the battle. Hearing an answer at this level, he couldn't immediately understand what Hu Xiushan was saying and could only quickly search his mind for knowledge corresponding to Hu Xiushan's words. Soon, Tang Yanming thought of a passage from the Han Dynasty text *Huainanzi: Military Strategy* and asked, "Commander, 'The way of employing the military is to show them softness but meet them with hardness, show them weakness but take advantage of them with strength.' Is it that?"

Tang Yanming felt this could indeed explain what was happening before them. The strength of the Japanese defenders wasn't great, so they had to pretend to be powerful to shake the Northeast Army's determination to attack.

Hu Xiushan shook his head. "Not entirely. Nagata Tetsuzan is using such an exaggerated method to convey his confidence that he will fight to the death. It's just that he tried too hard, and it only invites ridicule."

Tang Yanming looked at his immediate superior, who was a year younger than himself, completely unable to understand how Hu Xiushan came up with these things. In the confusion of not knowing what line of thinking to use to understand this, Hu Xiushan issued a clear order. "Commander Tang, organize two battalion-scale probing attacks in the direction of the enemy positions where our artillery and reconnaissance are most dominant. Other troops are to conduct preliminary attacks. Tell the two battalion commanders that these are probing attacks."

Tang Yanming hurriedly made the arrangements. After finishing the deployment, he quickly asked, "Commander, can you explain it clearly to me?"

Hu Xiushan turned and pointed to the sand table. "Commander Tang, if it were you, and I gave you ten thousand troops equipped with sufficient artillery and reconnaissance units to defend a fully prepared mountain defense line against the Japanese at their current level, how many troops' attacks could you withstand?"

Tang Yanming's brows furrowed. After thinking for a moment, he asked, "Roughly what kind of terrain?"

Hu Xiushan searched the map for a moment and pulled out a map of a mountainous area south of Pyongyang. A staff officer immediately brought over a blackboard and fixed the map to it with magnets.

Tang Yanming looked at it for a while and answered with some hesitation, "I could probably hold off fifty thousand Japanese troops."

Hu Xiushan posed a new question. "If it were the Japanese at their average level, but having undergone two months of our tactical training, how many could you hold off?"

Tang Yanming thought for a very short time this time and answered, "Thirty thousand... thirty-five thousand."

Hu Xiushan knew that Tang Yanming was very talented in troop training and had an extremely thorough understanding of Northeast Army tactics. The figure of thirty-five thousand was about what Hu Xiushan had in mind, though Hu Xiushan thought it would be around thirty thousand, no more.

Since their understanding of the prerequisites was similar, Hu Xiushan answered Tang Yanming's question. "Commander Tang, we have all tallied the Japanese troops in Korea. Without rear reinforcements, the number of true Japanese regulars among the troops defending Seoul won't exceed seven thousand. And at this stage, the number of Japanese regulars in the Seoul defense forces won't exceed fifteen thousand."

Tang Yanming completely understood this. If it was just about rushing Japanese army infantry carrying rifles, heavy machine guns, and a few base loads of ammunition to Seoul by train, let alone eight thousand, even twenty thousand could be done. But facing artillery bombardment, these infantrymen could only serve as cannon fodder. To make these infantrymen combat-effective, one artillery piece had to be equipped with the relevant troops prescribed in Japanese military regulations, according to the ratio of Japanese army equipment.

Given the current number of artillery pieces in Seoul, the Japanese could at most equip fifteen thousand regulars. The other soldiers were cannon fodder to begin with, so there was naturally no need to use regulars to fill those roles.

But what did this have to do with Hu Xiushan's determination to fight? Tang Yanming didn't believe the Japanese before them could hold Seoul.

Hu Xiushan intended to explain clearly to Tang Yanming, so he continued, "After we occupy Seoul, we will absolutely not defend Seoul to the death. Do you understand the reason why?"

Tang Yanming had only considered taking Seoul, not whether to hold it or how to hold it. Hearing the commander's decision, he was stunned. Considering Seoul's terrain and the logistics factors for both the Northeast Army and the Japanese, a chain of thought began to form.

Hu Xiushan didn't want Tang Yanming to speculate too much, so he stated the core reason.

"This war might last for two years. Our strategic objective is not to defeat Japan, but to thoroughly consume Japan and weaken Japan. During the stage where our army liberates the entirety of China, Japan must be completely unable to intervene militarily. Capturing Seoul is not a goal that must be achieved to complete this strategy; even capturing Pyongyang was just 'catching a rabbit while cutting grass'—something done in passing. Our army's campaign objective for this stage is to control the vast mountainous regions of northern Korea, construct defense lines, and fully consume Japan in the next phase of the campaign. Commander Tang, from a strategic perspective, south of the Yalu River, there is nothing we *must* have, and nothing we cannot give up."

Tang Yanming could already understand that minimizing losses and using the officers and men in the northern Korean mountains, where the Northeast Army had a huge natural advantage, was a choice that fit strategic needs.

However, hearing Hu Xiushan's comments on the northern Korean regions the Northeast Army had already occupied, Tang Yanming was dumbfounded. Adopting Hu Xiushan's perspective—"south of the Yalu River, there is nothing we must have, and nothing we cannot give up"—Tang Yanming suddenly felt as if he had been forcibly dragged into the sky by Hu Xiushan, looking down on the entire war from above. Hu Xiushan's tone was flat, as if he were just explaining how to cross the street when going out: watch the traffic lights, pay attention to traffic rules. Yet Tang Yanming felt his entire realm of understanding had been elevated. If one viewed the war from such a perspective, the important city of Seoul was actually insignificant.

Tang Yanming wasn't used to such a perspective, nor did he like it. To pull himself back to the ground as quickly as possible, he asked a very down-to-earth question. "Commander, why did you say Nagata Tetsuzan guessed that your determination to fight isn't firm?"

Hu Xiushan answered indifferently, "Commander Tang, no matter how the Japanese put up a desperate fight, you can take Seoul. In this process, our casualties will exceed ten thousand. This turns into the Japanese consuming our army. Moreover, in Pyongyang, and on the road from Pyongyang to Seoul, Ishiwara Kanji and Okamura Yasuji have already learned too much about our army's tactical characteristics. I don't want Nagata Tetsuzan to know even more."

This Q&A pulled Tang Yanming back to the reality of the ground. Tang Yanming was now able to consider problems on the same level as Hu Xiushan, and several thoughts immediately popped up. Tang Yanming pressed, "Is the Commander sending preliminary attacks to see if the Japanese have made effective adjustments against our tactics?"

Speaking to this point, Tang Yanming suddenly realized. For a moment, he simply couldn't believe his own judgment. The flashy but impractical cement coating on the Japanese frontline, those ludicrously exaggerated slogans, and the decisive Japanese retreat without any hesitation—in Tang Yanming's eyes, it was the Japanese bluffing; in Hu Xiushan's eyes, it was a different judgment.

Of course, Hu Xiushan didn't make a decision just because of his own judgment; instead, he decisively sent probing attack units to verify his line of thinking. When Hu Xiushan looked at strategy, he seemed to be flying in the sky, but he was actually down-to-earth, taking extremely keen countermeasures.

Just then, the telephone bells in the staff department rang one after another, and combat reports began to stream in. Tang Yanming immediately focused his attention on the battle itself. And he made up his mind. Before the battle, the 5th Army Headquarters had already decided to accept the cost of 3,000 to 5,000 casualties.

Taking Pyongyang was a bonus; taking Seoul was also entirely possible. If Nagata Tetsuzan was just bluffing and hadn't come up with an effective plan to counter the Northeast Army's tactics, the 5th Army would wipe out the Seoul defenders along with Nagata Tetsuzan.

At this time, Lt. Colonel Isogai Rensuke on the high ground didn't know that the opposing 5th Army Commander was judging whether the high ground defended by Isogai was a rabbit covered in soft fur that could be kneaded at will, or some other animal that wasn't easy to deal with. The battle around the second line of defense had already begun.

According to the temporary regulations formulated by Nagata Tetsuzan and others, the Japanese defense system was absolutely not allowed to attack proactively, assuming a posture of passively taking a beating. The other contents of the temporary regulations were no longer about passively taking a beating, but about making various preparations by all possible means for the Japanese troops garrisoning the high ground to endure a severe beating.

A tight layout, continuous positions with no gaps. Units did not rescue laterally but were supported by specialized subsequent second-line troops.

The Northeast Army's attacks were extremely cunning. Even with such defenses, they still found opportunities through infantry-artillery coordination and breached several Japanese positions in succession. In the end, these troops were driven out of the positions with the support of reinforcements rushing from the rear.

Isogai Rensuke became more anxious the more he fought. He already felt that passively taking a beating like this was no solution. If they couldn't counterattack, the enemy would constantly launch attacks. At this moment, Isogai Rensuke finally made a decision. If a full-scale counterattack wasn't possible, then sending small units to sortie and change the battlefield situation should be acceptable, right?

Before the battle, Isogai Rensuke had his eye on a shallow ravine. This ravine was very suitable for troops to move down from above, and the position this ravine led to happened to be on the flank of the Northeast Army troops at this time. As long as the Japanese held both ends of the ravine, they could attack the Northeast Army from the side. So Isogai Rensuke dispatched a unit of soldiers who were all quite good at throwing grenades. Such soldiers could be titled "Grenadiers" in Europe; they were all elite troops.

From his high position, Isogai Rensuke watched the troops set off quickly and soon maneuver to the flank of the Northeast Army position. There were many places here convenient for concealment, and there were also many natural crevices between chaotic rocks on the ground. Even if the Northeast Army stood above and strafed with machine guns or threw large numbers of grenades, the Japanese in the ditch could find sufficient cover and wouldn't suffer any losses.

Just as Isogai Rensuke was waiting for these Imperial Grenadiers to launch their attack, dragons of fire spewed from the Northeast Army's position into the ravine. Although bullets couldn't turn corners and grenade fragments couldn't shatter rocks, flamethrowers could sweep across everything indiscriminately. Splashing fuel continued to burn, igniting the large amount of withered branches and leaves on the ground. The ravine turned into a fiery cave in moments.

Although the distance was great and Isogai Rensuke couldn't hear any sound, the sight of those burning men running in the ravine, painfully scratching and slapping their bodies and faces, allowed Isogai Rensuke to fully appreciate the agony of those Japanese grenadiers at this moment.

Some Japanese soldiers had already hidden in the crevices between the rocks, but now they were burned into crawling out. The Northeast Army then threw a round of grenades down into the ravine. Those Japanese soldiers were completely exposed and fell amidst the violent explosions.

When the smoke cleared slightly, Lt. Colonel Isogai Rensuke saw some Japanese soldiers lying on the ground, obviously dead, yet flames were still burning on their corpses. It was as if they were in the fiery hell described in Buddhist scriptures.

For a moment, anger drove Lt. Colonel Isogai Rensuke into a rage. He drew his military sword and roared, "Immediately transfer a company from the reserve forces; I will lead them in a counterattack!"

"Lt. Colonel!" The deputy commander, Major Takeshita, immediately blocked Isogai Rensuke's path.

Isogai Rensuke roared, "Takeshita, are you going to stop me?"

For Japanese field officers, calling someone directly by their name was already extremely impolite. Takeshita didn't care about Isogai Rensuke's reaction because he had participated in the Battle of Pyongyang and had felt too many similar emotions. Major Takeshita answered loudly, "I have orders from Colonel Nagata: Isogai-kun is absolutely not permitted to leave the command post. Since a counterattack is required, please let this subordinate lead the team personally."

Hearing Takeshita mention Nagata Tetsuzan, Isogai Rensuke finally calmed down a bit. When Nagata Tetsuzan sent Isogai Rensuke to this high ground, he had already asked Ishiwara Kanji to explain in detail the situations that might occur. Up to now, these situations had not exceeded Ishiwara Kanji's description. It was just that Isogai Rensuke had received continuous shocks one after another during the battle, and adding the disastrous failure of the counterattack he had been warned never to execute, he temporarily lost his reason.

As a respected member of the Futaba-kai, an elite officer group, Isogai Rensuke hurriedly calmed his emotions and then bowed to apologize to Major Takeshita. "Takeshita-kun, thank you for your reminder. Please do not take the words I said before to heart."

Major Takeshita smiled bitterly. "Isogai-kun, if there is a chance to die for the country, please make sure to let me go first."

Isogai Rensuke knew that Major Takeshita had been Colonel Takeshita just a few days ago. In a situation where he hadn't personally done anything wrong, he had been demoted two ranks to Major. According to the Japanese military system, if an officer died in battle while personally fighting on the front lines in a victorious campaign, contributing to the victory, he would be promoted two ranks posthumously. It seemed Colonel Takeshita had long been prepared to die to wash away his shame.

At this time, new battle reports arrived; the Northeast Army's attacks had intensified. Isogai Rensuke and Major Takeshita hurriedly resumed command to meet the enemy. The nerves of the two men were subjected to continuous torment, as if being repeatedly sawed by a blunt blade. Time slowly lost its meaning for them. After an unknown amount of time, the Northeast Army finally stopped attacking and withdrew to the first line of defense.

When they withdrew, the Northeast Army not only took their wounded but also the bodies of the dead.

Even facing such an opening, Isogai Rensuke ordered his subordinates that they were absolutely not allowed to pursue.

Not long after the battle ended, Nagata Tetsuzan's call came in. On the phone, Nagata Tetsuzan's first sentence was, "Isogai-kun, you've worked hard. Please maintain this method of response and continue fighting."

Only then did Isogai Rensuke recount the course of the battle. Nagata Tetsuzan listened quietly, finally comforted Isogai Rensuke with a few words, and hung up.

Isogai Rensuke watched Major Takeshita organizing the transport of the wounded and repairing the positions, preparing to fight again. He couldn't understand in his heart what he had just experienced.

Since joining the army, Isogai Rensuke could fully accept dogmatic combat models and also strove to apply the military knowledge he had learned to command battles with flexibility. But a battle like this one—where from start to finish he neither understood it nor knew how to respond, and could only execute the combat model completely dogmatically—Isogai Rensuke had never encountered.

Even now, Isogai Rensuke didn't know why the Northeast Army opposite him had retreated, nor did he know when the Northeast Army would launch the next attack.

Just then, the sound of shells tearing through the air rang out. The Japanese troops on the high ground immediately took cover, but even so, some Japanese soldiers couldn't dodge in time and were blown away by the shells.

Isogai Rensuke dropped all thought and hurriedly prepared for the next battle. However, he waited and waited, until the sky grew dark, and the next battle did not occur.

In the 5th Army Headquarters, the corps commanders and division commanders were gathered together. Second Group Army Commander Hu Xiushan told everyone, "I have already sent a telegram to General Headquarters, and General Headquarters has replied, agreeing to stop the attack on Seoul. For the next few days, we will conduct harassing attacks on Seoul. Comrades, do a good job with the sniper fire and cold gun attacks, and give the whole army as much chance as possible to practice."

Although some division commanders seemed to want to speak, in the end, they said nothing. Hu Xiushan continued, "Comrades, write down the process of today's combat as soon as possible and send it to Headquarters. This is also an order from General Headquarters."
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Since the death of Yuan Shikai, Wang Shizhen had moved to Tianjin. On October 22nd, Wang Shizhen once again set foot in the capital he had left six years ago. The representative sent by the Ministry of War was already waiting at the station. A Colonel Zhang stepped forward and saluted, "Lord Wang, this junior has come to welcome you on the orders of the Minister of War."

Wang Shizhen smiled amiably. "Young Master Zhang, I was neighbors with your esteemed father. When we met, he often mentioned you. Seeing you today, you are indeed a fine talent."

The welcomer was Zhang Xiluan's youngest son, who now served as his father's captain of the guard. Hearing Wang Shizhen's rather cliché opening, he hurriedly replied, "Lord Wang's great name is something this junior has heard of since childhood; it is like thunder to my ears. I have heard my father say that your strategic planning is superb and your actions meticulous—the first among our Beiyang group. I truly admire you." Captain Zhang bowed slightly and led the way.

As Wang Shizhen walked out of the station under the protection of soldiers, Captain Zhang walked beside him and sighed, "My father often says that if we of the younger generation could have even one ten-thousandth of your wisdom and bearing, it would be a fortune for our families."

Wang Shizhen, a veteran of the sea of officialdom, smiled and nodded. "Nephew Zhang praises me too highly. I am but a man at a dead end, anxious like a stray dog. Such high praise is unwarranted."

Before long, the two walked out of the station. The road outside had long been cleared; guards stood at attention, and a black car had been waiting for some time. They boarded the car. Looking out the window along the way, Beijing seemed vaguely like the old days—bustling yet revealing a hint of decay. It hadn't changed much since he left six years ago. He couldn't help but feel a sense of melancholy.

The car stopped at the Ministry of War in Iron Lion Lane. This had been the Qing Court's Ministry of War, and in the Yuan Shikai era, it was the Beiyang Ministry of War. Wang Shizhen got out of the car, and someone immediately went in to announce him. Standing outside this familiar gate, looking at the bricks and trees he had known for decades, Wang Shizhen hadn't wanted to recall the past, yet memories surged into his heart.

Wang Shizhen was once heavily relied upon; whether it was Yuan Shikai or the princes of the Qing Court, they all trusted him deeply. He once held illustrious prestige. He had made the decision to support Yuan Shikai's seizure of power, making Yuan the Great President and allowing the Beiyang brothers to control China's political power. He had also made wrong choices; when Yuan Shikai resolved to proclaim himself Emperor, Wang thought it feasible, which ultimately led to the failure of the monarchy and the ruin of reputations. Since then, the Beiyang brothers had fought amongst themselves, and China, which had once seemed likely to be reunified, fell apart.

Thinking of all this, Wang Shizhen's emotions surged, and he couldn't help but let out a sorrowful sigh, his vision blurring.

At this moment, footsteps sounded, followed by an affectionate call: "My worthy brother, I trust you have been well since we parted!" Zhang Xiluan, supported by two guards, had come out to welcome him personally.

Seeing Wang Shizhen wiping tears with his sleeve, Zhang Xiluan immediately scolded his son, "How did you welcome Lord Wang! You actually dared to..."

Wang Shizhen hurriedly took a step forward. "Brother Zhang, I was just seeing things that reminded me of people, and I couldn't control my emotions. It has nothing to do with these children."

Zhang Xiluan understood Wang Shizhen's feelings. He didn't scold the others further but took Wang Shizhen's arm. "Worthy brother, you haven't been back here for a long time either. Come, walk with your older brother in the courtyard."

Wang Shizhen was sixty-one years old this year. He had joined the army as a youth and had never lived a pampered life; he had endured hardships, so his body was still tough. However, walking along, he noticed that although Zhang Xiluan was wearing a warm and light brocade robe, his body couldn't help but shiver when the wind blew. This seventy-nine-year-old elder brother was truly old. Wang slowed his pace, walking slowly.

Revisiting this old place in deep autumn, the old trees in the Ministry of War courtyard had withered branches, and yellow leaves drifted down, adding a few degrees of desolation. It closely resembled his current mood. He couldn't help but sigh, "Each generation brings forth new talents. Our generation is incompetent; this Beiyang still exists, but it is about to take the surname He."

Hearing this, Zhang Xiluan felt that Wang Shizhen still held some resentment, and he was inevitably a bit disappointed. However, Wang Shizhen was someone Zhang Xiluan had personally invited to the capital, so he stopped beside a stone table and stools. The guards quickly spread soft cushions on the two stone stools. Zhang Xiluan sat on the cushion with Wang Shizhen's support, caught his breath, and then spoke. "Worthy brother, birth, old age, sickness, and death are destined by Heaven. Last year, I could still ride a horse with you. Now, let alone riding, I need someone to support me just to walk. I fear I won't make it past New Year's Day this year."

Wang Shizhen hurriedly comforted him, "Brother, what are you saying? I see that you..."

"Sigh!" Zhang Xiluan interrupted Wang Shizhen. "Worthy brother, you and I both come from the ranks, having crawled out of piles of corpses and seas of blood. Why say these useless words that don't matter? Thanks to the love of Brother Xu and Brother Duan, I was appointed Minister of War. Yesterday, I received a telegram from Brother He, saying he has already decided to disengage from combat with the Japanese army in Korea and switch to defense. The Japanese have lost a hundred thousand troops and their vitality is greatly damaged. Restarting the war will be a matter for next year. With Brother He's talent, he can certainly handle it. That is why I invited you, my worthy brother, to enter the capital. With your intelligence, you must have guessed most of it. Since you were willing to come, you must understand that among the current brothers in Beiyang, you are the most suitable to be this Minister of War."

Although the telegram Wang Shizhen received didn't explicitly state it, he had his guesses. Hearing Zhang Xiluan speak so plainly, he replied, "Brother, you are wholeheartedly devoted to the public good and never cling to power. I sincerely admire you. But regarding what you're doing, I cannot follow your wishes and take over as Minister of War."

Hearing this, Zhang Xiluan was somewhat disappointed. After leaving the Northeast, Zhang Xiluan's life had become increasingly smooth these past few years; he felt his life was complete and had long been without desires. It was only due to his lingering affection for the Beiyang brothers that he reluctantly took up the post of Minister of War.

Upon learning the latest war report—that the Northeast Army had fought to the outskirts of Seoul (Hanseong)—he felt Japan probably couldn't turn the tables. Zhang Xiluan didn't want to die in office. After repeated deliberation, he decided that Wang Shizhen, who didn't have his own troops, was the most suitable person to take over as Minister of War. That was why he invited Wang Shizhen to Beijing. Seeing Wang Shizhen genuinely refuse, he felt somewhat unhappy, and a tone of blame crept into his words. "Worthy brother, the country has not treated us thinly. At such a time, does my brother think there is anyone more suitable than you to serve as Minister of War?"

Wang Shizhen waved his hand gently. "Brother called me to the capital for state affairs. Let alone taking over as Minister of War, even if you wanted me to go through water and fire, I shouldn't decline. However, you are my Beiyang elder brother, and He Rui is our Beiyang younger brother. If you step down now, it would be favoring one over the other."

Hearing this, Zhang Xiluan felt Wang Shizhen was still unwilling. He persuaded, "Worthy brother, at our age, what is there that we can't see past? Brother He is not someone who doesn't understand the rules. Is there some misunderstanding everyone has about him?"

Wang Shizhen waved his hand again. "Brother. For decades, the country has fought against the Great Powers. When have we ever had a battle where we annihilated over ten thousand enemies? Let alone annihilating a hundred thousand. Brother He is a hero and a prominent figure; naturally, he should lead the world. This is the general trend of the world. If there are truly those who are muddled, they are merely mantises trying to stop a chariot."

Zhang Xiluan didn't quite understand, but Wang Shizhen was known as the Dragon of Beiyang and was the number one strategist in Beiyang. Since he said this, he must have his considerations. So Zhang asked, "In your opinion, what should I do for the Beiyang brothers?"

Wang Shizhen gently reminded him, "Brother, when you yielded the Northeast to Brother He back then, all the brothers admired your decisiveness. Only now do the brothers understand that your vision was far-reaching; you had the eyes to recognize a hero and were the one supporting the dragon. Since you want to retire, why not hold a gathering of heroes before you go?"

Hearing this, Zhang Xiluan understood. However, he didn't feel he could give orders to He Rui. Just as he was about to politely decline, he heard Wang Shizhen continue, "Brother, in these years you have never caused trouble for the Central Government. Precisely because of this, you have inevitably become estranged from the Beiyang brothers. If the world were at peace, Brother He would naturally enter the Central Government step by step. However, the current situation is changing so fast that we can no longer do things by ordinary rules. If you don't hold this hero's banquet, people with ulterior motives will certainly create trouble. You have already helped Brother He onto the horse; why not escort him for one more leg of the journey?"

Zhang Xiluan couldn't help but clap his hands in great praise. "Worthy brother, you hold the pearl of wisdom in your grasp; you are far superior to me. My days are numbered, and I've become muddled. Thank you, worthy brother."

Wang Shizhen lowered his gaze. Although making such a decision was not his original intention, for the sake of Beiyang, he had to accept the fate of Beiyang changing masters.

Just as he was feeling somewhat disheartened, he saw Zhang Xiluan look up at the sky and sigh, "Before Brother Xiangcheng passed away, I visited him. At that time, although Brother Xiangcheng was disheartened, he entrusted me with a task: if it was within my power, I must exert myself for the country and make the Beiyang brothers unite. Thanks to your reminder, I realized my omission here. If our Beiyang can unite again, even if I see Brother Xiangcheng after death, I can tell him that I did not fail his trust."

Speaking to this point, Zhang Xiluan was already in tears.

Seeing Duan Qirui and others acting without measure these past few years, Wang Shizhen had completely lost hope in Beiyang. But he never expected Beiyang's doomsday to come so quickly. The grief was indescribable; if he could cry out loud, it would be a relief. But at this moment, he couldn't shed a single tear, and the pain in his heart only grew stronger.

At this moment, a few fallen leaves were blown down by the deep autumn wind, drifting onto the stone table beside them. Wang Shizhen picked one up, not knowing what to do with it, and could only drop it powerlessly. He looked up at Zhang Xiluan and said, "Brother, it's getting cold outside. Let's go in."

Zhang Xiluan called his son over and instructed him to contact everyone. Only then did he stand up with the support of the crowd, and supporting each other, he and Wang Shizhen walked into the majestic Ministry of War building.

***

Compared to the capital, the Northeast was colder. According to the weather forecast, northern Outer Mongolia and Mohe in Heilongjiang had already seen their first snow. The Northeast Government had already begun preparations for winter.

As the Administrative Chief of the Northeast, Wu Youping was incredibly busy. The Northeast had a bumper harvest this year, and the war was proceeding very smoothly. Although the war consumption was huge, it did not affect the good operation of the Northeast Government under the wartime system.

Learning that He Rui had invited him over, Wu Youping took a few statistical reports to see him. Seeing He Rui push a report in front of him, Wu Youping thought there was some good news and picked it up to read. As he read, his good mood turned into vigilance. Putting down the report, Wu Youping asked, "Chairman, if what the report says is true, Beiyang wants to negotiate their retreat?"

He Rui lit a cigarette. "No need to truly believe them; Beiyang is just preparing for a rainy day. If the war suffers a setback, they will immediately change their minds."

Wu Youping felt the same. When formulating strategy, Beiyang was not classified as an object to be united with, but as a force that must be guarded against. Wu Youping's only expectation for Beiyang was that they not cause trouble and honestly wait until the war ended. He hadn't expected those people in Beiyang to convene a meeting for the future division of power.

Since the convener was Zhang Xiluan, Wu Youping felt it was a bit troublesome. He asked, "Will you attend this meeting, Chairman?"

He Rui replied, "I invited you here to ask you to attend this meeting as my representative."

"Oh?" Wu Youping was somewhat reluctant inwardly. But after thinking for a moment, he realized that apart from himself, there was really no one else suitable for this job.

Zhang Xiluan understood priorities very well. During wartime, He Rui would absolutely not attend Zhang Xiluan's family banquet. So, publicly or privately, Wu Youping, as the Administrative Chief of the Northeast Government, could represent He Rui. Although Wu Youping was also very busy, he could only attend.

Wu Youping asked, "In that case, I will go prepare."

"Wait a moment." He Rui didn't let Wu Youping end the topic immediately. "Since you are going, why not prepare to visit your alma mater? You haven't been back for a long time either."

Hearing this suggestion, Wu Youping nodded repeatedly. "Indeed, I should go. The current juniors have written quite a few letters to me, their senior. If I don't go and take a look, it wouldn't be right."

Discussing this topic, Wu Youping's mood became cheerful again. What the Northeast lacked most now was talent. No one knew how long the war would last. Under the total war system, every post needed knowledgeable and educated workers to improve the intensity of government operations. Given the time it took to establish the Northeast's education system, the mass emergence of such talents would take a few more years.

Wu Youping happened to have taken out a report on this aspect, so he gave it to He Rui first, and the two discussed work.

***

While the Northeast Government was working at full capacity, the Northeast Army on the battlefield did not relax. The Japanese garrison in Seoul (Hanseong) was under tremendous pressure. A total of one hundred thousand troops from both sides were deployed on the positions, yet not a single figure could be seen in the trenches or on the positions. It seemed like an empty battlefield that had been abandoned.

In the trenches, the armies of both sides moved while stooping. The Northeast Army was trained this way and was used to it. The Japanese army, however, had to learn to do this because of heavy losses. Although large-scale offensive battles had stopped, small-scale engagements continued incessantly along the long battle line. And the Northeast Army adopted "cold guns and cold cannons" (sniping and sporadic shelling). After those Japanese soldiers who dared to show their heads were taken out, the remaining Japanese huddled in the trenches, relying only on observation ports and observation equipment to monitor the positions.

This made the atmosphere inside the Japanese garrison headquarters extremely heavy. Okamura Yasuji believed this was the preparation before the Northeast Army's next large-scale offensive. Nagata Tetsuzan remained silent, but he also leaned somewhat towards Okamura Yasuji's view. Only Ishiwara Kanji insisted that the Northeast Army would not launch a new offensive. But his voice was also a bit smaller.

It wasn't until the night of October 23rd—although the pressure of war did not decrease, a large-scale offensive did not occur, and Japanese reinforcements were getting closer—that Nagata Tetsuzan determined the campaign was just as Ishiwara Kanji had said: the Northeast Army did not have the combat determination to capture Seoul. Of course, at this time, they couldn't show the slightest loophole. Nagata Tetsuzan had made so many exaggerated vows just to let the Northeast Army facing them know: *'I know I can't win, but if you want to destroy us, you'll have to break a few teeth.'*

The opposing commander appeared very calm and rational, and should have understood. But such a calm and rational commander would never let it pass if he saw even a single opportunity.

It wasn't until the 25th, when three fully equipped Japanese regiments arrived in Seoul and quickly relieved those temporary conscripts, joining the defensive positions, that Nagata Tetsuzan determined that Seoul was truly held.

At this time, the Seoul garrison all knew that reinforcements had arrived. The temporary conscripts were incredibly excited, and their actions became somewhat carried away. Even the regular troops were in high spirits, and inquiry calls came one after another. Nagata Tetsuzan ordered the officers in the headquarters with a stern face, "Go to each position immediately and order the troops to remain calm."

Before Nagata Tetsuzan, Okamura Yasuji, Ishiwara Kanji, and others could rush to the positions to supervise personally, tragedy struck. The Northeast Army launched another round of sniping and sporadic shelling on the Japanese positions that had become somewhat agitated, dealing a heavy blow to the Japanese defenders who thought they were already saved.

Moreover, some of the newly reinforced Japanese troops were not accustomed to the current situation and also suffered considerable casualties. The situation was chaotic for a time.

Fortunately, Nagata Tetsuzan and the others arrived in time and finally managed to settle the Japanese army down again. On the morning of the 26th, the Northeast Army's rearguard, which had begun retreating secretly the day before, quickly pulled back and disengaged from the Japanese army. The Northeast Army's actions were concealed, decisive, and rapid, leaving the Japanese army no opportunity for a surprise attack.

In the afternoon, the Imperial General Headquarters in Tokyo sent a commendation order, praising the Seoul garrison for fearing no strong enemy and fighting bravely. A promotion telegram was also sent; due to Nagata Tetsuzan's command ability and merits, the Imperial General Headquarters announced that Nagata Tetsuzan would temporarily serve as Acting Chief of Staff of the Manchuria-Mongolia Expeditionary Army.

That night, Nagata Tetsuzan, Ishiwara Kanji, and the others, exhausted after spending a day inspecting positions and reorganizing defenses, returned to the Seoul headquarters and collapsed on their camp beds in a deep sleep.

It wasn't until around 9:00 AM on the 27th that the three were awakened by a few cannon blasts. They jumped up to inquire about the battle situation. Learning that it was just harassing fire from the Northeast Army's long-range artillery, they stabilized. The three, starving, ordered food and prepared to chat while eating in the small room of the headquarters. However, all three had underestimated their hunger; it took three refills of rice before they were full.

Having finally filled their stomachs, Ishiwara Kanji smiled. "Gentlemen, why don't we soak our feet?"

Nagata Tetsuzan smiled and said, "You two go first; I'll go arrange some official business."

They thought Nagata Tetsuzan would delay for a while, but unexpectedly, after waiting only ten minutes, Nagata Tetsuzan arrived. The orderly behind him was carrying three large kettles of hot water and foot basins.
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The three men lowered their feet into the hot water. A scalding sensation spread from their feet up their legs, causing their hair to stand on end and sending several shivers through their bodies. After adding more hot water to the basin, warmth gradually diffused through their limbs, bringing a sense of comfort to their entire bodies.

Ishiwara Kanji sighed, "I feel like I've come back to life. Nagata-kun, have you reviewed the new frontline infantry offensive guidelines?"

Nagata Tetsuzan felt a surge of pleasant surprise. Although the fighting over the past few days hadn't been intensely fierce, the pressure on the battlefield was no less than if both sides had committed their full forces to a chaotic melee. The heartstrings of the frontline commanders were pulled tight to the point of neurosis. As far as Nagata knew, Isogai Rensuke had cursed his subordinates countless times in the command post. Yet, Okamura Yasuji and Ishiwara Kanji had withstood the pressure. While preparing to counter possible enemy attacks at any moment, they had forced themselves to think about the tactics to be adopted in future counteroffensives. This composure was truly admirable.

"Please let me take a look," Nagata Tetsuzan asked.

Okamura Yasuji pulled a notebook from his pocket and handed it to Nagata. The handwriting in the notebook was somewhat scrawled. On facing pages, only a single observed combat example—large or small—was recorded. The majority of the empty space was filled with analysis and summaries of that specific example, as well as the key points Japan should adopt if launching similar attacks.

Each page was filled with revisions and additions, with large sections crossed out where views were deemed unreasonable.

In the latter half of the notebook, reading from back to front, were tactical concepts. Moreover, every concept clearly noted which of the previously recorded and analyzed battles it cited. It was evidently the product of immense effort, not a hastily compiled draft.

After a quick scan, Nagata looked up. Only then did Ishiwara Kanji take out his own notebook and hand it to Nagata. The first half was similar to Okamura's records, but the summaries in the back were much more organized than Okamura's. Ishiwara had even proposed a set of training concepts based on the current state of the Japanese Army, derived from these summaries.

Seeing this, Nagata closed the notebooks. "I was just about to tell you two that new reinforcements are arriving. I plan to rush back to Tokyo tomorrow morning to seek an audience with the Minister of War and the Chief of the General Staff, and to submit the insights from this operation to both Excellencies. I will do my utmost to recommend your reports to them."

Okamura Yasuji and Ishiwara Kanji bowed slightly. "Thank you for your guidance, Nagata-kun."

Nagata Tetsuzan bowed in return. "Presumably, by the time I return, the selection for the commander of the Manchuria-Mongolia Army Headquarters will have been decided. I ask that you two continue to assist me and fight together for the Empire."

After speaking, he returned the notebooks to them.

Okamura Yasuji had assumed Nagata Tetsuzan wouldn't return to Tokyo for another few days. Given the urgency, he raised the most critical question: "Is it necessary for me to return to Tokyo with you, Nagata-kun?"

Nagata Tetsuzan shook his head. "If Okamura-kun were to return with me, it would naturally be of great help. However, the pressing task now is the reconstruction of the 19th and 20th Divisions. To complete this heavy responsibility as early as possible, I believe these two divisions must be rebuilt right here in Korea. You two must now shoulder the burden of this reconstruction."

Ishiwara Kanji had a slight reservation. "When rebuilding the 19th and 20th Divisions, can we apply these brand-new tactics in their training?"

Nagata Tetsuzan naturally knew how much resistance such a move would encounter, but he had already made up his mind. He answered immediately, "There will certainly be many seniors in the Manchuria-Mongolia Expeditionary Army Headquarters whose bravery and loyalty won victory for the Empire in the First Sino-Japanese War and the Russo-Japanese War. Their experience also comes from those two wars. However, this battle has proven that He-kun's understanding of war is already ahead of the Empire. Therefore, I will explain this matter fully to Excellency Tanaka and will also move quickly to promote the two of you so you can formally take charge of the reconstruction work as soon as possible."

Both Okamura and Nagata were currently Colonels. In the Japanese Army, field officers (Colonels, Lt. Colonels, Majors) were responsible for executing specific missions, and Colonel was the highest rank among executive officers. The power of decision lay in the hands of general officers; only after becoming Major Generals could they decide how the two divisions would be rebuilt. Both Okamura and Ishiwara strongly looked forward to rapidly improving the Japanese Army's combat effectiveness, so they bowed and replied, "Thank you for your hard work, Nagata-kun."

"You two are too polite," Nagata bowed in return. He then said to Ishiwara Kanji, "Ishiwara-kun, you are free-spirited and unconventional, and your words always cut to the heart of the matter. The Manchuria-Mongolia Expeditionary Army absolutely cannot do without you. In this moment of the Empire's great defeat, the atmosphere is unusual. Ishiwara-kun, *a gentleman is watchful over himself when he is alone*."

Ishiwara Kanji was also one of the few "China experts" in the Japanese military. Hearing this, he immediately recalled the source of the phrase: *'There is nothing more visible than what is secret, and nothing more manifest than what is minute. Therefore the superior man is watchful over himself when he is alone.'* Bluntly put, Nagata Tetsuzan was warning Ishiwara Kanji not to make any more remarks that were out of tune with the current situation, so as not to affect the voice Ishiwara had struggled to gain within the army.

Although it was well-intentioned, Ishiwara Kanji simply smiled and nodded slightly, making no reply.

Okamura Yasuji, looking forward to Nagata's quick return to speed up the work of strengthening the Japanese Army, seized the time to ask, "Nagata-kun, the Imperial General Headquarters is under immense pressure this time. I believe the Headquarters expects to launch a counteroffensive within two months to retake Korea. What advice do you plan to give them?"

Knowing Okamura as he did, Nagata knew that Okamura Yasuji had a tenacious character and would never say things that were useless. Given the status of Nagata, Okamura, and Ishiwara, their influence on Imperial policy was negligible. Yet, Okamura still made such a request of Nagata, showing his expectations of him.

Facing such a trust, Nagata answered decisively, "If the War Ministry and the General Staff Office ask for my opinion, I will state clearly: we must wait at least three months, until six divisions have arrived in Seoul, before launching a counterattack."

At this, all three fell silent. It wasn't that they didn't trust the judgment of War Minister Tanaka Giichi or Chief of General Staff Lieutenant General Suzuki Soroku, but rather that the pressure caused by this defeat was so great that these two men could barely bear it.

Just then, Ishiwara Kanji spoke up. "Okamura-kun, let's revise the guidelines as quickly as possible. We are frontline commanders after all; the more persuasive our report is, the better Nagata-kun can convince the Headquarters."

With that, Ishiwara Kanji quickly dried his feet, put on his shoes and socks, and walked out of the small room. Okamura Yasuji and Nagata Tetsuzan were a few steps slower, leaving only the two of them in the room. Okamura whispered, "Nagata-kun, although Major General Yagyū is serious, he is not an obstinate man. If Ishiwara-kun has time, he might as well pay a visit to Major General Yagyū before seeing the Chief of General Staff."

Nagata Tetsuzan recalled that Major General Yagyū had been the Chief of Staff when the current Chief of General Staff, Lt. Gen. Suzuki Soroku, commanded the 5th Division. Since Okamura said this, Lt. Gen. Suzuki likely trusted Major General Yagyū deeply. He immediately responded, "I will definitely go."

The twenty-four hours passed quickly. Military affairs were demanding, and Nagata Tetsuzan handled the official business of the entire Manchuria-Mongolia Expeditionary Army alone, so busy his feet barely touched the ground. especially on the evening of the 27th, when the Northeast Bureau suddenly sent aircraft to bomb the Japanese forces, accidentally hitting an ammunition depot. Violent explosions could be heard throughout Seoul. Nagata Tetsuzan spent the entire night arranging the reorganization of the ammunition depots, working until past 4:00 AM before returning to headquarters. Although he saw the empty camp beds of Ishiwara Kanji and Okamura Yasuji, he had no time to look for them, instead holding a meeting on defensive arrangements with the commanding officers of the current defense forces.

By 8:00 AM, the military train Nagata Tetsuzan was to take was about to depart. Nagata ordered the train to wait temporarily, but did not go to disturb Okamura and Ishiwara.

At 9:00 AM, Ishiwara finally appeared before Nagata Tetsuzan, handing a notebook and a thick manuscript to Nagata with his own hands. "Nagata-kun, have a safe journey."

Nagata Tetsuzan was not worried that the standard of the guidelines written by Ishiwara Kanji would be low. Seeing that this thorn in the side, Ishiwara, was actually striving to be a 'gentleman watchful over himself when alone' and adhering strictly to etiquette in his speech and conduct, he felt much more at ease. He stood up and replied, "Thank you for your hard work, Ishiwara-kun."

At 9:30 AM, Okamura also appeared before Nagata. By this time, the exhausted Ishiwara Kanji had already collapsed onto a camp bed to sleep. Okamura handed his manuscript and notebook to Nagata, saying with some regret, "There are a few parts where my thinking is still unclear. I've revised them several times but am still not satisfied. I've specially marked those sections. Nagata-kun, please take the trouble to revise them on your way."

Nagata Tetsuzan nodded slightly without a word. Seeing the resolute and decisive look in Nagata's eyes, Okamura Yasuji offered no further exhortations. Instead, he stood at attention and saluted. Nagata Tetsuzan immediately returned the salute in silence. Immediately after, their hands gripped tightly for a moment, and Nagata strode out of the headquarters carrying the two draft guidelines.

Outside the city of Seoul, there were many mountain ridges and highlands with elevations of 500 meters. Through the train window, Nagata Tetsuzan's gaze fell upon the peaks of those mountains. Thinking of the future war, he couldn't help but think of He Rui. Further away in northern Korea, the Northeast Army commanded by He Rui had already deployed heavy troops, waiting for the Japanese counteroffensive.

Offensive warfare was far more difficult than defensive warfare. In those mountains ranging from hundreds to a thousand meters in altitude, the Northeast Army had months to build fortifications and stockpile supplies, waiting at their ease for the exhausted Japanese forces to attack.

Nagata Tetsuzan withdrew his gaze. His thoughts returned to Tokyo, where he was rushing back. For a moment, Nagata Tetsuzan's heart even felt a bit jubilant. The Great Japanese Empire had encountered too many crises and tests; the stronger the challenge, the more intense Japan's ambition became. Relying on Japan's determination, they had overcome crises time and again, finally achieving the strength they had today.

In the future Nagata planned for Japan, regardless of peace or war, mobilizing seventy million compatriots under the Supreme Command, rushing to obey orders—only the Army, universally touching upon the more than two hundred thousand active-duty soldiers, over three million reservists, five or six hundred thousand middle and upper-level students, and over ten million youths, would be sufficient to undertake this.

He Rui was indeed very strong, able to raise the strength of the Northeast to a level completely beyond the Japanese Army's imagination within a few years. Even so, if Japan possessed the national system Nagata was striving to promote, it could still crush He Rui with sheer power.

The current tribulations were nothing more than trials for Japan's rise. Nagata Tetsuzan waited with confident expectation to complete the preparations for the counterattack as soon as possible.
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The whistle blew, and an empty train slowly pulled into the station at Lüshun Port, coming to a gentle stop at the platform. The passengers waiting to board, having already queued up under the arrangement of the conductors, began to embark.

Soon, the carriages were full. The passengers were mostly young people. Even though Lüshun was still in a wartime state, it could not dampen their joyous mood. The laughter and chatter filling the carriages were proof enough that the victory in the war had made these young people even more excited.

After a journey of more than a day, these young people finally arrived at their destination: Shenyang, the seat of the Northeast Government.

There were not many people there to welcome them, indicating that these youths were not locals of the Northeast. However, among the welcoming party was Wu Youping, the Chief Executive of the Northeast Government. Under a banner reading "Welcome Students from All Over the Nation to Build the Northeast Together," Wu Youping watched as student representatives from various schools walked toward him, led by staff from the Northeast Government's various offices and local stations of the *Northeast Daily*.

When the student representatives learned that the person welcoming them was actually the Chief Executive of the Northeast, they were even more excited. Although they tried their best to maintain discipline, they couldn't help but step forward a few paces, wanting to see what this high official of the Northeast actually looked like.

Wu Youping, dressed in a civil service uniform, calmly stepped forward to shake hands with the student representatives. Especially when he saw the representative from his alma mater, the Tangshan Railway School, Wu Youping exchanged a few pleasantries, asking about the other's major and professors. He then said with nostalgia, "So Teacher Wu has become the Department Head. My civil engineering classes were taught by Teacher Wu."

Seeing his senior so amiable, the junior student quickly replied, "When Teacher Wu learned we were coming to the Northeast, he entrusted us with a letter for Chief Executive Wu. And there's more!"

The junior student's face was flushed with excitement. "Senior Wu, we boarded the train in China's Lüshun and arrived in China's Shenyang! This is all thanks to the Northeast Government led by Senior Wu, wiping away national humiliation and reclaiming the concessions! I thank you on everyone's behalf!" After speaking, he bowed deeply.

Wu Youping helped his junior up. "This is the work of the people of the Northeast. If it were just me alone, I could never have defeated one hundred thousand Japanese troops."

As they spoke, the secretary beside him took the letter and placed it in a briefcase. Seeing this, other student representatives also took out letters they had been entrusted to deliver and handed them to Wu Youping. some were from the principals of various schools in Beijing and Tianjin, and others were from the principals and teachers of Wu Youping's middle school in Tianjin. Wu Youping accepted them one by one.

He walked among the students again and greeted them. "Students, welcome to the Northeast. The next train will be arriving soon, and it is not convenient to talk here. Please follow our staff to the dormitories prepared for you. Here, on behalf of the Northeast Government, I welcome everyone to the Northeast once again!"

The students applauded and cheered one after another. Someone shouted, "Down with the Japanese! The Northeast Army will win!"

This made the students even more emotional, and more people began to shout, "China will win!" "Long live China!"

The already bustling station became even livelier.

After the staff led the students away, Wu Youping did not leave with them but boarded another train. It was a freight train, with two carriages converted into passenger cars.

As soon as Wu Youping sat down, his secretary placed several documents that required immediate review on the table in front of him. They were all personnel transfer lists for the Northeast Government. However, Wu Youping couldn't quite focus on them. Thinking back to those vigorous young people, Wu Youping simply asked his secretary to bring the letters from the various schools. The secretary opened and checked them before placing them one by one in front of Wu Youping.

The first ones he read were naturally the letters from his alma mater. There were quite a few. The principal's letter was the most reserved and polite, with little praise but more requests for Northeast Chief Executive Wu Youping to take good care of the students. He earnestly exhorted that the students' academic progress charts had been given to the student representatives, and asked Wu Youping to arrange for the students to complete their studies as much as possible.

The letters from the department head and the teachers Wu Youping knew contained more reminiscences of Wu Youping's time at school. Reading the descriptions of those past events, many of Wu Youping's dusty memories were awakened. Joining He Rui's team had been the most exciting journey of Wu Youping's life so far. However, those leisurely campus days were undoubtedly Wu Youping's most beautiful era. Those school buildings, those classmates and teachers, even the angry quarrels, now seemed warm and nostalgic.

Until Wu Youping saw a letter that made his face instantly darken. It was an anonymous letter, with only "To Chief Executive Wu (space) Youping" written on the envelope.

The letter paper contained only honorifics and no name of the informer. The handwriting was quite good, not looking like that of a soldier.

"...I have learned from a reliable comrade that since the Northeast Army crushed the Japanese invaders, the Japanese have been in frequent contact with Wang Yitang. Wang Yitang is a subordinate of Premier Duan and has always been heavily relied upon by Director-General Duan. This person, as the Speaker of the House of Representatives and a General in the Army, is actually colluding with the Japanese invaders at this time. His conduct is suspicious, and his heart is punishable..."

The secretary didn't know why Wu Youping's expression had changed so quickly. It wasn't until Wu Youping finished reading the letter and asked if the secretary remembered who had submitted it that he handed the letter to the secretary. After reading it, the secretary frowned. "Chief Executive Wu, it seems these students are still unreliable. I will go send a telegram immediately and have the Personnel Department investigate further."

"Just letting the Personnel Department know about this is enough. Now that the Northeast has finally gained the recognition of the people across the country, there are quite a few people with ulterior motives, not only targeting Beiyang but also targeting us. Also, get me the file on Wang Yitang. Have Secretary Sun and Secretary Zhang read the letters together and pick out any letters of this kind."

Soon, with the secretaries busy at work, three letters containing information related to informing were presented. One was a dedicated anonymous letter, while the writers of the other two letters were quite straightforward. In the letters where they stated their names, they directly mentioned the traitors in Beiyang who were 'colluding with the Japanese'.

At this time, Wu Youping had also looked at the names of the people mentioned. What Wu Youping did not know was that the three people mentioned were all major traitors in history.

Wang Yitang, born in 1877, a native of Hefei, Anhui. A politician during the Republic of China period, a key member of the Anfu Club, and a traitor during the Japanese puppet regime period. Wang Yitang served as the Speaker of the House of Representatives of the Beiyang Government and a General in the Army. In terms of rank, he was also a high-ranking leader. Wang Yitang was a confidant general of Duan Qirui of the Anhui clique. After Duan Qirui lost power, he wandered around in the provinces for a while.

In 1937, the Japanese army established the Provisional Government of the Republic of China in the occupied territories of North China, and Wang Yitang served as the Chairman of the puppet government. He was the number one traitor in China at that time.

Liang Hongzhi, born in 1882, a native of Changle, Fujian. A modern bureaucrat. He recited classics and history from a young age, was arrogant by nature, and compared himself to Su Dongpo. He served as the Secretary-General of the Beiyang Government.

After the full-scale outbreak of the War of Resistance Against Japan in 1937, the Japanese invaders, in order to further annex and control North China, began planning to establish a puppet regime in the occupied areas of North China. Liang Hongzhi, greedy for life and afraid of death, hit it off with the Japanese army and surrendered to become a traitor. In 1940, when the Wang Jingwei puppet National Government was established in Nanjing, he served as the President of the Control Yuan and the President of the Legislative Yuan. On November 9, 1946, he was sentenced to death for treason.

Wu Youping did not know what the future of these two people would be like in another timeline. But Wang Yitang and Liang Hongzhi indeed held considerable status in the current Beiyang government.

Before Wu Youping went to attend the meeting presided over by Zhang Xiluan, someone had passed on the news of these two people communicating with Japan. What was the purpose?

Wu Youping began to consider: should he make use of this? And if he were to use it, how should he go about it?
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It took Wu Youping less than a minute to decide how to utilize the internal contradictions of the Beiyang clique.

When the Central Committee formulated its plans, it had not made specific arrangements targeting Beiyang. This was not to underestimate Beiyang; Japan received the same treatment.

The plan for the liberation of all China was divided into domestic and foreign components. Externally, the goal was to seek an international environment free from foreign intervention and to find ways to end the war as quickly as possible while minimizing China's losses.

Under the guidelines for domestic and foreign affairs, specific issues were analyzed specifically. After exhaustively analyzing Soviet Russia, Britain, France, and Japan, arrangements were made based on the geopolitical situation of each country. If the analysis at the time had concluded that Japan would absolutely not intervene in the Chinese civil war, the Northeast Army would have entered the Pass in 1920.

Inside the Pass, Beiyang was not the only separatist force. The strategy formulated by the Central Committee was "Unify China," meaning all separatist forces had to be resolved to achieve unification. The plan had never singled out Beiyang as a separate option from the beginning. It was only during the execution phase that Beiyang was discussed alongside other separatist forces.

Even Zhang Xiluan's proposal was considered an "unexpected situation." As for the few "traitors" whose names Wu Youping had never even heard of, they were even less of an issue. Wu Youping decided to "watch and wait." Beiyang's internal contradictions could certainly be used to strike at Beiyang at certain times, or even serve as a means to break a deadlock. But the time to utilize them had not yet arrived.

The train sped directly towards Jinzhou. As he neared his destination, Wu Youping changed into the student uniform from his school days. The workload had been heavy these past years, and the completion rate of tasks was high. With the rapid development of the Northeast's industrial and agricultural strength, Wu Youping, like many cadres, had developed "overwork obesity."

A big meal was very effective at relieving psychological pressure. With a busy schedule, irregular rest, and an environment with ample food supply, it was easy for people to overeat, leading to drastic weight changes.

Fortunately, work in the Northeast had been regularized. The Civilized Party's education was in place, and problems were addressed immediately upon discovery. Wu Youping's weight quickly dropped again. Putting on the student uniform from seven years ago, the fit—neither tight nor loose—gave Wu Youping the feeling of returning to campus.

As soon as the train stopped, Wu Youping immediately headed to the cadre school established in Jinzhou. Wu Youping had assumed the cadre school would be full of young people, the vast majority male, with a few females. But upon arriving at the venue, the proportion of women was higher than he had imagined. Nearly ten percent of the young students had women of similar age standing beside them, and some of the women were even carrying children.

Wu Youping hadn't expected so many students to bring their families along, and he felt somewhat moved. It was easy to understand that young students concerned about the country would come to the Northeast inspired by the victories. But bringing their families represented their trust in the Northeast Government. In the current situation, it could even be called excessive trust.

His purpose in coming to the Jinzhou Cadre School was to point out the future to these young students, and at this moment, Wu Youping wanted to show that future to them even more.

Stepping onto the podium and standing before the microphone, Wu Youping saw confusion in their eyes. Presumably, the students couldn't figure out what a man in a student uniform was doing at the microphone.

Wu Youping began by introducing himself. "Students, welcome to the cadre school. My name is Wu Youping, I am 29 years old this year, and I am the Chief Executive of the Northeast Government. I am responsible for the administrative work of the Northeast. Once you complete your training at the cadre school, you will enter the Northeast Government to work."

The hundreds of trainees were silent at first, then began to whisper. Once everyone understood Wu Youping's words, various sounds of amazement erupted from the crowd. Even when Wu Youping raised his hand to signal for quiet, it took quite a while for the noise to subside.

"Students, I joined the Siping government in 1915. If any of you know the history of the Northeast Government, you will know that in 1915, Chairman He Rui took up the post of Military Governor of Siping. That was also the year I decided to join the Siping government."

Another wave of sighs went through the crowd. These sighs didn't last long, and Wu Youping continued, "Some of you must think, 'Wu Youping, you became the Chief Executive of the Northeast Government before you were thirty, it must be because you were lucky and had a bit of foresight to join early.' I can tell you, that is not the case."

The students didn't dare to make a sound, though some made noises of disagreement. Wu Youping was very satisfied with this reaction; the students' response was much more enthusiastic than he had imagined. Moreover, a significant portion of the students actually understood what Wu Youping was saying and were interested in the content.

Based on Wu Youping's work experience, even opposition was far better than indifference. Especially in a situation like this where everyone was actually concerned.

"I know you don't believe it. I am not here today to lecture you, but to speak as someone who has been through it, to tell you what I have been learning, doing, and experiencing over these years. To give you a preliminary understanding of the Northeast Government. In 1915, after I met Chairman He, I proposed that I wanted to work in the Siping government. I imagine you all did the same thing recently."

Laughter rippled through the students. Hearing that the first thing Wu Youping did was the same as them, the students immediately felt a sense of intimacy.

Wu Youping continued, "The second thing was, after a discussion, I was told I had to undergo a political review. You must have all gone through this as well."

At the mention of the political review, many students stopped smiling. The Northeast Government had adopted a policy of "welcome to all" for those coming directly to the Northeast. But those selected for the cadre school had all undergone political vetting. Many people's impression of the political review was not pleasant.

Wu Youping didn't dwell on this issue, as it couldn't be explained clearly right now. These trainees selected for the cadre school didn't know the Northeast Government's plans for them. Once the war to liberate China began, the Northeast prepared to dispatch a million cadres south. These highly educated cadre school members, if they performed well in practical work, could very likely become county magistrates.

The army's job was to sweep away obstacles to policy implementation; implementing policy, managing the country, and providing social services was the government's job. Where would government staff come from? They would come from the cadre schools.

Wu Youping continued recounting his experiences. "Initially, I started working as a grassroots probationary staff member. Back then, we didn't have the full-time cadre schools you are in now; we worked while we learned. I worked in the municipal government, then went to the local level to participate in land reform, and then started working in the countryside. During your classes, you will learn about rural work content. That material was written by our comrades in the Party School while they were learning; it's probably in its fifth edition now. Through visiting villages and understanding the rural situation, we had to organize elections to select three village heads and three militia captains. We assigned them work and organized their studies..."

Details of the work would naturally be covered in the curriculum. Wu Youping started from a general overview of the work, clearly describing where the Northeast Government began, how it built a rural cadre team, how it trained these cadres, what policies were to be executed in the countryside, and why these policies had to be executed.

He was telling Wu Youping's story, but in reality, he was telling the story of the Northeast Government's construction.

Since it was his own experience, Wu Youping spoke clearly and briskly, with no lack of humor. The trainees hadn't expected to hear the history of such a big figure and were afraid of missing a word. More than half an hour seemed to pass in an instant for them, yet it also felt like a long time.

Many clear-minded trainees already had a vague image forming in their minds of a Northeast Government with complete systems and strict organization. At least in their current impression, compared to the governments elsewhere built on background and personal connections, the Northeast Government felt closer to the wise and capable government young people looked forward to.

The Northeast Government demanded neither personal loyalty from its civil servants nor that they extort the common people. Every sentence Wu Youping spoke landed on organizing production and developing productive forces.

Wu Youping gave two examples from his work. How long does it take a farmer to walk from his home to the field to start working? For urban youth, this is just the distance from the house to the edge of the field. But do they have a sickle? Is the sickle sharpened? How are the children arranged? How is the wife arranged? How are meals arranged? Organizing production is not simply about working; in a sense, it is organizing life.

For single young men, this was a relatively abstract concept. For the young men who brought their wives and children to the Northeast, this was their lived experience.

Another issue was how crops grow. Seeds are planted in the ground, watered and fertilized; the seeds grow into crops, bear fruit, mature, and are harvested. Regarding the issue of watering, is it left to the mercy of the heavens, or are reservoirs built to provide water for irrigation? The difference between the two is heaven and earth. Any youth with land at home knew that fully irrigated land was top-grade land, while land dependent on the weather was low-grade. The price difference between top-grade and low-grade land could be tenfold.

Of course, the trainees didn't know that Wu Youping, in order to accommodate the students' limited knowledge base, didn't talk about industrial production, let alone the industrial layout he was currently mainly responsible for.

Seeing the atmosphere was quite good, Wu Youping made his concluding remarks. "The Northeast is not small; there is a vast world for you students to display your talents. But China is much vaster, and the world even more so. I look forward to you completing your studies and displaying your talents to your heart's content in the world you look forward to. On behalf of the Northeast Government, I welcome you all once again."

Amidst warm applause, Wu Youping, dressed in his student uniform, stepped down from the podium and left the cadre school. The Jinzhou Municipal Committee was ready to report on their work, but the train Wu Youping was on was already continuing towards Shanhaiguan. Some guests had already arrived at Shanhaiguan, and the special train carriage was prepared for their return trip.

At this time, He Rui, Cheng Ruofan, Zhou Yinshan, and Zhao Tianlin were holding a meeting in Shenyang. Zhou Yinshan asked, "Since we still want to strive for the least possible impact from the war, should we drop a hint to Wang Shizhen and Yang Du?"

Cheng Ruofan and Zhao Tianlin both looked at Zhou Yinshan. Even though Cheng Ruofan held a higher position than Zhou Yinshan, facing his instructor, he decided to keep quiet. Zhao Tianlin had no such concerns. He said, "In my view, the Beiyang Government currently treats the two hundred thousand troops in their hands as their bargaining chips. We are looking at China's interests; I'm afraid there is no basis for discussion."

Hearing this, Zhou Yinshan nodded. But there was a look of disappointment on his face. Perhaps seeing Zhao Tianlin's expression, Zhou Yinshan sighed, "I was just speaking out of emotion, seeing how the Beiyang center has degenerated to such a state."

Seeing Instructor Zhou so sentimental, Cheng Ruofan felt this unexpected discussion could end. He looked at He Rui; as long as He Rui said the matter could be closed, Cheng Ruofan wanted to hurry up and discuss military affairs.

They heard He Rui say, "For our reception team, I plan to add Morrison."

Hearing this, everyone immediately understood that He Rui had no expectations for Beiyang. They all expressed, "Understood."

When Morrison was invited over, he hadn't expected to be assigned this task. He had brought a proposal, regarding trade development that he had noticed after the outbreak of the war.

As an Englishman, Morrison wasn't that focused on the Russian market. After the war broke out, trade between the Northeast and Japan surprisingly didn't stop. American trading companies flying the US flag continued to transport goods to the Northeast under the banner of international trade. On the contrary, trade between the Northeast and Britain and France was somewhat affected. In comparison, without mutual investment, trade between Russia and the Northeast had come to account for a little over 50% of the Northeast's foreign trade.

As the Director of the China Merchants Bureau, Morrison had already compiled a report. But trade with Russia itself had too many unpredictable factors, so Morrison prepared to discuss it with He Rui. If He Rui could accept such risks, Morrison very much wanted to expand investment in Russia. So many raw materials, including iron ore and coal, were exactly the raw materials the Northeast needed most right now.

Quoting Wu Youping, the Chief Executive of the Northeast Government: "Our industrial layout must be positioned not only domestically but also abroad. With China's development, our demand for raw materials will increase several times or even dozens of times over. Foreign raw materials and markets are of significant importance to China's development."

After sitting down, Morrison listened to He Rui tell him the news that the Beiyang delegation was coming and asked Morrison to join the reception group. The work content Morrison had prepared was cast aside, and a feeling of gratitude arose spontaneously.

Six years ago, Morrison had offered advice and provided consultation for Yuan Shikai's efforts to unify China.

Now, what He Rui was doing was not only seizing China's central political power but also starting the grand process of unifying China with international geopolitics as his entire field of vision. Morrison, this failure, was once again entrusted with a heavy responsibility. The emotion in Morrison's heart was beyond words. Facing He Rui's political trust, Morrison decided to do his utmost to complete this task.

"I will go back and prepare," Morrison replied. After speaking, he felt this didn't give He Rui a proper account, so he added, "Thank you."

He Rui smiled. "This is a small matter. I saw Director Morrison was so excited when he came in; presumably, there is important business to discuss. What is it? I'm getting a bit impatient."

Morrison steadied his mind and took out his plan. He saw He Rui reading it, his expression returning to a state of contemplation. And He Rui's face was not pleased; he likely had concerns about this bold plan.

"Chairman, Russia's commercial credit is actually not that bad," Morrison explained.

He Rui put down the plan. "In terms of industrial complementarity, Russia at this stage is like our country; both need complete sets of equipment to rapidly increase various production capacities. We currently import complete sets mainly from the United States, and I believe the United States will also become Russia's main importer of complete sets of equipment."

Morrison was long accustomed to He Rui's economic perspective. Hearing He Rui's analysis, Morrison discovered that the reason for his own unease might be just that. In exchanges with the Russian side, Morrison had indeed noticed that Russia had expressed views on importing complete sets of equipment. However, the Russian representatives clearly didn't think China could provide complete sets of equipment that caught their eye, so they hadn't discussed it in depth.

"In other words, we are satisfied with the current trade volume?" Morrison asked.

He Rui thought for a moment longer, then smiled. "I support Director Morrison's suggestion about sending a delegation for exchange. Perhaps we just don't understand Russia's needs well enough."

Seeing his suggestion approved, Morrison rose to take his leave. He Rui, however, pondered Morrison's suggestion. Could it be that he was taking things for granted in this matter? He Rui was also somewhat curious.

Comrade Lenin was a great revolutionary, but not an economist. He Rui had always been unwilling to say things that would damage Comrade Lenin's image. If one views Marxism itself as a school of economics, then starting from Comrade Lenin, expanding with Comrade Steel [Stalin], the trend of dogmatizing and theologicalizing Marxism became extremely serious.

Once any theory is linked to morality, it changes tune. Ensuring fairness and justice can be accomplished by utilizing social systems. Problems encountered in social development can be solved through development. A simple example: for a time, China's agricultural output value was less than 5% of China's GDP, yet it caused over 50% of social antagonism. Abolishing the agricultural tax became imperative.

In a country where agricultural production accounts for 50% of national tax revenue, no normal person, not even a humanist among Marxists, would dare to abolish the agricultural tax.

Once things are linked to morality, it spells trouble. Leaving aside the fundamental question of "whose morality," even generalized moral views will intensify problems. Agricultural tax is either moral or immoral. It must either exist for all eternity or not exist at all. Turning it into this completely deviates from seeking truth from facts.

The Russian nation is very young; in a hundred or so years, it has not been able to master these things. The All-Union Communist Party (Bolsheviks) led by Comrade Lenin would certainly be able to understand international trade from a moral perspective. But as for whether they could understand international trade through economic laws and harness it to benefit the people of both China and Russia, He Rui really didn't have much confidence.

Of course, He Rui didn't push all the responsibility onto Soviet Russia. If China had strong industrial power at this time, it would easily become Russia's main importer of complete sets of equipment. Then a trade model where Russia sold resources and China sold equipment and industrial products would be easily established. Historically, Russia was quite accustomed to such a trade model.

So He Rui called Zhuang Jiaxiong, the Director of the Department of Industry, and asked him to prepare a report on the Northeast's complete sets of equipment.

Less than ten minutes after hanging up, Zhuang Jiaxiong called back. "Chairman, we are preparing to develop tires for use in high-cold regions. I wonder if I can report this to the Chairman?"

"Proposed by Russia?" He Rui smiled.

Zhuang Jiaxiong didn't hide it. "Yes. The Russian side found that current tires inevitably have problems at temperatures of minus twenty-some degrees. Especially since Russia has a particularly large demand for trucks, the requirements for tires were also raised."

He Rui's mood involuntarily lightened a lot. It seemed the Russian comrades were not as detached from reality as imagined. He Rui even hypothesized a possibility, knowing full well it was wishful thinking: had the Russian comrades' evaluation of China's R&D capabilities increased?

Undoubtedly, He Rui's judgment about his wishful thinking was wrong. At the CPSU Central Committee meeting, trade with the Northeast was being discussed. The CPSU Central Committee had previously decided to guarantee imports and exports during the war between the Northeast and Japan, allowing the Northeast Government to have more ample supplies to fight Japan.

Even without a keen strategist like Comrade Lenin to explain, the Central Committee members could fully figure it out. The war between the Northeast and Japan would free Soviet Russia from worrying about the security of its eastern frontier for several years.

At this meeting, the Russian commissar responsible for foreign intelligence raised a question: where did the Northeast Government's rubber come from?

"We have already imported tens of thousands of tons of rubber from the Northeast this year, greatly alleviating the pressure on domestic factories. But such quantities force us to worry whether there is a private agreement between the Northeast and Britain, France, and the United States."

For a moment, the Commissar of Defense Industry looked somewhat nervous. If the Northeast had some special secret treaty with Britain, France, and the US, then after the unification of China, a more dangerous enemy would appear in Russia's east.

The Foreign Intelligence Commissar continued, "The industrial products the Northeast provides us now, in both quantity and quality, do not match the industrial strength of the Northeast as we understand it. According to the report from the Ministry of Defense Industry, including soda ash, too many chemical products produced in the Northeast are of comparable quality to similar British and French products, or even have advantages. We cannot explain these facts."

Hearing these unquestionable realities, the expressions of the CPSU Central Committee members became even more grave. Until Comrade Lenin broke the silence, "Is this the entire reason we suspect the Northeast Government?"
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After the Foreign Intelligence Commissioner finished recounting his suspicions regarding the Northeast Government, Comrade Lenin asked in return, "Is this the entirety of our reason for suspecting the Northeast Government?"

The Foreign Intelligence Commissioner did not hesitate in the slightest and answered decisively, "Yes, Comrade Lenin."

Lenin looked around at the comrades; some were paying close attention, while others seemed rather baffled. He stood up, placing his hands on his waist. This was a habitual gesture formed over decades of revolutionary life. The bright light shone on Comrade Lenin's forehead, creating a distinct reflection.

Lenin spoke with a hint of displeasure: "Comrades, up to this point, we can confirm that He Rui is not a communist, and the Northeast Government is not a socialist government. However, the Northeast Government is a friendly regime that currently guarantees peace on our borders. From a long-term perspective, He Rui's goal is to the south—to unify China. Judging by the fact that He Rui decisively went to war with Japan, he will absolutely not accept restrictions imposed by Britain and France. In the process of unifying China, He Rui is bound to come into conflict with Britain and France. If Britain and France are forced to redeploy forces to South China, it will inevitably weaken their power in Europe. Our greatest threat comes from Europe, from Poland which is supported by Britain and France. So, do any comrades still believe that He Rui will become a threat to us after he unifies China?"

The Intelligence Commissioner said nothing more, and other commissioners raised no further questions on this issue. Just then, the Commissioner of Defense Industry spoke up, "Comrade Lenin, other comrades, I have a report to submit. This matter concerns our trade with the Northeast Government."

The Central Committee members of the All-Union Communist Party (Bolsheviks) received the report. Russia's trade with the Northeast Government accounted for more than half of Russia's current foreign trade. Given that Russia's foreign trade was basically cut off under British leadership, this was not surprising. Those commissioners who understood economics saw that the trade categories between the Northeast and Soviet Russia were mostly machinery, chemicals, and pharmaceuticals—all technical products.

Machinery processing tools like cutters, drill bits, and grinding wheels alone had been imported from the Northeast in the tens of thousands. To those in the know, this figure was proof of the Northeast Government's machining capabilities.

The Defense Industry Commissioner frankly expressed his view: "We have compared the relevant products produced in the Northeast with similar products from France and Britain. The quality of the Northeast's products exceeds that of similar British and French products, and the price is cheaper. Our country is currently rapidly restoring its industry and needs to import large quantities of such products. However, from the perspective of production safety, once this trade cannot be maintained, our production will be greatly affected."

Some commissioners now understood. The security agencies were perhaps considering this danger, while the Defense Industry Ministry was worried about the continuity of supply.

Among the commissioners who knew little about industry, some wanted to ask if domestic Russian products couldn't replace them. However, they also knew that the Defense Industry Commission must have discussed this matter to have formulated their own concerns.

Comrade Lenin had already made a judgment at this point. "Is our export volume insufficient to complete the transaction?"

The Defense Industry Commissioner answered frankly, "In order to complete the trade with the Northeast, we must expand mining development and timber production in Siberia and the Far East."

"Then please have the Finance Commissioner prepare an investment plan to expand production," Lenin replied.

Finance Commissioner Comrade Yevgeni Alekseyevich Preobrazhensky had bright, sharp eyes. Every plan to expand investment would cause this comrade to engage in fierce debate with the Central Committee members. However, this time he did not raise any objections. Shifting his gaze from the document submitted by the Defense Industry Commissioner, the Finance Commissioner with the shrewd and capable face was silent for a moment before saying, "Comrade Lenin, as long as it does not continue to increase the demand for railway transport, we can accept it."

At the mention of railway transport, even Comrade Lenin was unwilling to participate in the discussion. Even the most trusted comrade, once they became the person in charge of the railway department, would soon be universally condemned.

The committee members thought this matter had been settled, but the Defense Industry Commissioner actually picked up on this topic. "Regarding the railway issue, I have another request. The Northeast Government's foreign trade delegation has made a proposal to develop a type of railway locomotive together with us. This locomotive is not steam-powered, but an electric locomotive driven by an internal combustion engine. This is our first technical cooperation with the Northeast Government. I would like to ask the comrades to look at the report."

While other comrades did not yet know what this meant, Comrade Lenin asked, "Is the Northeast Government's railway transport adopting the same rolling stock?"

"The Northeast Government's foreign trade delegation proposed that the train's power system be developed together, while other parts of the train be developed independently according to each country's own railway gauge and needs. There will be technical exchanges between the two sides, but not joint development."

Receiving such an answer, Comrade Lenin felt relieved. If the Russian railway completely adopted a Chinese-led model, it would mean China dominating Russia's railway system standards, which was something Russia could absolutely not accept. Even in the tsarist era, Russia had its own rail gauge standards; the All-Union Communist Party now leading Russia would certainly not allow the country's important core technologies to be dominated by foreign countries.

Once these industrial issues were determined, no one discussed the issue between the Northeast and Japan anymore. Regardless, Russia had participated in World War I and knew how tragic war truly was. In the eyes of the Russian armed forces, the war between China and Japan was completely a mutual brawl between two paupers. It did not have much value for reference.

After the meeting ended, Comrade Lenin quickly dictated a foreign statement and had the People's Commissariat for Foreign Affairs send it out.

***

Meanwhile, Wang Shizhen, Yang Du, and Lü Feng had already disembarked at Shenyang Station. Coming to welcome them was a Northeast Army Major General whom the three had never met. The Major General introduced himself: "Lord Wang, I am Zhou Yinshan, Vice Principal of the Northeast Military Academy. I have seen you from afar a few times during military conferences."

Wang Shizhen knew that the relationship between the Northeast high command and the Beiyang clique was not deep. Zhou Yinshan was one of the few who had served directly within Beiyang. He smiled and said, "Principal Zhou is a talent who graduated from the Japanese Military Academy. It is truly regrettable that we could not be closer due to official duties in the past."

Although these were polite remarks, they were enough to express Wang Shizhen's friendly attitude. Zhou Yinshan smiled and said, "Being ordered to welcome Lord Wang this time also fulfills this subordinate's long-cherished wish to be close to you."

"Principal Zhou is too polite," Wang Shizhen said as he and the Beiyang group followed Zhou Yinshan out of the station. They saw many pedestrians in the station, each walking with vigorous steps. Compared to the common people in the capital, they had less numbness and more spirit.

Outside the station, He Rui was standing in front of several cars, with a small squad of soldiers lined up on either side. Wang Shizhen had seen He Rui's photo in newspapers many times, but this was his first time seeing He Rui in person. Half-body photos made it impossible to assess height, but seeing him now, He Rui was indeed a big man from Shandong, standing over 180 centimeters tall. His square face held a composed expression, and his complexion was good. He did not look the least bit anxious due to the war.

After the two exchanged greetings, He Rui smiled and said, "Lord Wang, this is wartime. I thought it inappropriate to be overly tense, so as to avoid causing anxiety among the populace. Please forgive me for not clearing the area to welcome you."

"At a time like this, the big picture naturally comes first. General He need not worry about me," Wang Shizhen laughed. Previously, Wang Shizhen had been thinking only about how to converse with He Rui; only after He Rui said this did he notice the passengers coming and going inside and outside Shenyang Station. The sounds of attendants using electric megaphones to direct passengers to check tickets and board, or announcing exits, drifted from the station. Surprisingly, one could not feel the panic and oppression of wartime.

He couldn't help but praise, "I had only heard that although General He is young, he has a landscape in his chest and is a talent for governing the country. This time, just a fleeting glimpse is enough to understand that General He's major defeat of the Japanese army was absolutely no fluke."

After speaking, Wang Shizhen looked at the lined-up soldiers welcoming them again. "Seeing the military appearance of these soldiers, this old man is reminded of the vibrant appearance of the Xiaozhan troop training with Yuan Xiangcheng back in the day."

He Rui laughed, "Haha, we Northeast troops are all country folk from outside the pass. How would we dare to be mentioned in the same breath as the New Army trained by Lord Yuan and Lord Wang. You praise us too much."

Hearing these warm words, the accompanying people all had smiles on their faces. Lü Feng, who accompanied Wang Shizhen, also had a smile on his face, but he felt a chill in his heart. Lü Feng had once been a counselor at the Republic of China's embassy in Japan and left the Ministry of Foreign Affairs after his term ended. A few days ago, he was suddenly recalled to the Ministry of Foreign Affairs, but before he could even report for duty, he was brought along with Wang Shizhen to Shenyang to meet He Rui.

The two important figures were conversing with friendly faces, but Lü Feng heard a different meaning from a diplomat's perspective. Wang Shizhen's intention was likely to express that the Beiyang Army and the Northeast Army were of the same lineage. He Rui's reply meant that the noble capital troops and the country folk Northeast Army were not on the same path at all. Seemingly chatting and laughing, they were distinct as the Jing and Wei rivers.

Just then, He Rui saw Lü Feng and asked with some pleasant surprise, "Isn't this Brother Lü?"

Lü Feng knew he had only been called along because of his relationship with He Rui in Tokyo, so he didn't want to steal the spotlight. However, since He Rui remembered him, he stepped forward and bowed. "General He, it has been seven years since we parted in Tokyo. Over these seven years, I have often seen General He's civil and military achievements in the newspapers. Recalling how General He was famous in Japan while studying there, although I admire it greatly, I am not surprised in the slightest."

Sure enough, as Lü Feng expected, He Rui just shook hands warmly and didn't mention a word about how he knew Lü Feng. Lü Feng had never deliberately tried to get close to He Rui; knowing him back then was entirely due to official business. He Rui had gone to study in Japan as a soldier. According to regulations, Beiyang had to provide He Rui with a monthly stipend and a set of military uniforms and rank insignias every year. That was how he met He Rui.

If He Rui mentioned this matter now, it would mean he still acknowledged this Beiyang relationship. Since he didn't mention it, it proved that in his heart, He Rui no longer considered himself part of Beiyang.

Regardless of what they thought, everyone politely expressed their positions and attitudes. He Rui invited everyone into the cars, and the convoy headed straight for the hotel where they would stay.

Welcoming them at the main entrance of the hotel's main building were Zhao Tianlin and Morrison. Lü Feng did not know these two, and neither Wang Shizhen nor Yang Du knew Zhao Tianlin. But both were very familiar with Morrison. Recalling that Morrison had stood on the same side as them during Yuan Shikai's attempt to declare himself emperor, Yang Du couldn't help but sigh silently. Old friends were reunited after six years.

He Rui said, "Lord Wang, I still have military duties, so I must take my leave now."

Wang Shizhen and the others wanted to see him off, but He Rui smiled and said, "You have all come from afar. Please forgive me for any lack of hospitality."

After He Rui left, Zhao Tianlin invited everyone into the hotel. Looking at the appearance of Zhao Tianlin, Zhou Yinshan, and Morrison, Lü Feng determined that Zhao Tianlin was the leader among the three.

Zhao Tianlin led everyone to the banquet hall. The banquet hall was very spacious, supported by only a few pillars. Electric lights on the ceiling and walls illuminated even the deepest corners brightly.

Five or six meters from the main entrance, there was a small canal with clear water flowing in it, dividing the banquet hall into front and rear sections. In the front section near the entrance were the reception desk and the checkout counter. This small canal flowed into a small pond. Next to the pond were placed a few sofas and a small table for guests to rest, and several koi swam leisurely in the pond.

Zhao Tianlin walked onto the small bridge built over the canal and invited everyone to cross. After crossing the small bridge, they arrived in front of a moon gate. Connected to the moon gate was a long carved window lattice, which was both transparent and served as a partition, showing that the designer had put thought into it.

Passing through the moon gate, there was a large hall capable of holding more than twenty tables. At the other end of the hall, there was also a water channel. At the end of the channel was a model water mill, turning slowly under the push of the current. The source of the entire small canal was a stone inlet on the wall, and on the whitewashed wall next to it was a mural of weeping willows and a fisherman. Two steps from the wall was a large L-shaped counter. Inside the counter, hot water was prepared, ready to warm wine at any time.

Standing inside the counter was not an accountant, but a waitress dressed in Jiangnan-style clothing. A number of waitresses wearing similar clothes and with their hair in the same bun style were coming and going carrying trays with hot wine. Every woman walked lightly, clearly having unbound feet—or at least feet that had been unbound for many years.

Looking up, the interior decoration style of the banquet hall was graceful, presenting a scene of small bridges and flowing water in the Jiangnan style. Lü Feng sighed in his heart; even in the capital, there might not be many establishments that could be this particular. To think such a fine place existed outside the pass; it seemed He Rui was living quite well out here.

Zhao Tianlin led everyone into a private room, which was also decorated in Jiangnan style. There was a silk painted screen at the entrance, and fine brushwork paintings of ladies hung on the walls. On a small table in the corner was a guqin, covered with a silk cloth. Next to it was a white porcelain vase, which actually contained delicate and dripping plum blossoms.

*Plum blossoms in this season?* Lü Feng was somewhat surprised.

Wang Shizhen did not look at these decorations. Although he made a polite gesture, he was still invited to the seat of honor, and the five of them took their seats. Tea was immediately served on the round table, and Zhao Tianlin smiled, "This junior has long heard of Lord Wang's great name. I am a native of Tianjin. I heard that Lord Wang moved to Tianjin, but I missed the opportunity to be neighbors with you. It is truly a pity."

Wang Shizhen smiled faintly. "Everything has an order of arrival. Dr. Zhao is a local of Tianjin. Even if we were to be neighbors, it should be this old man coming to be neighbors with Dr. Zhao."

Zhao Tianlin sighed, "To be honest with Lord Wang, my life's passion is not being an official, but teaching and educating people. Once we win this war against Japan and ensure Japan never dares to invade China again, I want to return to the university in Tianjin to continue teaching. At that time, I will inevitably have to ask Lord Wang for advice."

Wang Shizhen shook his head. "I have long heard of Dr. Zhao's great talent. When the National Beiyang University was recommending a president back then, since it concerned Beiyang, Minister of Education Tang Hualong sent the list of candidates to Lord Yuan, and it was Lord Yuan who selected Dr. Zhao. Although Lord Yuan is gone, this old man can still remember this matter. I wonder if Dr. Zhao knew this detail back then."

Listening to the conversation between the two, Lü Feng had a smile on his face, but in his heart, he was twelve times more cautious. Perhaps these two were just engaging in small talk and discussing the past. But understood from another angle, it could also be considered that the two had already gone straight to the point and started discussing business.

Beiyang sending people this time was not for dining and catching up, but a probing mission concerning Beiyang's future. Given the current situation in China, He Rui was closest to the Anhui clique, and relations with the Anhui clique were still good. Especially since Zhang Xiluan could act as a go-between, the Beiyang upper echelons, even knowing Zhang Xiluan would be closer to He Rui, wouldn't go so far as to sell out his old brothers. That was why they sent people.

Lü Feng was just an 'outsider' on this trip, but he could figure it out himself. If He Rui lost to Japan in the future, then everything would be over. If He Rui really won against Japan, Beiyang would have to make a choice. Especially the Anhui clique; being close meant they would bear the brunt. Moreover, the Anhui clique was entrenched in the central government and couldn't hide even if they wanted to. Since they couldn't hide, the Anhui clique naturally wanted to figure out He Rui's intentions.

If looking at Wang Shizhen and Zhao Tianlin's conversation from the perspective of frank exchange: Zhao Tianlin proposing to be neighbors with Wang Shizhen was a metaphor for the Northeast entering the central government. Wang Shizhen's mention of "first come, first served" was a metaphor for Beiyang being able to accept the Northeast becoming the dominant force in the center.

Wang Shizhen bringing up old matters, specifically the fact that Zhao Tianlin's presidency was handpicked by Yuan Shikai, was a metaphor that the Northeast was part of the Beiyang system and had to follow Beiyang rules. They couldn't just flip the table and break the rules.

Of course, Lü Feng knew he was guessing and didn't dare to be certain. After all, He Rui's status in Beiyang was very special. In terms of background, He Rui was a direct descendant of Beiyang, which no one could question. In terms of status, He Rui was a Beiyang Marshal, leading the Fengtian clique to rule a region. The only drawback was that He Rui was too young and hadn't done anything for Beiyang yet; in terms of seniority, it wasn't his turn to give orders in front of his uncles and elders.

But He Rui had his own advantages: he had many soldiers and generals, and abundant finances. If He Rui wasn't in a hurry, he could completely wait until after defeating Japan to make demands. At that time, He Rui's prestige in China would allow him to ignore all seniority. No matter how high the seniority, it couldn't be higher than a national hero in matters of state.

Beiyang naturally understood this, which was why they sent people to sound out the situation now. Zhang Xiluan was the oldest big brother in Beiyang, but he had been outside the pass the whole time, so his status was actually far inferior to Duan Qirui and Wang Shizhen. But Beiyang big shots like Duan Qirui and Wang Shizhen had to call him "Big Brother" and ask for his advice entirely because Zhang Xiluan was the one who had supported the "Dragon" (Yuan Shikai).

~

For high-level figures like this, naturally, the earlier the decision, the greater the risk. But the earlier the decision, the greater the profit. Zhang Xiluan won this gamble, and since then, his transcendent status in Beiyang was unmatched. If things reached the worst-case scenario and the Anhui and Fengtian cliques started fighting, a single word from Zhang Xiluan could probably save lives.

So Lü Feng listened quietly without saying a word. Although he hadn't gambled on the future, let alone bet his future on He Rui, according to the rules, Lü Feng had known He Rui for many years, and just this friendship would allow him to speak up.

If things became difficult, the Beiyang big shots would naturally ask Lü Feng to see He Rui. Such an opportunity was actually hard to come by. At least Lü Feng would be the first to get the news, and even if arranging for himself, he could plan ahead.
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In the spacious private room, a cup of tea sat before each person. Everyone sipped slowly, exchanging relaxed and pleasant words. Lü Feng, the former counselor, had positioned himself carefully; he would only intervene when the conversation reached an awkward stage, smoothing emotions with light topics to keep the rhythm flowing. The rest of the time, Lü Feng needed only to eat, drink, and listen.

Seeing the conversation flowing smoothly among the group, Lü Feng waited peacefully, having no intention of speaking. He heard Wang Shizhen say, "General He has won the first battle. In my view, Japan will certainly counterattack with full force hereafter; the onslaught will be like a violent storm."

Wang Shizhen's appearance was not striking; right now, he looked like nothing more than an ordinary little old man. However, after decades of military service, with just these one or two sentences, his expression and gaze were already faintly as sharp as a blade. Lü Feng had never seen such a figure in the Ministry of Foreign Affairs and felt a shiver in his heart.

Zhao Tianlin's expression was composed, though his gaze brightened slightly. He nodded slightly. "Exactly so. The Northeast Government is waiting with full strength, striving to fight the coming war well."

Wang Shizhen stared at Zhao Tianlin for a moment, then smiled faintly. The blade-like sensation quickly dissipated, returning Wang Shizhen to the appearance of that amiable little old man. He laughed, "Hehe. Every year on Elder Zhang's birthday, I visit to offer congratulations. Every time, I see people sent by Brother He to pay respects. New items not found on the market emerge endlessly in Elder Zhang's home. Elder Zhang is generous and invites us idlers to try them. Elder Zhang is noble and does not much like to go out. We asked him how he knows about these new objects that aren't even on the market, and Elder Zhang said they are all seasonal tributes from Brother He. He lamented that Brother He is nostalgic and never forgets his seniors. When Brother He takes over the heavy burden of Beiyang, and Elder Xu and Elder Duan go to Tianjin to be neighbors together, Elder Zhang will surely ask Brother He to take care of them in this way. I am truly grateful for Elder Zhang's goodwill."

Lü Feng shut his mouth, wanting to breathe as lightly as possible. He saw Zhao Tianlin smile and say, "Elder Xu, Elder Duan, and Elder Wang bear the hopes of the masses under heaven. At this time of national turmoil, even if the three of you wish to retire into seclusion, we must ask the three of you to come out of the mountains. Elder Wang, do not be too modest."

Wang Shizhen sighed. "Gong Zizhen wrote in a poem, 'I persuade the Lord of Heaven to shake up anew, and bestow talent of all kinds.' Kang Youwei said, 'If the youth are strong, the country is strong.' To my knowledge, Brother Zhou and Brother Zhao are under forty this year, correct?"

Zhao Tianlin was born in 1886, making him thirty-six this year. Zhou Yinshan was born in 1884, making him thirty-eight, already the oldest among the core layer of the Northeast Government. Zhao Tianlin had long heard that Wang Shizhen was known for his meticulousness starting from the troop training at Xiaozhan. Listing them by age in passing at this moment, Zhao Tianlin felt that Wang Shizhen attached great importance to this trip and was not merely here to probe.

However, Wang Shizhen did not intend to ask questions, so Zhao Tianlin and the others continued to listen to him speak.

"Brother He is thirty-two this year. Among the Fengtian generals, I haven't heard of many over thirty. When this old man thinks back to being that age, it was exactly the time of youthful vigor and high spirits. The country ought to have such an atmosphere. For us to retire and watch young people serve the country is also a joy."

Zhao Tianlin then replied, "Elder Wang, youth has its own deficiencies. Nearing forty, I feel this especially. Young people may not necessarily be ignorant of principles, but without elders like Elder Xu, Elder Duan, and Elder Wang to sit in command, once the hot blood rushes to the head in a struggle of wills, they will lose their sense of measure. Take institutions like the Parliament, which should be the foundation of the country. When China is unified and the Parliament reopens, if there are no figures like you gentlemen to sit in command, at my age, I might still want to go down and argue myself over a single disagreement. Elder Wang has surely seen much of such things."

Wang Shizhen chuckled, pondering for a moment before laughing. "During the troop training at Xiaozhan, the recruits were all children of Zhili and the surrounding few provinces. Everyone was a Northerner, yet disputes arose over such small matters as different accents. Such things are unavoidable."

Zhao Tianlin smiled faintly. "Elder Wang, the Northeast Government has been promoting the *Xinhua Dictionary* and the standardization and popularization of Mandarin for the past few years. Although everyone still speaks with mixed accents, it doesn't reach the point of such disparity."

Even someone as composed as Wang Shizhen saw his expression change slightly. Lü Feng had not expected Zhao Tianlin to be so frank; he almost held his breath, looking at the people present. He saw the three from the Northeast looking composed; it seemed they had made up their minds. As for Wang Shizhen and Yang Du, their expressions were quite grave.

Just amidst the silence, Morrison spoke up with a laugh. "Gentlemen, I have been in China for over twenty years and have long felt myself to be a Chinese person. Comparing Chinese and Western banquets, I have some insights."

Opposite him, Yang Du immediately laughed, "I wonder what insights Mr. Morrison has?"

Morrison replied, "In Western banquets, mostly the food is served first, then business is discussed."

On this side, Zhao Tianlin laughed, "If you are hungry, you might as well say so directly. When attending a banquet in China, if you sit down and say, 'I'm hungry,' rest assured, we serve dishes in China much faster than in the West!"

Hearing this, everyone laughed loudly. Zhao Tianlin turned his head with a smile and shouted outside, "Waiter, bring the menu."

Wang Shizhen and Yang Du were people who had seen grand scenes. When Zhao Tianlin asked them to order, they casually ordered something they liked without standing on ceremony. The beautifully printed, thick menu was soon delivered to Lü Feng. Lü Feng also ordered a stir-fried green vegetables with tofu, then passed the menu to Zhou Yinshan next to him.

Seeing the atmosphere finally maintained in a bundle of joyous harmony, Lü Feng could not help but feel admiration for this group of big figures. The blunt words just now were truly fearsome. Zhao Tianlin had explicitly indicated that if the regime were handed over, the top figures of Beiyang would be given positions with revered status like Speaker of Parliament, but with very limited real power. And the top Beiyang figures would not need to consider planting their own people in the new government.

If it were the younger, violent-tempered sort within Beiyang, talking to this point, they would probably dare to flip the table on the spot. Wang Shizhen's calm and composed demeanor made Lü Feng admire him greatly.

In contrast, the civil and military officials on the Northeast Government side behaved with propriety and were shrewd and capable. They were neither arrogant because of their status nor smug because of the other party's ingratiation. Obviously, they had depth to their minds. Even talks concerning the future of China were not some grand scene in front of them.

Lü Feng had rarely seen such a demeanor in the government; even within the Japanese government, only those top-tier Japanese politicians possessed such bearing.

Lü Feng leaned towards Beiyang, but he didn't care all that much. Drinking at the same table with such big figures now, dread and unease arose spontaneously in his heart. At this moment, Lü Feng intuitively understood one thing: the current Northeast Army simply didn't have the time to pay attention to Beiyang, which was the only reason Beiyang had a chance. As soon as the Northeast Army's spearhead turned toward Beiyang, Beiyang would be finished.

This feeling was unexpectedly no different from the feeling of the Beiyang Government facing the Great Powers.
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He Rui did not take the Beiyang matter to heart. When formulating plans, Beiyang was never considered as an isolated object. This was not because the Northeast Army or the Civilization Party looked down on Beiyang; rather, like Japan, Beiyang was never the ultimate target of their strategy.

Unifying China. That was the strategic goal. To achieve the strategic goal of unifying China, two environments had to be considered: domestic and foreign. Who would support China's unification, and who would oppose it? Only at this stage did Beiyang and Japan enter the list as existing facts to be analyzed.

It wasn't just He Rui, who taught strategy formulation, who thought this way; the Military Commission and the high-ranking officers of the Northeast Army had also learned to think this way. After sending Wang Shizhen to the guesthouse, He Rui went straight to the Northeast Army General Headquarters. At this time, the General Headquarters was full of manpower, and every soldier was walking quickly. It was so busy that a banner had to be specially pasted at the corner: 'Slow Down at Corners'.

The corridors were filled with the sound of footsteps, making it impossible to judge by hearing whether someone was coming from the other side of a corner. Collisions caused by hurried walking had happened more than a hundred times, and there had even been accidents. Several people had been sent to the hospital.

There were also a dozen or so soldiers who, in a fit of anxiety, got into conflicts with the colleagues they collided with and were sent to the confinement room to cool off.

Recently, a computing room had been added on the first floor. In the corridor, one could hear the sound of hand-cranked mechanical calculators running twenty-four hours a day. Compared with the rustling of pen tips across calculation paper and the crisp sound of abacus beads colliding in traditional calculation rooms, the noise caused by these machines was far less pleasant. Even though this new department improved efficiency greatly, some comrades with sensitive hearing suggested building a separate building for the hand-cranked mechanical calculator room outside the main building.

He Rui, however, did not dislike such sounds. He Rui even recalled the crisp sound of his favorite blue switch mechanical keyboard when typing; that rhythm really improved his mood when doing paperwork.

Arriving at the third floor, Xu Chengfeng and others had already arrived. Chief of Staff Cheng Ruofan immediately began his report, "The first phase of the campaign has ended. According to the initial plan, our army will establish two commands in Korea and three commands in the Northeast. On the Korean frontal line, the Pyongyang Theater Command will be established, with Comrade Hu Xiushan serving as commander. It is responsible for dealing with the Japanese counterattack. On the Korean flank, the Korea Command will be established, with Comrade Xu Chengfeng serving as commander. It is responsible for coastal anti-landing operations."

Xu Chengfeng did not care at all about his transfer from Commander-in-Chief of the Northeast Army to a theater commander; his attention was focused on the orders themselves.

He Rui, meanwhile, was making his final calculations regarding the choice of commanders. Hu Xiushan was extremely meticulous in his work. In the next phase of the campaign, the Northeast Army's goal was to consume Japan's strength during their offensive. Hu Xiushan had said that in Korea, nothing was indispensable. Fighting and retreating, once a Japanese division or brigade-level unit broke away from the battle line, a counterattack would be launched immediately.

In this regard, the most suitable candidate was actually Cheng Ruofan. Over the past few years, Cheng Ruofan had made great progress. His characteristics had not been obliterated; instead, his advantages of being smart, keen, and good at seizing tactical opportunities had been further highlighted.

However, changing generals just before battle was disrespectful to Hu Xiushan, and Hu Xiushan was fully capable of completing the command task. Since Hu Xiushan had no intention of stepping down, He Rui could only keep his mouth shut about this.

As for Xu Chengfeng, he had the most temperament of a senior German military officer in the Northeast Army. Firm, calm, and decisive. Given the current status of the Northeast Army, it was completely incapable of dealing with the Japanese Navy; the method of anti-landing warfare was to defend the line to the death. And the Northeast Army's logistical capabilities were insufficient to sustain mobile operations for more than 400,000 troops in Korea.

Even using more than half of the trucks, they could only sustain rapid offensives for one corps. If there were enough trucks and sufficient fuel, He Rui would not have let go of Seoul.

Fighting such a tough battle, the impact of a commander's super-keen perception on the war situation would be very limited. Xu Chengfeng's methodical and resolute style could maximize their strength.

Cheng Ruofan continued his report, "In the Liaodong Peninsula of the Northeast, the Liaodong Theater Command will be established, with Comrade Zheng Silang serving as commander. It is responsible for coastal anti-landing operations. On our territory west of the Yalu River, the Yalu River Command will be established, with myself, Cheng Ruofan, serving as commander. Relying on the defense lines our army has already completed, we will prepare for the third phase of the campaign. The Yalu River Theater is also responsible for providing logistical support in the upcoming campaign phase and providing troop support when necessary. In the Shanhaiguan to Jinzhou area, the Shanhaiguan Theater will be established, with Comrade Zhong Yifu serving as commander. It is responsible for guarding against possible attacks from the direction of Shanhaiguan. The General Headquarters in Shenyang will be the responsibility of Comrade He Rui, coordinating relations between the Northeast Government and the various commands. Report complete."

He Rui nodded. He felt some emotion in his heart. At present, all the senior military officers cultivated by the Civilization Party's Northeast Army had been thrown into the war. Everything had to be supported by these young men. He Rui believed that the young soldiers would definitely do their best; if the war situation went poorly, it must be due to He Rui's own lack of ability.

Just then, Cheng Ruofan offered a suggestion, "Commander-in-Chief, I think we have placed too many troops in the direction of Shanhaiguan. In my personal judgment, the possibility of the Japanese Army or the Beiyang Army attacking Shanhaiguan is much lower than we estimated. If we could dispatch one more corps to the Korea Command, it could enhance defensive capabilities."

Without waiting for He Rui to answer, Xu Chengfeng said, "Commander-in-Chief, I partially agree with Comrade Cheng Ruofan's view. But if a corps is transferred, it would be best to strengthen our army's logistical transport capabilities. Based on the experience of the advance into Seoul, the logistical transport pressure on our current battle lines is too great."

He Rui fully understood Cheng Ruofan and Xu Chengfeng's concerns. These problems were unsolvable at the current stage, so he replied, "I think this is already the best layout. Since the situation in Beiyang has changed, we can transfer one corps from Jinzhou to garrison Yingkou, east of Jinzhou. This will relieve some pressure on the Liaodong Theater. But I do not support changing the current overall layout. The current stage has already proven that our judgment of the Northeast was slightly optimistic."

After these words were spoken, neither Xu Chengfeng nor Cheng Ruofan spoke again. The 'slightly optimistic' He Rui referred to would be nothing in peacetime. It would really just be 'slightly optimistic'. Probably the difference between 100 and 95 points.

However, in wartime, let alone a 5% difference, even a 1% difference could cause a huge impact; 5% could lead to failure. These aspects were reflected under high-intensity management, where many social models that originally operated well underwent violent shocks.

The Northeast actually did not lack grain, and there were very good state-run grain stores for supply. Even if rationing were implemented, it would not affect the normal life of the people.

However, the environment in which the people of the Northeast had lived for a long time was not a 'normal environment'. Famine caused by floods and droughts was continuous, coupled with the exploitation by the government, warlords, gentry, and landlords under the old system; any sign of trouble could cause families to be broken and people to perish.

And among the 40 million people under the rule of the Northeast Government, more than half were people who had fled to the Northeast because they nearly lost their families due to natural and man-made disasters. They did indeed believe that the Northeast Government was a good government, and there was a management relationship between the two sides, but it was far from being intimately united.

Just as the Northeast Government had clearly told the public that there was no problem with grain supply and that everyone should not hoard grain or panic-buy supplies, the people still did it. If they couldn't buy it in the market, they bought it privately. Even though this problem had been considered, it still caused huge pressure on the government after the war really broke out. And hoarding supplies was just one of many problems.

Although He Rui was not disappointed, he still felt immense pressure inwardly. Because this was also the inevitable result of the policies He Rui had formulated previously.

The Northeast Government had been pursuing economic policies of developing industry and small commodity economies over the past few years. The depth and breadth of people joining socialized production had greatly increased, and wealth accumulation was fast. These policies developed the market and also allowed the Northeast economy to develop rapidly.

Since there was a market, under the influence of panic, the market began to conversely affect the Northeast economy. Even in the 21st century, after China became a fully industrial country, it could not avoid such problems. This was the backlash of policy. Whether they could carry through it depended on the level of institutional construction of the Northeast Government.

Of course, He Rui did not feel discouraged. Because the Japanese side was facing the same problems, and they were even more intense than those of the Northeast Government.

The great victory in the first phase of the war relied on surprise attacks. The reason why other various forces, including the Great Powers, did not expect the Northeast Government to dare to start a war was simply because they considered He Rui to be an excellent politician of this era. Therefore, He Rui could not possibly be unaware that even if the Northeast Government possessed the operational level of the current Great Power nations, challenging Japan with the Northeast's strength would fail due to domestic economic collapse.

But He Rui believed that the Northeast Government, built with the experience of the Chinese Revolution, could withstand such huge pressure without collapsing. In the war between the Northeast and Japan, the one to collapse first from being unable to hold out would definitely be Japan.

Transferring one corps from Shanhaiguan to other commands would not have a significant effect. But if the situation changed and they could not respond immediately, the risk brought about would be much greater than the benefit brought by the transfer of one corps. From He Rui's perspective, even if that corps really only served as a temporary garrison, he had to accept such redundant preparation. This judgment was not a military judgment.

The headquarters did not discuss this further. Xu Chengfeng and Cheng Ruofan began the next report, "Commander-in-Chief, according to the campaign arrangements, we will report to you the current personnel transfer arrangements of the headquarters..."

He Rui knew that once the troops were divided, the campaign would have to be fought this way. Excluding all uneasiness, He Rui focused his attention on the report.

***

Whistles sounded as the ship carrying Major General Nagata Tetsuzan, the liaison officer of the Manchuria-Mongolia Expeditionary Army, arrived at Tokyo Port. Standing by the high ship's rail, one could see soldiers lined up neatly at various dock areas of Tokyo Port, preparing to board ships. Equipment was piled up like mountains; coolies carrying equipment on their backs and shoulders were like ants moving house urgently before a rainstorm, forming long, thin lines connecting the supplies and equipment to the ships that had begun loading.

Nagata Tetsuzan went down the gangway to the pier. The captain receiving the ship immediately came forward and asked, "Excuse me, is this Your Excellency Nagata?"

Seeing Nagata Tetsuzan nod, the captain hurriedly saluted, "Your Excellency Nagata, this subordinate is Captain Owada of the Ministry of War. I am ordered by Your Excellency Tanaka to escort Your Excellency Nagata to the Ministry of War. The car is ready outside."

Nagata, bringing his guards, followed Captain Owada through the gaps in the forest formed by the soldiers. Some officers were scolding and cursing those undisciplined soldiers, while some officers shouted angrily at the guiding personnel responsible for directing the boarding: "Why can't we board when it's five minutes late! Don't you know the war situation is urgent?"

Other officers shouted angrily: "Do you want our soldiers to blow in the cold wind all night!"

It was already evening, and most of the sun had sunk into the western sky. The night wind at the end of October was already very cold, and the sea breeze was even colder. Nagata's face had already turned gloomy.

Walking out of the pier, the streets outside felt even more impenetrable. Compared with the open space inside the port, the streets and entrances were undoubtedly much narrower. Teams of Japanese soldiers stopped at various entrances waiting to enter the port. In the cold wind, the soldiers wrapped their military coats tightly and leaned against the long wooden fences of the pier.

And those peddlers doing business took this opportunity to sell some small food items to the soldiers waiting for orders. Some bold ones ran through the gaps in the marching columns to the wooden fence side, stepping up their peddling.

Just then, the sound of running came. A small squad of Kenpeitai, wearing white armbands and holding wooden sticks, came rushing over quickly. They went straight for those peddlers affecting the traffic. The peddlers were so scared they ran away immediately, and the Kenpeitai chased after them tightly. Both sides disappeared from Nagata Tetsuzan's sight, but soon the angry scolding of the Kenpeitai and the crying and begging of the peddlers could be heard.

It took some more time to walk about a kilometer away before the view before Nagata Tetsuzan finally opened up a bit. The car coming to pick him up was parked in a small open space. Captain Owada had already apologized inside the port, and at this time he said again: "Your Excellency, please forgive me. The car can only be parked here."

Nagata Tetsuzan did not care. Captain Owada's decision was correct; even if the car forced its way in, it probably wouldn't be able to drive out. However, Nagata saw a newsstand not far from the parking spot, so he said: "Please wait for me a moment, I will buy a few newspapers."

Captain Owada knew very well that Nagata Tetsuzan had just come down from the Seoul battlefield and knew nothing about the domestic situation. So he said: "Your Excellency, let me buy you something to eat."

Faced with such a suggestion, Nagata Tetsuzan thanked him. He naturally reached into his pocket to feel for it, but found that he hadn't brought his wallet. Nagata Tetsuzan had brought his wallet when he went to Korea, but fighting day and night these past days, how could he think about money matters? Returning this time, he had changed into a new uniform. The wallet was probably in Seoul at this moment; as for where exactly, Nagata Tetsuzan had absolutely no idea.

Withdrawing his hand, Nagata Tetsuzan asked: "Owada-kun, can you lend me 5 yen right now?"

Captain Owada hurriedly fished through his pockets, only finding a little over two yen in change. Just as he was about to ask others, Nagata said: "That's enough." He took the change and went straight to the newsstand.

By this time, the sky had turned dark. Nagata Tetsuzan stood under a nearby gas lamp and began to read. On the front page of the first newspaper, it was boldly written "Wall of the Empire — Major General Nagata Tetsuzan's Great Activity".

Scanning it slightly, Nagata Tetsuzan smiled bitterly in his heart. He, Okamura, and Ishiwara were nothing but defeated generals, yet they were being loudly trumpeted by the newspapers, as if holding Seoul was a great victory.

'With a force of less than 30,000, facing over a hundred thousand vicious Shina troops, preventing them from taking a single step into Seoul...'

Nagata Tetsuzan sighed slightly. Had the internal pressure in the Empire already reached the point where they had to rely on boasting to maintain public sentiment?
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Kasuga Maru was a small shop common outside the Tokyo harbor district. Its main customers were dock coolies, though sometimes workers from inside the docks would order bento boxes from there.

These days, the port was operating around the clock, transporting personnel and supplies to the Korean front. The food in the shop had long since sold out. Captain Owada had gone to other shops only to find them closed; this was the only one still open. Returning again, he pleaded with the owner to provide something to eat, no matter what.

The owner could only take the little bit of rice he had saved for himself to make a sushi roll, and brought out a bowl of kelp soup. While apologizing, he couldn't help but mention that grain prices had started to soar again recently, expressing worry that it shouldn't lead to something like the Rice Riots of the past.

Captain Owada was very unhappy, but had no mood to scold the owner. He took the food and left the shop without a word. By now it was dark. Troops were no longer entering the port area. The military police patrolling the empty streets saw Nagata Tetsuzan standing alone under a dim streetlamp reading a newspaper and walked over to question this suspicious officer. As they got closer, they realized Nagata Tetsuzan was a general, and hurriedly saluted from a distance before walking away quickly.

When Owada walked up to him, Nagata Tetsuzan took the food and stuffed it into his mouth without even looking, continuing to read the newspaper while chewing. After eating the sushi and downing the kelp soup, Nagata Tetsuzan had finished reading the newspaper in his hand. He ordered, "Go to the Ministry of War."

In the car, Captain Owada wanted to exchange a few words with Nagata Tetsuzan, but saw Nagata leaning back in the rear seat with his eyes closed tight. He seemed to be deep in thought, or perhaps asleep, and Owada couldn't find an opportunity to speak.

For the last two weeks, all war reporting had focused on Seoul. Captain Owada had access to some frontline news and naturally couldn't be bothered to read the exaggerated descriptions in the newspapers, but the attention within Imperial General Headquarters was all on Seoul. Upon learning that Nagata Tetsuzan had held Seoul, everyone from top to bottom breathed a sigh of relief.

Seeing Nagata Tetsuzan flipping through the newspaper quickly, as if he already knew what he was looking for, he must have been prepared. Captain Owada inexplicably felt much more at ease.

Not long after the war began, Japan established the Imperial General Headquarters to unify command. The General Headquarters was located within the Ministry of War office building.

The Ministry of War building was newly constructed. Originally, the Ministry of War's office was a cluster of Japanese-style single-story buildings. Later, foreign architects and architects who had returned from studying in Japan were invited to jointly design and build the current structure, which had long since been completed. The main body of the Ministry of War building had four floors above ground and two basement levels. The architecture presented a European style, with a spire and stone walls. Solemn and magnificent, it demonstrated the style of the number one power in Asia.

The exterior of the Ministry of War was surrounded by an iron fence, elegant and solemn in design. Through the fence, one could see that the windows of every office were lit. Soldiers in the Ministry of War compound walked hurriedly; the entire Ministry of War and the General Headquarters were operating at high speed for this war.

The car drove into the Ministry of War compound and stopped at the entrance of the office building. Without waiting for Captain Owada to call out, Nagata Tetsuzan had already opened his eyes, opened the door, and got out of the car. Walking into the Ministry of War building, he saw temporary signs with department names hanging on the door of every room: 'General Headquarters Logistics Section', 'General Headquarters Communications Section'... A series of names proved that the structure of the General Headquarters was complete. Looking into those unclosed doors, officers were working tensely without any pause.

The General Headquarters command center was in the Minister of War's office on the top floor. Nagata didn't know how the Cabinet had discussed it. The current Prime Minister, Katō Tomosaburō, personally held the post of Navy Minister. Nagata felt that perhaps because the Prime Minister still had to fulfill the work of running the government, the Minister of War was allowed to serve as the Commander of the General Headquarters.

In the corridors, many officers stopped when they saw Nagata Tetsuzan. There were acquaintances and strangers among them. Regardless of which kind, seeing Nagata Tetsuzan striding over, they all stood at attention and saluted with admiring gazes.

Entering the command center, Tanaka Giichi stood up to welcome him. This Commander of the General Headquarters was originally as thin as an ordinary Japanese, but now, due to toil and exhaustion, his eyes were swollen into blisters. But the relief in Tanaka Giichi's voice was heartfelt, "Nagata-kun, thank you for your hard work."

Nagata Tetsuzan finished his salute and didn't waste words, replying directly, "Excellency, this subordinate has already stated in the war report that being able to hold Seoul relied entirely on the bravery of the Imperial soldiers. However, the enemy commander's lack of determination in battle was also a significant factor. When our reinforcements arrived, the enemy quickly disengaged from combat, giving our army no chance to counterattack whatsoever. This subordinate judges that the enemy deliberately raided our army, and their operational plan should be very complete..."

Tanaka Giichi's tired face was originally clouded, but hearing Nagata Tetsuzan report on the war situation and make predictions with clear logic, a hint of a gratified smile finally appeared. He interrupted Nagata Tetsuzan, "Nagata-kun, wait a moment."

After speaking, he gave an order to his adjutant. Soon, the adjutant invited the Chief of the General Staff, Lieutenant General Suzuki Soroku, and another Lieutenant General in from the next room. Nagata Tetsuzan looked closely; the other Lieutenant General was Terauchi Hisaichi. When Nagata went to Korea, Terauchi Hisaichi was still a Major General.

Terauchi Hisaichi graduated from the Army War College in 1909, while Nagata Tetsuzan graduated in 1911. Without having gone to the battlefield, Terauchi Hisaichi had been promoted to Lieutenant General, so...

Seeing Nagata Tetsuzan, Terauchi Hisaichi took the initiative to step forward and shake hands with Nagata, "Nagata-kun, you will soon be my Chief of Staff."

Tanaka Giichi explained from the side, "Through discussion by the General Staff, Lieutenant General Terauchi has been recommended to serve as the Commander of the Manchuria-Mongolia Expeditionary Army. The report has been sent to the Palace, and it is thought that it will be announced to the public very soon."

Nagata Tetsuzan hurriedly saluted Terauchi Hisaichi, but felt slightly disapproving in his heart. Terauchi Hisaichi came from a noble family with a long history. After graduating from the Army War College, he served successively as Chief of Staff of the Imperial Guards Division, Assistant to the Headquarters of the 1st Division, and Chief of Staff of the Korean Army. His academic standards were quite good, and although he did not become a member of the "Saber Club" (top graduates), his abilities were also well-regarded.

The relationship between Nagata and Terauchi was entirely official. Terauchi Hisaichi was closer to Obata Toshishirō, who was also of noble origin.

At this time, Tanaka Giichi invited everyone to sit down and casually placed an ashtray on the center table. The large white porcelain ashtray was filled with various cigarette butts, looking like a fat hedgehog. The adjutant picked up the ashtray to empty it personally, then asked an orderly to take it away to wash it. When the ashtray was brought back, it was covered in yellow-brown nicotine stains. It was unknown how many times it had been emptied and refilled recently.

Tanaka Giichi flicked cigarette ash into it and said, "With the Battle of Seoul concluded, our army will launch a counterattack to retake Korea. The counterattack plan is being formulated. This counterattack is receiving extreme attention from the Emperor and citizens from all walks of life, and absolutely no failure can be tolerated. after the Manchuria-Mongolia Expeditionary Army retakes Korea, it must enter Manchuria and Mongolia to thoroughly crush the He Rui regime. Terauchi-kun, do you have the resolve?"

Terauchi Hisaichi hurriedly replied, "Reporting to Excellency, this subordinate has already made the resolve to die in battle for the Empire. Please let this subordinate wash away the Empire's failure."

Tanaka Giichi and Suzuki Soroku nodded slightly. Terauchi Hisaichi continued, "Excellency Suzuki, in this counterattack, the enemy will certainly rely on solid defense lines to resist with all their might. Korea is mountainous; does the General Staff have any targeted adjustments regarding the battlefield characteristics in this aspect?"

Suzuki Soroku did not answer, but turned to Nagata Tetsuzan, "Nagata-kun, the General Headquarters has read your war report. Have you considered the plan for this counterattack?"

Nagata had wanted to follow Okamura Yasuji's suggestion and visit Major General Yagyū first. But there was absolutely no time now, so he stated the conclusion he had considered, "Reporting to Excellency. This subordinate confirms that the enemy commander in this battle, Hu Xiushan, is a very calm commander. The Empire's defeat in the Northeast was due to the enemy with superior numbers adopting a surprise attack, and the enemy adopted the vehicle transport mode used by France in the European War, organizing large-scale truck units to implement transport. Only then did they achieve the situation of encircling the Korean Army with superior forces. In the subsequent battles, the enemy's attacking force consistently remained only one corps, and the number of their combat troops was similar to one of our divisions. It can be seen that the troops the enemy can mobilize at any time in Korea are at most two corps."

Although Japanese newspapers bragged heavily that 30,000 hastily assembled Japanese troops held Seoul against over 100,000 enemy troops by relying on the commander's excellent aptitude and the officers' and soldiers' fearless bravery, the Japanese General Headquarters received a war report almost every 30 minutes and was very clear about the situation.

Hu Xiushan's troops attacking Seoul numbered only 30,000. The total number of Japanese defense troops in Seoul and the auxiliary troops pulled in approached 50,000. The Japanese Army was the side with the advantage in troop strength.

However, when Tanaka Giichi and the others heard of two corps of rapid maneuver forces, they truly felt the pressure in their hearts. Two corps, 60,000 to 70,000 main force troops, were racing at a speed approaching 100 kilometers per day. The Japanese Army currently did not possess such large-scale mobility.

Nagata Tetsuzan continued, "Northern Korea has a depth of 1,000 kilometers. The enemy's logistical pressure is immense. This subordinate believes that the enemy's combat troops in Korea will not exceed 400,000, and possibly only 300,000. The enemy wants to gradually retreat after consuming our army in large numbers in Korea. When our army progresses to the Yalu River area, with our division old and soldiers weary, the enemy will counterattack with the advantage of large army groups. In the process of our army attacking Korea, the enemy will likely consider conducting two large-scale defensive battles."

Chief of General Staff Suzuki Soroku couldn't help but nod slightly; this was exactly the conclusion of the General Staff. The Fengtian Army had the advantage of trucks and also had the ability to fully utilize the railway system Japan had built in Korea. The Fengtian Army's 300,000-plus combat troops could withdraw from the battlefield at any time, or throw large numbers of combat troops into key positions at any time.

The Japanese Army could only push north, ready to launch attacks on the Fengtian Army occupying the high ground at any time. Such battles would certainly lead to huge casualties, which was exactly the Fengtian Army's goal. In the Yalu River area, there would be a large number of Fengtian troops waiting at their ease for the exhausted Japanese Army to deliver themselves to the door.

But even knowing the Fengtian Army's layout, the Japanese Army had to do this. Such a passive reality had kept the members of the Japanese General Staff sleepless these days, deducing operational plans all night long.

The prospective Manchuria-Mongolia Expeditionary Army Commander Terauchi Hisaichi felt both uneasy and somewhat expectant upon hearing this. Nagata Tetsuzan's great name was known to everyone in the high levels of the military. However, what everyone appreciated was Nagata Tetsuzan's construction of Japan's national strategy. Through his relationship with Obata Toshishirō, Terauchi Hisaichi knew of Nagata Tetsuzan's influence among the field officers in the army. Hearing Nagata Tetsuzan's military judgment being so precise at this moment, he had complete confidence in Nagata Tetsuzan's level of understanding of campaigns. However, Nagata Tetsuzan had only pointed out the problem and hadn't yet given an idea to solve it. Only a Chief of Staff who could solve problems was worthy of complete trust, so Terauchi Hisaichi waited for Nagata Tetsuzan's following elaboration.

Not only Terauchi Hisaichi, but Tanaka Giichi and Suzuki Soroku also had their own ideas on how to break the deadlock. Whether Nagata Tetsuzan could voice an idea they agreed with would also determine the two men's thinking on how to use Nagata Tetsuzan next.

Nagata Tetsuzan spoke frankly, "Excellencies, generally in war, engage with the orthodox and win with the surprise. This subordinate believes that for this counterattack, we should attack strongly from the front, making it so the enemy cannot retreat. This is engaging with the orthodox. Organize a landing force to insert into the enemy's rear, cut off the enemy's transport lines, and disrupt the enemy's deployment. This is winning with the surprise. Of course, observing the enemy's strategy, it is rigorous and detailed; this must be He-kun's planning. He certainly cannot be unaware that the Japanese Navy occupies absolute superiority; the enemy must be prepared."

Hearing this, Tanaka Giichi exchanged glances with Suzuki Soroku and Terauchi Hisaichi, then asked, "Has Nagata-kun considered where to implement the landing?"

Nagata answered decisively, "There are three choices for landing. The first choice is at Tanggu. Once our army lands at Tanggu, we can implement a pincer attack on the enemy from front and rear, making them unable to attend to both head and tail."

Tanaka Giichi sighed, "But landing here would force the Beiyang government to join hands with He Rui, dispersing the Empire's military strength. Moreover, the Great Powers also do not wish to see the Empire conduct a war of such scale in the Far East."

Nagata Tetsuzan nodded slightly, "What Excellency says is true. Another choice is the Liaodong Peninsula. But according to intelligence, the Fengtian Army has not transferred the troops of Zheng Sirang away from the Liaodong Peninsula. If we land on the Liaodong Peninsula, we will have to engage the enemy in flat terrain. The defender Zheng Sirang is a fierce general who once broke through the Kwantung Leased Territory. I believe the difficulty of gaining a firm foothold after landing is extremely great."

Chief of General Staff Suzuki Soroku nodded slightly but didn't speak.

Nagata Tetsuzan continued, "Landing in Korea has many advantages for our army. Japan has managed Korea for ten years and understands Korea very well. There are also many forces loyal to Japan within Korea that can provide cooperation. Moreover, the Fengtian Army has insufficient troops and cannot defend all ports in Korea."

Hearing this, Tanaka Giichi looked at the others. Seeing both Suzuki Soroku and Terauchi Hisaichi nodding slightly, he extinguished his cigarette butt in the ashtray and stood up.

While fighting on the front lines, the Japanese Army command organs were also analyzing the war situation with all their might, summarizing battle examples, and preparing for the next phase of operations. As the war proceeded to the present, the worst-case scenario had not occurred. The performance of the greatest contributor in this battle, Nagata Tetsuzan, exceeded everyone's expectations.

Even those generals and officers who determined that Nagata Tetsuzan would become the leader of the next generation of the army recognized Nagata Tetsuzan's strategic construction ability, connections, and organizational ability. For Nagata Tetsuzan, his biggest shortcoming was the lack of actual combat achievements.

When the Korean Army was annihilated, the Japanese Army had already considered the situation of losing most of Korea except for Busan. Yet Nagata Tetsuzan, under such a perilous situation, actually organized the remnants and defeated soldiers to block the Fengtian Army and hold Seoul. Even the veteran generals in the army were greatly appreciative in their hearts.

Terauchi Hisaichi was the Manchuria-Mongolia Expeditionary Army Commander agreed upon by all parties; he already understood the operational vision of the Army high command. Nagata Tetsuzan had also reached the same vision as the Army high command on his own. The Minister of War, the Chief of General Staff, the Commander of the Manchuria-Mongolia Expeditionary Army, and the Chief of Staff had reached a consensus. Tanaka Giichi had no more worries in his heart. After standing up, he said decisively, "Gentlemen..."

The other three hurriedly stood up. Tanaka Giichi continued, "This great war concerns whether the Empire's unwritten national policy up to now can be carried out, and it concerns the fate of the Empire. Therefore, I plan to visit the Prime Minister early tomorrow morning to request that the Navy command this landing operation. Gentlemen, please fight for the Great Japanese Empire together."

Facing these core members of the Army, Tanaka Giichi was concise. But the struggle between the Army and Navy had lasted for a long time. For the Army to bow its head to the Navy and ask the Navy to command the landing operation—making this decision showed a resolve no less than generously going to one's death. But for Japan, Tanaka Giichi already had such awareness.

Chief of General Staff Lieutenant General Suzuki Soroku and prospective Manchuria-Mongolia Expeditionary Army Commander Lieutenant General Terauchi Hisaichi both looked somewhat tragic. While bowing to Tanaka Giichi, they said, "Thank you for your hard work, Excellency."

Tanaka Giichi looked at Nagata Tetsuzan, who had not spoken, wondering why this elite general, who was already called the 'Wall of the Empire' in the newspapers, did not speak.

Nagata bowed slightly, "I wonder if Your Excellency could permit this subordinate to visit Prime Minister Katō first tomorrow. This war concerns the future of the Empire. The Army and Navy should unite sincerely, especially regarding the headquarters configuration. If Prime Minister Katō proposes the suggestion to set up a Commander and Deputy Commander, with the Navy serving as Commander and the Army as Deputy Commander, and the Army commanding the landing operation, it would better demonstrate the Empire's unity and determination to win this war."

One Army General and two Army Lieutenant Generals were speechless for a moment. Katō Tomosaburō was the Navy Minister, but Katō held the concurrent post of Navy Minister as Prime Minister. If Prime Minister Katō proposed such a suggestion to be handed over to the General Headquarters for discussion, the situation would no longer be the Army bowing its head to the Navy, but the Sea and Land forces joining hands to fight externally together. This would not only save the Army's face but also release a powerful signal internally and externally.

Could Nagata Tetsuzan, a single Army Major General, really complete such a task? The three Army high officials dared not believe it. The gazes exchanged among the three were full of doubt; they even wanted to open their mouths to ask how exactly Nagata intended to persuade Katō.

But the three were high-ranking and powerful after all, and knew they absolutely could not ask at this moment. Tanaka Giichi made up his mind and asked, "Nagata-kun, do you need us to do anything?"

Nagata Tetsuzan answered decisively, "If this subordinate is to persuade Prime Minister Katō, I still need a personal letter from Your Excellency. Please have Excellency Suzuki and Excellency Terauchi sign it jointly."

Tanaka Giichi said no more and walked back behind his desk to write rapidly. Suzuki Soroku and Terauchi Hisaichi walked to Tanaka's side to read the content of the letter. When Tanaka Giichi finished writing, the two signed their names respectively.

When Tanaka Giichi handed the letter to Nagata Tetsuzan, Nagata saw that Tanaka Giichi was preparing to speak words of instruction, so he hurriedly stood at attention. He heard Tanaka Giichi say, "Nagata-kun, rest early today. The General Headquarters has also prepared a press conference for you tomorrow afternoon. You are now a hero of the country; you must let the citizens understand how a hero fights for the country."

Seeing that the Army had prepared so thoroughly, Nagata Tetsuzan hurriedly replied, "Please rest assured, Excellency. In this great war, the Army's performance was moving and tragic. This subordinate will certainly let the citizens understand the Army's value and regain their confidence."
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When leaving the Army Ministry, Nagata no longer had the urgency he had when seeking an audience with the Army Minister. He was even able to stop and exchange a few words with the officers who saluted him.

Captain Owada knew Nagata Tetsuzan had extensive connections, but he didn't expect Nagata to be able to call so many officers by name. He could even name some graduates of the Military Academy who hadn't passed the entrance exam for the Army War College and had instead become field officers through accumulated merit, chatting affectionately with them.

This moved Captain Owada somewhat. As Nagata got into the car, he said, "Could you take me to the Futabatei Restaurant first? If it's open, I'd like to get something to eat."

Captain Owada knew that Nagata Tetsuzan had been running around for so long with nothing but a rice ball and a bowl of kelp soup, so he hurriedly ordered the driver to change course. There were few pedestrians on the streets along the way. Most restaurants that usually operated until around 10 o'clock had closed, and the few that still had lights on had their doors pulled shut, making it unclear if they were open.

Arriving at the Futabatei Restaurant, they saw a waiter taking down the door curtain, looking like he was preparing to close up. Seeing Nagata arrive, he quickly bowed in greeting. Nagata chatted with the waiter for a few sentences, then turned back to Captain Owada and said, "Captain, it's so late, you go back first. I have guards with me, nothing will happen."

Captain Owada wanted to wait here, but seeing Nagata looked like he wanted to relax properly in the restaurant. Thinking of the fierce fighting Nagata had seen in Seoul, Captain Owada also understood that Nagata really needed to completely release his stress at this time. In fact, after sending Nagata to the Imperial General Headquarters, Owada had already noticed that Nagata Tetsuzan hadn't brought any money, and had reported this to Tanaka Giichi's adjutant.

The adjutant immediately approved a small sum for Owada and told him that if Nagata Tetsuzan wanted to relax, even if it was going to Yoshiwara, he must be taken there. The bill would be charged to the Army Ministry's account. So Owada ultimately obeyed Nagata's order and left first, not daring to disturb Nagata's mood.

Just as the car left, from behind the drawn curtains inside Futabatei, someone watched the car's movements carefully. Even after the car had left and was no longer visible, someone dressed in civilian clothes went out to stand sentry outside the door.

The owner of Futabatei welcomed Nagata at the door, bowing deeply. "Your Excellency Nagata, I read about your heroic deeds in battle in the newspaper and was exceptionally moved. I deeply regret that due to my age, I cannot go to the battlefield to kill the enemy under your command. I look forward to your active service, Nagata-kun. I will take my leave for today."

Seeing Nagata smile and express his thanks, the owner bowed again and left without lingering for a moment.

Nagata walked into the main hall of the Futabatei Restaurant. Many officers had already gathered here; every key member of the Futaba-kai who could come had arrived. The Futaba-kai was originally an organization of young field officers, but seven or eight Lieutenant Colonels and Colonels who had previously refused to formally join as peripheral members had also come. The crowd stood on both sides, and as soon as they saw Nagata enter, they immediately saluted. Nagata returned the military salute, then shook hands with everyone one by one.

The layout of the French-style restaurant customarily featured square tables covered with snow-white tablecloths. At this moment, the square tables had been pushed together to form a long table, covered with a single large tablecloth. The head seat was left empty, and the field officers clustered around Nagata as he took the seat of honor. Without needing waiters, officers acted as servers, pouring champagne into the arranged goblets. Nagata stood up, his expression devoid of arrogance. "Gentlemen, the Kwantung Army and the Chosen Army have been annihilated. Principal Kawai Misao committed seppuku. Let us observe a moment of silence for His Excellency Kawai Misao and the officers and men who died for the country."

The officers' expressions immediately became solemn. Everyone stood up one after another, bowing their heads in silence together with Nagata Tetsuzan. After a minute, Nagata Tetsuzan said, "Silence ended. Please be seated."

At this point, the officers were no longer overly excited, waiting wordlessly for Nagata's address. Nagata said, "Gentlemen. We are all aware of He-kun's talent; no one has ever dared to underestimate him. Even so, we still underestimated He-kun, leading to today's situation. The Northeast Government commanded by He-kun is already a confidant trouble for the Empire. Although the Northeast Government is a local government of China, this war is a national war for the Empire. Gentlemen, you will inevitably fight on the front lines. I will likely return to the Korean front very shortly. If you have any questions about the front lines, please ask them now. After this, I fear I won't have time to gather with you all like this again."

Many of the officers had wanted to express their admiration, but hearing Nagata speak so earnestly, they focused their attention on military matters. Obata Toshishiro, whose status in the Futaba-kai was second only to Nagata, sighed at this moment, "Nagata-kun has been greatly active on the front lines. The veteran generals in the army all highly praise Nagata-kun's command. I cannot hope to catch up to Nagata-kun. However, Nagata-kun fought bitterly on the front lines; did He-kun command personally? Which of the enemy generals left a deep impression on Nagata-kun?"

Although Obata Toshishiro spoke politely and indeed sincerely, Nagata didn't think Obata Toshishiro had truly extinguished his thoughts of contending for the leadership of the Futaba-kai. But Obata's question was indeed well-asked. Understanding the strength and characteristics of the opposing generals would indeed be helpful when encountering them in the future. So Nagata recounted some things he had observed about the Northeast Army generals.

Questions came one after another. Implicitly, Nagata Tetsuzan had firmly established himself as the core of the Futaba-kai field officers. The field officers were well-informed; news that Nagata would become the Chief of Staff of the Manchuria-Mongolia Expeditionary Army had been circulating for several days, and everyone had heard something about it.

From now until the end of the war, the vast majority of the Japanese Army would be incorporated into the Manchuria-Mongolia Expeditionary Army at some point. As the Chief of Staff of the Manchuria-Mongolia Expeditionary Army, Nagata Tetsuzan was no longer the star of tomorrow as before, but the flower of famous generals of the present.

The conversation lasted until very late. After finishing their discussions, some field officers stood up to take their leave. They had official duties and had squeezed out time to attend this meeting. But Nagata Tetsuzan signaled Obata Toshishiro and a few other field officers with connections to the Palace not to leave for the time being.

When everyone else had left, Nagata Tetsuzan ordered someone to check again that no one was listening in, then whispered, "I have a matter to ask of you all. Please facilitate a summons for me by the Crown Prince as soon as possible."

This request was not strange. Because the Futaba-kai itself was a group of young officers organized around the banner of the current Crown Prince Hirohito, with the righteous cause of sweeping away the domain cliques and reorganizing Japan.

Obata Toshishiro replied, "Please rest assured, Nagata-kun. We will certainly push for this with all our might. There should be a result within one or two days."

Nagata said seriously, "With the situation as it is, what I need is not just a summons to inquire about the war situation on the front lines. I also need His Highness the Crown Prince to host a banquet."

Hearing this request, Obata and the others couldn't help but look at him askance. Nagata was actually asking the Crown Prince to bestow a banquet; did this sound like a request a subject should make of his lord?
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On the morning of October 31st, Nagata Tetsuzan arrived at the office of Prime Minister Katō Tomosaburō at 7:00 AM. Having not seen him for several months, Prime Minister Katō was even more emaciated than Nagata had imagined. His skin presented a pale, bluish hue, his cheekbones protruded sharply, and his cheeks were deeply sunken.

Despite his physical frailty, the gaze of the incumbent Prime Minister and Admiral Katō Tomosaburō remained bright and sharp, his voice calm and focused. "Nagata-kun, Tanaka-kun told me you have some ideas."

"Engage with the orthodox, win with the surprise. If we wish to secure victory in the first phase, a decisive surprise move must be accomplished through a landing operation," Nagata Tetsuzan laid out his plan. He saw Katō's gaze sharpen; evidently, Admiral Katō had also considered this direction.

"The Army believes that the enemy intends to force our forces in Korea into two large-scale campaigns. Only by relying on our well-trained officers and men to force the enemy into a single, decisive battle can we shatter their attempt. If we win, the enemy's elites in Korea will be wiped out, and we can pursue victory across the Yalu River into Manchuria and Mongolia. Even if we do not achieve total victory, a single campaign could push them back to the Yalu River, avoiding a war of attrition where we are worn down layer by layer. Your Excellency, given the Army's high level of training and the Navy's absolute superiority, a landing operation cannot fail."

Admiral Katō pondered this. Nagata saw more and more sweat accumulating on his forehead. In the cool temperature of late October, a large drop of sweat was already sliding down his cheek.

At this moment, a knock sounded at the door, and someone said, "Excuse the intrusion."

Nagata had not expected the person to open the door without waiting for a reply. It was a military doctor wearing a stethoscope and carrying a satchel. Holding a tray, the doctor bowed to Katō and Nagata, walked to the Prime Minister's side, helped him remove half of his uniform jacket, and rolled up his shirt sleeve.

Nagata looked at the tray; on it lay a syringe and a bottle of... morphine. The doctor skillfully administered the injection to Katō, listened to his heart sounds with the stethoscope, and then measured his blood pressure.

Katō wiped his face with a towel. Noticing Nagata's astonished look, he spoke in an even tone, "The abdominal pain has intensified recently. To avoid delaying official duties, I use morphine for pain relief. Nagata-kun, is the concept you described the will of the Army Ministry?"

Nagata was momentarily speechless. He realized now that the light in Prime Minister Katō's eyes did not stem from his physical body, but was fueled by the burning of a resolute soul within that frail shell.

The doctor finished measuring the blood pressure and bowed. "Your Excellency, please take care."

Katō did not reply, merely waving his hand to dismiss the doctor.

By now, sweat had stopped seeping from Katō's forehead. He asked, "The Army Ministry has formulated such a concept; what do they hope the Navy will do?"

Suppressing the surging emotions in his heart, Nagata spoke sincerely, "The Army Ministry wishes to request that Your Excellency, in your capacity as Prime Minister, propose the formation of a Joint Landing Operation Command. The Navy would assume the role of Commander, and the Army would appoint the Vice Commander. The landing operation itself would be directed by the Army Vice Commander."

Admiral Katō looked Nagata up and down for a moment, then smiled with a hint of mockery. "Heh, Nagata-kun, did Excellency Tanaka agree to your proposal?"

Nagata remained silent, pulling out a letter signed by Tanaka and others, and presented it to Katō with both hands. Katō did not open it immediately. He held the letter, deep in thought. Nagata noticed that Katō didn't even seem to realize his arm was trembling involuntarily. This was a sign of terminal illness, not to mention his bloodless, pale face. All these signs indicated that Katō did not have long to last.

If the Prime Minister were to change, this plan would take a long time to coordinate again. Though he felt a pang of cruelty, Nagata spoke up. "Your Excellency, both the Army and Navy understand the necessity of sincere cooperation. If Your Excellency were to resign due to illness, Excellency Tanaka would also step down. As long as you two are present, cooperation between the Army and Navy can be facilitated. If Your Excellency cannot issue the order immediately, this plan likely cannot be realized. When that time comes, the Army will have to push forward step by bloody step through the mountainous terrain of Korea, while the Navy's powerful fleet can only cruise aimlessly at sea. Is this what Your Excellency wishes to see?"

Katō's already pale skin turned a shade whiter, and his involuntarily trembling arm continued to shake. Finally, Admiral Katō spoke. "You said earlier that you want to thoroughly shatter the enemy's plan for two campaigns through one large-scale operation. Can you explain that?"

"This subordinate's analysis comes from a question of common sense. exactly how many elite troops does He Rui have? Imperial Army officers study at the Academy for over a year, and by the time they graduate from the Army War College, they have spent fifteen years learning. He Rui has been back in the Northeast for seven years. I hear he studied the German education system and vigorously promoted compulsory education. Even if his education reforms were successful, it has been no more than three years since he began large-scale training of NCOs. The scale of troops these NCOs can lead is at most 150,000 men."

Admiral Katō suddenly understood, and he felt a surge of appreciation for Nagata. The Navy had also analyzed the Army's recent defeat. Including Admiral Katō himself, no one could figure out where He Rui had gotten so many elite troops. As a Great Power, the Japanese Navy knew very well that without an army capable of flexibly utilizing advanced equipment, mere possession of that equipment would not lead to victory.

The Sino-Japanese War and the Russo-Japanese War had both proven this point.

From the battle reports, the Northeast Army's true advantage lay in aircraft. Although the Northeast Army also used equipment seen on the European battlefields, such as flamethrowers, the real reason for their victory was their flexible and courageous combat model.

Nagata Tetsuzan's analysis, starting from the quantity of qualified NCOs, cut right to the heart of the matter. Assuming every soldier in the Northeast Army had a five-year primary school education, they might hold a slight advantage over the Japanese Army in literacy. However, the number of NCOs the Northeast could produce in six years was far inferior to Japan, which had been industrializing for decades.

The number of Northeast Army NCOs was indeed only sufficient to lead 150,000 elite troops. From known combat situations, the Northeast Army had 80,000 troops attacking the Kwantung Leased Territory and 160,000 attacking Korea. Deducting logistics units from this total of 240,000, and applying the Japanese Army's organizational ratios, the combat troops numbered between 150,000 and 190,000. This matched Nagata Tetsuzan's assessment perfectly.

If the Japanese Army deployed more than 300,000 troops into the campaign, their strength would be on par with the Northeast Army, and their number of elite units would exceed them. Of course, such an explanation was still not enough to fully persuade Admiral Katō, but Katō had his own problems he had to face.

Katō opened Tanaka Giichi's letter. After reading it, he did not give Nagata a direct answer, simply saying, "I understand."

Nagata bowed and took his leave. Once Nagata was gone, Katō called his adjutant. "Prepare the car."

The adjutant answered hurriedly, "Your Excellency, the car is ready."

"To the Navy Ministry," Katō said, attempting to stand. But after two exertions, he found he could not rise. The adjutant quickly supported Katō to his feet, while asking with some confusion, "Your Excellency, didn't you say you were going to visit His Majesty's Grand Chamberlain?"

As he walked forward with the adjutant's support, Katō ordered, "Send someone to inform the Grand Chamberlain that due to military affairs, I will be late. Please ask for his understanding. I will certainly visit him today. This matter is grave; please ask the Grand Chamberlain to remain in the Palace."

The adjutant quickly passed the order down. After helping Katō into the back seat of the car, the adjutant sat in the front and ordered the driver, "To the Navy Ministry, immediately."

***

In 1896, under the leadership of the Meiji government, three three-story Baroque-style red brick buildings rose up across the moat from the Sakuradamon Gate of the Imperial Palace in Kasumigaseki, Tokyo, where Japanese government agencies were clustered. Among them, the one directly adjacent to the Imperial Palace was the Ministry of Justice. Next to it, located on the side of Sakurada Avenue, was the "Daishin-in" (Supreme Court). The final building was the Navy Ministry, overflowing with Western style.

The organizational structure of the Japanese Navy was similar to that of the Army. The Navy General Staff, known as the 'Gunreibu', occupied one floor within the Navy Ministry. Operational plans were formulated by the Gunreibu and submitted to the Emperor, the Grand Marshal of the three armed forces, for review. Once approved, they were handed over to the Navy Minister for responsibility, who then passed the plans to the Commander-in-Chief of the Combined Fleet for execution.

The Navy Minister, the Chief of the Navy General Staff, and the Commander-in-Chief of the Combined Fleet were known as the "Three Chiefs."

Upon arriving at the Navy Ministry, Minister Katō immediately summoned Admiral Yamashita Gentarō, Chief of the Navy General Staff, and Vice Admiral Takeshita Isamu, Commander-in-Chief of the Combined Fleet.

Commander Yamamoto Isoroku was currently receiving a briefing from Admiral Yamashita Gentarō. Since returning from his studies in the United States, Yamamoto Isoroku had been teaching at the Naval War College. Just a few days ago, he had received transfer orders to report to the Gunreibu.

Today, October 31st, several officers formally becoming staff members of the Operations Section of the Gunreibu received Admiral Yamashita's address. Afterward, Yamashita kept Yamamoto behind alone. Before he could say more than a few words, Yamashita's adjutant ran in and whispered something. Admiral Yamashita immediately ordered, "Yamamoto, go to your work." With that, the Admiral followed his adjutant and briskly walked out of the office, leaving Yamamoto, who was bowing in farewell, standing there.

Yamamoto didn't think any major event was occurring. Now that the war had entered a stalemate phase, both sides would avoid meaningless skirmishes to gather strength for the next strike.

Leaving the Chief's office, Yamamoto headed straight for the Operations Section. The Section Chief immediately shoved a stack of charts at Yamamoto, ordering him to formulate a bombardment plan. Yamamoto, however, requested data and battle reports regarding the Northeast Air Force from the intelligence room and began to study them carefully.

After reading the material, Yamamoto formed a preliminary judgment. The vast ocean offered no cover; aircraft at high altitude could easily capture the wake of a fleet in transit. In clear weather, a surprise attack was impossible. As for bad weather, shore bombardment by the fleet would be madness. Under normal circumstances, the Northeast Army would certainly acquire the Japanese fleet's position first and complete preparations in advance.

Just as he made this judgment, the Chief of the Operations Section came over to inquire about the staff's work results. Seeing Yamamoto reading battle reports with great interest, the Chief walked up to him and said unhappily, "Yamamoto-kun, how much of your work is completed?"

Yamamoto Isoroku had no interest in doing such meaningless work to begin with. Annoyed, he simply said, "Significant progress has been made."

!

The Section Chief, already anxious, saw Yamamoto's unserious attitude and decided to make an example of him. He shouted, "Then please tell me, Yamamoto-kun, what is your work progress!"

Although Yamamoto had a cheerful and humorous personality, he was extremely diligent in his work. Seeing the Section Chief's reaction and noticing that everyone in the office was looking over, Yamamoto stood up calmly and said clearly, "My work progress so far involves the discovery that our capital ships are not suitable for approaching the range covered by the enemy air force. Although my understanding of air forces is limited and I cannot judge the distance accurately, areas near enemy airfields are unsuitable for naval vessels, including cruisers, to approach."

Seeing that Yamamoto was pretending to have actually worked and sounded plausible, the Section Chief prepared to show him no mercy. He demanded loudly, "What led Yamamoto-kun to make this judgment on distance? What formula did you follow? What equation? Or what theory?"

Under the gaze of the Gunreibu staff officers, Yamamoto walked to a blackboard and erased all the numbers already written on it. Even though these numbers had been copied onto the blackboard, Nagumo Chūichi felt rather unhappy seeing the figures he had laboriously transcribed being wiped away.

Yamamoto Isoroku picked up a piece of chalk and began writing numbers rapidly. Blessed with a good memory, he wrote very fast. When he finished, he turned to the numbers and explained, "This is the deck armor of our battleship *Kongō*. This is the *Kongō*'s side armor. This is the armor thickness around the *Kongō*'s funnels. This is the deck armor of our cruisers..."

Everyone was bewildered, unsure what Yamamoto Isoroku's purpose was in listing these. Yamamoto did not play any pranks; he simply listed the iconic data clearly, then put down the chalk, clapped his hands, and calmly asked a question. "If this armor were hit by a high-explosive shell with a 200-kilogram charge, traveling at a speed of 100 to 150 kilometers per hour... Gentlemen, which armor could withstand it?"

The naval officers were stunned. Where in the world was there a high-explosive shell with a 200kg charge? The ratio of explosive charge to shell weight was roughly between 1:100 and 1:50. A 200kg charge would imply a shell weighing at least 10 tons. Even the *Queen Elizabeth*-class battleships that had dominated the European war had main gun shells weighing only 879 kilograms.

As for the speed, it was even more absurd. The muzzle velocity of a 381mm naval gun—the speed at which the shell leaves the barrel—was 700 meters per second. That was roughly the fastest a shell could fly. At that speed, flying 140 kilometers would take 200 seconds, not an hour.

But Nagumo Chūichi remained silent. He was already certain that Yamamoto Isoroku was not joking but was discussing a very realistic problem seriously. The answer just hadn't been revealed yet.

The Operations Section Chief, however, was furious. He sneered, "May I ask Yamamoto-kun, what shell flies at such a slow speed?"

Yamamoto Isoroku answered calmly, "If a Northeast Army aircraft, loaded with 200 kilograms of high explosives, impacts our ships sailing at 20 kilometers per hour at a speed of 130 kilometers per hour... Oh, I suppose you gentlemen are more accustomed to the unit 'knots,' while aircraft speeds are customarily calculated in kilometers."

The operations room instantly fell silent. The staff officers began simulating this scene in their minds, and then were all struck speechless by the possibility. Although the Operations Section Chief was angry, it didn't mean his military standards were lacking. The Japanese Navy General Staff would never let a non-elite officer serve as Section Chief.

Therefore, possessing high-level calculation abilities, the Section Chief had already calculated Yamamoto's hypothesis physically using formulas for kinetic energy, impulse, and work.

Plugging in the empirical formulas for the explosive power of high explosives, the Chief discovered that even the battleships currently possessed by the Japanese Navy—their superstructures could not withstand such a death impact. If luck was bad and the magazine was detonated, the battleship would sink.

Forcibly suppressing the intense emotions in his heart, the Section Chief walked up to Yamamoto Isoroku and said politely and respectfully, "Yamamoto-kun, please come with me."

The two walked out of the operations room one after the other. The staff officers remaining in the room all looked grim. No one had expected that airplanes could be used this way! Moreover, this usage even achieved a long-held expectation of the Navy: that shells could possess the thinking ability of a human.

Currently, the Northeast Army held total superiority in aviation, and they had no navy... The Japanese naval officers, who had originally thought they could sail the Chinese coastline at will, discovered that things were not that simple.

A Lieutenant Commander couldn't help but say, "This is just a sudden whimsical idea of Yamamoto-kun's. I don't believe the Northeast Army would necessarily think of it!"

Although the Lieutenant Commander spoke loudly, he clearly lacked confidence. Nagumo Chūichi sighed inwardly. He remembered an event from the past, an inappropriate joke He Rui had made when he was drunk.

That time, Nagumo Chūichi and Yamaguchi Tamon were drinking with He Rui, and they spoke of battles between aircraft and warships. He Rui, somewhat inebriated, had said to Yamaguchi Tamon with a very serious expression, "If you fill a plane with explosives and crash it into a warship, at least it would look very terrifying."

Although Yamaguchi Tamon had a rough personality, he was not a rigid man. Hearing this, however, he did not laugh. Instead, he said somewhat unhappily, "He-kun! How can you use soldiers' lives like that!"

He Rui had laughed heartily at the time, not taking it seriously at all. Nagumo Chūichi had also been very puzzled by He Rui's reaction. However, the matter had indeed left an impression on Nagumo. From a purely military perspective, such an exchange ratio did have its rationality.

Recalling the past, Nagumo Chūichi suddenly felt that this moment was just like that one. In Nagumo's eyes, He Rui was a strategic talent with an extremely thorough understanding of military theory. The application of aircraft was a strategic decision. If a plane actually crashed into and sank a Japanese battleship—even if only one battleship was sunk—someone in the Navy Ministry would likely have to commit seppuku.

Nagumo Chūichi believed that with He Rui's cold, extreme strategic thinking, he definitely had such a contingency plan. And a person with a jumping personality like Yamamoto Isoroku could also think of such a possibility. Some say that two extremes will share common expressions.

Nagumo Chūichi could no longer figure out his own mood. Should he rejoice that this possibility had been revealed, or feel terror that this possibility had been revealed?
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The Operations Section Chief invited Yamamoto Isoroku out of the operations room. Stopping at the corner of the corridor, the Chief kept a stern face and said, "Yamamoto-kun, please do not make such sensationalist remarks during work."

Yamamoto Isoroku replied calmly, "Is this not a method that the desperate Northeast Army would consider?"

***

The Operations Section Chief suspected Yamamoto Isoroku was being deliberately contrarian, but judging by Yamamoto's expression and tone, he was seriously considering the possibility. Most importantly, although Yamamoto's views were unconstrained, they were unexpectedly serious.

Yamamoto Isoroku had no intention of causing confrontation from the start. Seeing that the Operations Section Chief did not want to consider this possibility, he could only continue, "Section Chief, this subordinate will not mention this matter again."

Seeing Yamamoto compromise, the Section Chief was about to speak when he heard the sound of people coming to attention behind him. Turning around, he saw the three naval chiefs—the Minister of the Navy, the Chief of the Navy General Staff, and the Commander-in-Chief of the Combined Fleet—walking down from upstairs. The officers in the hallway stood at attention and saluted one after another. When the Section Chief saw the Chief of the Navy General Staff's gaze fall upon him, he froze for two seconds before hurriedly rushing towards the Operations Section office with Yamamoto.

The admirals were called to the conference room to attend a meeting presided over by the three chiefs. The field officers didn't know what had happened and could only speculate wildly in their hearts. The admirals heard Admiral Kato say in a steady tone, "The Ministry of War has requested the Navy, hoping to implement a large-scale landing operation in Korea. The Navy Ministry and the Navy General Staff have agreed to this operational concept. Gentlemen, you must devote your full efforts to the preparation of this operation."

The Operations Section Chief was somewhat surprised. He hadn't expected the Navy Ministry to actually agree to the Army Ministry's request, yet he didn't find it strange. If one didn't consider Japan's interests and only considered the Navy's interests, this defeat would greatly increase the Navy's relative power. The Army would become a subsidiary of the Navy, just like in Britain.

But if Japan were defeated, not only would the Army's reputation be ruined, but everything Japan had accumulated over decades would suffer tremendous losses. As part of Japan, the Navy had to fight for Japan.

This had nothing to do with the Army-Navy rivalry. Even if the Army was disgraced, the Imperial Japanese Army could not be abolished. Even if the previous generation of Army *baka* all committed seppuku to apologize, the next generation, and the generation after that, were growing up one after another.

Originally, the Operations Section Chief felt that Yamamoto Isoroku's strange theories would affect morale, but now Yamamoto's prediction weighed on his heart like an immovable stone.

Admiral Kato cut straight to the point. "Gentlemen, today we will conduct a feasibility study for a large-scale landing operation. There is no need for field officers to participate for now."

The generals nodded one after another. The admirals had confidence in their own confidentiality capabilities and those of their peers. The field officers were also trustworthy, but they might inadvertently turn this matter into an outlet for emotional venting due to their youthful vigor.

Admiral Kato immediately expounded on the landing concept provided by Nagata. "Transporting several divisions to the Korean coast, a large-scale landing operation involving fierce combat from the moment of landing. Its purpose is to coordinate with the Army's fierce attack on the Seoul front, creating a campaign situation extremely favorable to our forces..."

The admirals all possessed extremely high military literacy, but a landing operation of such scale exceeded their imagination. If not for Admiral Kato requiring everyone to conduct an immediate assessment, the naval admirals would have preferred to go back and think individually before proposing plans. Now, the admirals were like junior staff officers, throwing themselves into the work in the directed direction.

The arduous deduction proceeded slowly. Questions were raised one after another and answered one by one.

How to conduct reconnaissance, how to communicate, what kind of landing craft to use, how to determine the landing sites. How to guarantee the simultaneous landing of heavy equipment and troops during the landing process, and how to have the reorganized landing troops advance immediately to clear the landing site for follow-up troops to reorganize.

The amount of content was so vast that even for a feasibility discussion, the amount of thinking required exhausted the admirals' mental energy. Sweat flowed constantly from Admiral Kato's forehead during the meeting, and his adjutant kept handing him towels to wipe it away. During the interval, the Admiral struggled to stand up several times and staggered to the next room. After a while, although the Admiral's face was pale, he was able to return and continue participating in the discussion.

The meeting lasted for several hours. It wasn't until past 7:00 PM that the naval admirals reached a conclusion that wasn't particularly reliable: 'A large-scale landing operation is feasible. Although specific landing locations haven't been discussed, at least a landing operation of two divisions can be confirmed. Larger-scale operations across multiple regions are also feasible, but combat efficiency would be greatly reduced.'

Several hours of discussion had exhausted the admirals' energy. Everyone looked wearily at Admiral Kato. They saw that the Admiral's originally pale face had unknowingly gained some rosiness. The Admiral's sharp gaze had also become softer, his eyes even having a somewhat watery brightness.

Looking at the gray faces of the others, everyone felt somewhat surprised. They could only assume that this result matched Admiral Kato's mood, making the Admiral very happy, hence his current expression.

Admiral Kato held onto the table and stood up, speaking sincerely, "I leave the rest to you, gentlemen."

The generals hurriedly stood up, but saw Admiral Kato turn and leave without giving them time to speak. The generals looked at his retreating back in confusion, unsure of Admiral Kato's intentions.

Admiral Kato did not have his own mood at this moment. To pass this landing operation plan in the Navy Ministry, Admiral Kato first had to persuade the other two of the three chiefs. This process alone took nearly two hours. Before the meeting, Admiral Kato had injected another dose of morphine. The pain was reduced, but not completely eliminated. The sensation was like a maggot attached to the bone, distracting Admiral Kato's attention. Yet, just when Admiral Kato felt his consciousness beginning to dissipate, it stimulated him, allowing him to refocus and continue discussing the feasibility of the large-scale landing operation with the naval admirals.

Although there were still many deficiencies, Admiral Kato knew he really couldn't hold on any longer. In the original plan, he was to go to the Palace to submit his resignation today. Kato knew very well that he was terminally ill and beyond the help of medicine. The reason he had held on until now was entirely because the defeat had not yet been reversed.

Seoul was held, and the imagined great defeat did not occur. Admiral Kato prepared to submit his resignation. The Prime Minister dying in office would be another new blow to Japan. Now that the situation had eased, even if the cabinet fell, it would have an impact, but it wouldn't shake the overall situation.

At this moment, Admiral Kato felt only pain, relaxation, unhappiness, and joy—various emotions converging into a single stream, making his whole body feel light, as if his soul was about to happily detach from his flesh.

As soon as he left the conference room door, Kato immediately ordered his adjutant, "Call His Majesty's Chamberlain immediately. Tell him I am proceeding to the Palace now to submit my resignation."

Watching the Admiral's somewhat stumbling steps, the adjutant almost cried out, but he held back his grief and hurriedly executed the Prime Minister's order. At the same time, he ordered the car to wait at the entrance of the Navy Ministry building.

The Navy Ministry building was not far from the Sakurada Gate at the front of the Imperial Palace; one could walk there completely. But Kato Tomosaburo no longer had the ability to walk. Sitting in the car, Kato felt his physical strength dissipating rapidly, so he sat upright, trying hard to lift his head and look forward through the car window. He used this to heighten his focus.

In the night, the Sakurada Gate could already be faintly seen, no more than two or three hundred yards away. However, his vision began to darken continuously, and the Sakurada Gate actually disappeared from Admiral Kato's field of view. Admiral Kato felt the strength in his whole body being drained rapidly, his head lowering involuntarily. He used all his strength to lift his head up.

But the result of every effort failed quickly. Admiral Kato felt as if his head had infinite weight, and his neck could no longer lift it.

The car soon arrived outside the Palace gate. The adjutant turned around and saw Prime Minister Kato sitting upright, his head drooping slightly as if he had fallen asleep. Wanting to let the Prime Minister rest a little longer, the adjutant got out of the car to report first. The Grand Chamberlain to the Emperor had actually said on the phone that he would come out to welcome him personally.

The adjutant felt exhausted and his eyelids were heavy. He lit a cigarette and took deep drags to refresh himself. These days, all parties in Japan expected the Kato government, known as the "Cabinet of Bureaucrats," to sustain the situation, and the Kato government had indeed held on. But this was supported by Prime Minister Kato Tomosaburo forcibly sustaining himself by burning his life away with injection after injection of morphine.

Now that Prime Minister Kato had decided to submit his resignation, the adjutant felt only relief. But the adjutant had no confidence whether the resignation would be approved. If the Palace could accept it, they wouldn't have sent the Grand Chamberlain to welcome him personally.

Just as he finished a cigarette, the small door beside the main gate of the Imperial Palace opened. The Grand Chamberlain, accompanied by attendants, walked out quickly. Seeing the adjutant, he asked, "Is Your Excellency in the car?"

The adjutant answered hurriedly, "Yes. I will go invite His Excellency."

The Grand Chamberlain nodded. The adjutant walked quickly to the car and opened the door. He saw Prime Minister Kato's head completely lowered. He called out a few times, but Prime Minister Kato didn't respond at all. He gently pushed the Prime Minister's shoulder with his hand, and the Prime Minister actually collapsed limply with the gentle push. The adjutant was shocked and hurriedly shouted for the Prime Minister, shaking his shoulder.

Hearing the commotion, the Grand Chamberlain rushed over. Although the matter of Prime Minister Kato suffering from colon cancer had not been told to Kato, the Grand Chamberlain knew it very well. Seeing this scene, he hurriedly reached out to check Kato's breathing and pressed his fingers on the carotid artery of Kato's neck. Kato Tomosaburo had no breath, and his carotid artery was cold and motionless. He had passed away at some unknown time.

Although he knew it was useless, the Grand Chamberlain still immediately asked the duty imperial physician to come for rescue. Watching the adjutant desperately trying to wake Prime Minister Kato and the driver helping in a flurry, the Grand Chamberlain took a step back, took off his military cap, and bowed to Prime Minister Kato's remains. He then turned and went back to the Palace; he had to inform the Emperor and the Prince Regent of this matter as soon as possible.

Unlike the chaos and solemnity in front of the Japanese Imperial Palace, the banquet between He Rui and Wang Shizhen appeared much more relaxed and gentle. Wang Shizhen had already roughly understood the Northeast Government's attitude in previous meetings, so he did not hide anything at this time and asked straightforwardly, "Brother He, since Duke Xu and Duke Duan have already resolved to yield to you, why won't Brother He give Beiyang some face?"

He Rui had long felt that Wang Shizhen's purpose for negotiation was the interests of the Beiyang clique, which was why He Rui didn't want to talk with Wang Shizhen. If there was to be a talk, it naturally had to be about how to solve the country's current problems and discuss China's future development. The interests of the Beiyang clique could only be considered through the realization of China's interests. For the Beiyang clique to place their own interests before China's interests was, in the view of the Civilization Party and the Northeast Government, an order of priorities that was already wrong to an absurd degree.

But this was reality, a reality He Rui had to face. He Rui was truly disappointed. If Yuan Shikai were still alive now, perhaps they could talk about serious business. Regardless of being called a usurper of the nation after his death, at least Yuan Shikai was a major figure with the vision of a major figure. After losing its leader, Beiyang had degenerated to its current state.

After Wang Shizhen finished stating the warlords' positions, He Rui smiled and said, "Duke Wang, this junior believes that the Northeast having its current situation actually proves one thing. I wonder what Duke Wang thinks that thing is?"

Wang Shizhen felt He Rui wanted to show off his capabilities, and felt some contempt for He Rui in his heart. But involuntarily, Wang Shizhen smiled and said, "Brother He's talent should have long ago led you to enter the central government. Heroes come from the youth; we old fellows can no longer compare."

He Rui shook his head slightly. "Duke Wang, the Northeast has a system, policies, and a philosophy of governance. The current situation proves that the Northeast's system, policies, and philosophy of governance can make China strong and can confront the current Great Powers. If the Northeast can achieve its strategic objectives this time, forcing Japan to sign an armistice agreement and refrain from interfering in China's internal affairs via armed invasion, China can develop according to the system, policies, and philosophy of governance already implemented in the Northeast."

Wang Shizhen couldn't help but frown. This was the reason Wang Shizhen couldn't accept it. The Anhui clique and the Fengtian clique were neighbors, yet they hadn't understood the Northeast these past few years. They hadn't seriously understood the Northeast. This was also the reason the Anhui clique had to negotiate with He Rui now.

The Northeast's land system, economic policies, and philosophy of governance and personnel employment—once applied nationwide, the Anhui clique would not just be giving up political power, but would be uprooted completely, with nothing left. If the outcome was to be so, the Anhui clique could only rise up and fight. Wang Shizhen didn't want to see such a result. After all, Japan hadn't been able to do anything to He Rui so far, and the Anhui clique hadn't gone so mad as to think their strength could exceed the power of the entire Japanese nation.

Just as he wanted to persuade him again, He Rui continued to explain, "Duke Wang, during the Xiaozhan army training back then, you assisted Duke Yuan and should know that Duke Yuan's purpose in training troops was for the country. The various actions of the Northeast Government today are also for the country. The Beiyang seniors today think the Northeast is merely bullying others with its power; I disagree with this. The Northeast Government today contains all kinds of people. The heads of various government departments come from north and south of the Yangtze, and from inside and outside the Great Wall. The reason they are entrusted with important tasks lies in the fact that they have accepted the Civilization Party's political philosophy and have the ability to complete their work. That is all. I presume Duke Wang is not unfamiliar with this."

Hearing this, the words Wang Shizhen originally wanted to say could no longer be spoken, and he couldn't help but sigh. During the Xiaozhan training back then, the situation was just as He Rui said. Yuan Shikai recruited worthy men and gathered troops relying on a set of systems. If the army had been built using the Qing Dynasty model of that time, who knows what it would have turned into. And Wang Shizhen, Duan Qirui, Feng Guozhang, and others would absolutely not have been able to stand out.

He Rui continued, "The current situation in the Northeast is absolutely not because I have any extraordinary qualities, but simply because the Northeast Government uses the system of a modern industrial state to operate the Northeast. If the Northeast Government succeeds, it can only prove that the system of a modern industrial state is correct. With so many talents in the Northeast Government, they are not there to pledge loyalty to me, He Rui, in exchange for their glory and wealth. Rather, they came to the Northeast to save China. Since this path can be walked through, they naturally want to implement this successful experience across the whole of China. Duke Wang should be able to understand this."

Wang Shizhen advised, "Brother He, Beiyang knows your capabilities and is willing to invite you to enter the central government. Since there are so many heroes in the Northeast, they can naturally understand the benefits of sincere unity."

He Rui shook his head. "The essence of unity lies in what basis we unite upon. If everyone's goal is to revitalize China, there is no need for Duke Wang to explain; we would naturally come to your door to plead. If it is only to use one's strength as a bargaining chip to maintain personal wealth and status... if this junior were to agree, it would prove that the Northeast Government's system does not necessarily have to be implemented. There is absolutely no possibility of the Northeast Government agreeing to such a thing."

Wang Shizhen was a smart man and had worked with those major figures. He knew the importance of systems. If the system did not exist, the country would fall apart. Seeing He Rui, at such a young age, already well-versed in this matter, he couldn't help but admire him. That the Northeast could have its current strength was absolutely not, as many Beiyang high-level officials thought, because He Rui had good luck and got the Northeast from Zhang Xiluan. In Wang Shizhen's view, it was Zhang Xiluan who had good luck meeting He Rui. And Zhang Xiluan himself had the boldness to entrust the Northeast, which was how Zhang Xiluan's name was made.

Having discussed to this point, Wang Shizhen rose to take his leave. Returning to his residence, Wang Shizhen ordered preparations to send a telegram immediately. Sending a telegram required the machine to warm up. Taking advantage of this time, Wang Shizhen quickly wrote out the telegram draft. At the scheduled time, it was sent to the capital.

In addition to clarifying the core contradiction between the Northeast Government and the Beiyang Central Government, Wang Shizhen added a sentence at the end: "This subordinate prepares to stay in the Northeast for a few more days, requesting instructions from President Xu."

More than ten hours passed. After Wang Shizhen woke up and waited until noon the next day, there was still no return telegram. He then summoned the group of people accompanying him on this trip. "I plan to stay in the Northeast for a period of time. if you gentlemen have matters to attend to, you may return to the capital on your own."

Lü Feng had originally intended to leave as soon as possible, but after walking around the streets of Shenyang for the past two days, he felt that Shenyang was not inferior to Tokyo, Japan. He heard even more that the most industrially developed city in the Northeast was not Shenyang, but Siping, where He Rui had first served in the Northeast. So he smiled and said, "Duke Wang, I would like to go to Siping to take a look first. Whether to leave or stay, I'll decide then."

Yang Du also had this intention, so he followed up and asked, "Since Duke Wang wishes to stay a few more days, why don't we go to Siping together?"

Going to Siping was also in Wang Shizhen's plan. Since the other two thought the same, he nodded. "That is excellent."

Learning of Beiyang's reaction, He Rui didn't care. He simply invited the Director of the Merchants Bureau, Morrison. "Director Morrison, the US Ambassador said he wants to come in a private capacity. Do you want to receive him?"

Morrison had no feelings at all about being called 'Director Morrison'. This wasn't something He Rui started, but because when Morrison signed his name, he used the Chinese characters 'Mo Li Xun'. Chinese cadres who had no understanding of English names naturally thought Morrison's surname was Mo and his given name was Lixun. They even felt this name was quite good.

Morrison himself defaulted to it. After all, having a Chinese name in China wasn't bad.

Hearing He Rui say the US Ambassador wanted to come in a private capacity, he smiled and said, "If I come out to host, will Ambassador Schurman feel uneasy?"

However, Morrison obviously underestimated the US Ambassador. Ambassador Schurman met He Rui accompanied by Morrison. Since it was a private capacity, the conversation was very relaxed. Ambassador Schurman exchanged a few pleasantries and then asked, "Mr. Chairman, does your government still need a Deputy Director for the Merchants Bureau?"

Morrison was stunned, while He Rui was amused. Americans were really frank to the point of being cute.
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"Your Excellency, does your government still need a Deputy Director for the China Merchants Bureau?"

Hearing US Ambassador Schurman ask this, Morrison's pupils constricted slightly. Such a question could not be taken as a joke. From a political perspective, accepting such a request would mean He Rui accepted cooperation with the United States.

Morrison looked at He Rui, seeing that he was indeed amused. After laughing for a moment, He Rui replied, "If there really is such a talent, then please, Ambassador Schurman, send his profile to Director Morrison. Director Morrison is an outstanding official; he knows exactly what kind of deputy he needs."

For a moment, Morrison felt both moved and somewhat uneasy. He Rui had expressed goodwill towards the United States, which was exactly the attitude the US Ambassador had been hoping for. As to whether they would actually send someone to be the Deputy Director of the China Merchants Bureau, it was not actually important.

Furthermore, He Rui had explicitly expressed his trust in Morrison. This could be seen as personal recognition of Morrison, or as a political statement.

It was evident that Ambassador Schurman understood this clearly. He did not discuss details but instead began a seemingly relaxed chat with He Rui. The topics ranged from economics, philosophy, and science to travel—everything except politics.

***

He Rui also chatted with Ambassador Schurman with great interest. As a Doctor of Medicine from the University of Edinburgh, Morrison couldn't help but think of his 'acquaintances' in China.

If not for the arrival of Beiyang representatives like Wang Shizhen and Yang Du, Morrison would have long ceased to recall those old acquaintances. Compared to He Rui, those high-ranking Chinese officials were undoubtedly still living in ancient times.

Morrison had also encountered many Chinese scholars who had studied in Europe and America. Those people wore suits, ate with knives and forks, and spoke constantly of Greece and Rome. They tried to pretend they were the same as Europeans and Americans. No matter how much they wanted to appear to have mastered the essence of Western civilization, they were just like the high-ranking Chinese officials—they completely failed to understand the modern world and modern politics.

Ambassador Schurman did not pay attention to Morrison. He had long heard of He Rui's reputation. The Far Eastern diplomatic community generally regarded He Rui as a scholar, a statesman, a candidate for China's future leader, and a brilliant and cunning diplomat. This war had added the new label of a ruthless military strategist to He Rui.

Through his conversation with He Rui, Schurman was more inclined to view He Rui as a scholar with great insight, a scholar who understood philosophy. Ambassador Schurman rarely viewed scholars this way because, in order to sell their own perceptions, scholars often had to dress themselves up as learned men. In the eyes of a power-holder like Schurman, this behavior appeared too philistine. This scholarly philistinism was completely absent in He Rui.

With this view, Schurman suddenly felt an impulse to probe whether He Rui was a philistine or a true scholar. There was a method that could serve as a test mode, only...

Schurman decided to try it. If this small test revealed He Rui's true colors—if He Rui was truly a scholar, he certainly wouldn't mind. If He Rui had a philistine side, even if he became angry, that anger would lack the support of real power, meaning the threat was not significant.

So Schurman first took a sip of the coffee provided by He Rui and asked, "Your Excellency, you must have heard that some people call you a Communist. How do you view this assessment?"

"Heh." He Rui smiled, showing not the slightest concern. "If they want to say that, let them say it."

"Do you consider yourself a Communist?" Schurman attempted to deepen the topic, because He Rui's reaction truly exceeded that of the socialists Schurman had met. When socialists were asked this by power-holders, they generally displayed one of two behaviors: either resolutely denying they were Communists, or openly admitting it. But He Rui clearly distinguished the difference between 'being a Communist' and 'being called a Communist.'

He Rui replied, "I believe I am a Communist, because I agree that Marxism is based on the research method of political economy, and I completely agree with this research method."

Schurman was somewhat surprised. "If that is the case, you are a faction of Communism."

He Rui shook his head. "Communism has no factions. Being a Communist is a research method; the so-called factions are those who utilize the term Communism. Do you understand, Mr. Schurman?"

Schurman felt he had a vague sense of it, but to confirm He Rui's exact view, he shook his head. "I cannot understand."

"Mr. Schurman, do you oppose slavery?"

Schurman nodded.

"Mr. Schurman, do you believe women should have the right to vote?"

Schurman hesitated for a moment. Although he personally did not support it, as a member of the American elite, Schurman was willing to show his progressive side. Just as Americans, though they might be racists, would still firmly express their opposition to slavery to show they believed all humans were the same.

So Schurman nodded again.

"Mr. Schurman, do you believe that ordinary people without crimes should be left to starve to death?"

Schurman shook his head, indicating they should not.

He Rui smiled. "You see, your views are no different from the statements of those who call themselves Communists. So, are you one of those Communists?"

Faced with this rhetoric, Schurman simply smiled and did not answer. If he answered, he would fall into the rhetorical trap. This was a little trick well known to diplomats.

He Rui continued, "Mr. Schurman. Pursuing the progress of human society and looking forward to human society developing to a more civilized stage is the pursuit of all elites. As for how to achieve such a goal, different people have different choices. And I believe the Communist research method is the most scientific, and I take Communism as my method for researching problems."

Schurman finally became somewhat interested in Communism itself. He asked, "Your Excellency, do you think the Northeast Government is different from Soviet Russia?"

"As modern governments, the US Government, the Northeast Government, and the Soviet Russian Government all must resolve immediate social contradictions, rationalize production relations, and develop the country. No matter how everyone propagandizes externally, the differences in government functions are very limited."

These were basic concepts of political science. Schurman felt He Rui was being a bit clichéd. But out of politeness, Schurman asked as if playing along, "Your Excellency, then the political differences must be great?"

"The political differences are even smaller than the government differences. Everyone raises different banners, but the external propaganda is the same. That is: the political system we have chosen is correct, it is the best." After saying this, He Rui picked up his cup and drank his dark tea with a look of boredom.

Schurman was amused into laughter. He could now determine that He Rui was a true scholar, and also a frank and qualified power-holder.

Since the conversation had reached this point, Schurman felt the time was ripe to discuss the purpose of his trip. When He Rui put down his teacup, Schurman asked, "Your Excellency, have you seen Mr. Lenin's recent statement regarding the situation in the Far East?"

He Rui naturally had seen it, and felt that Comrade Lenin's practice of stoking the fire was a bit unpleasant, especially since the way he stoked it involved making high-minded political judgments.

*...We have noted that the war breaking out in the Far East is not a simple war between a local Chinese government and the nation of Japan, but a resistance by oppressed peoples against Japan, a running dog of the Versailles System. The All-Union Communist Party believes that the Chinese and Korean peoples engaging in a just struggle will certainly be able to defeat Japan and obtain national and ethnic independence. Moreover, this war is not over; the liberated Chinese and Korean peoples will also strike at the evil Versailles System that supports Japan. Only when the Versailles System, which serves imperialist interests, completely collapses can the oppressed peoples of the world be truly liberated...*

He Rui believed that Comrade Lenin actually did not care about the lives or deaths of 'the people of oppressed nations resisting the Versailles System which serves only imperialist interests.' If He Rui and Comrade Lenin were to swap places, he would probably make a similar choice.

And Comrade Lenin was not wrong; if the Versailles System was not destroyed, oppressed nations and peoples could not be liberated.

But! For Comrade Lenin to say this at this time was to focus imperialist attention on the Northeast Government, in order to alleviate the pressure Soviet Russia faced.

When outstanding political ability is combined with national interest, it can be quite headache-inducing. So He Rui shifted the topic to the United States. "Mr. Schurman, to what extent does the United States wish to revise the Versailles System? For the Versailles System dominated by Britain and France, both the United States and Soviet Russia are revisionists."

Ambassador Schurman had not expected He Rui to bite back like this, but He Rui was correct. The United States was attempting to revise the Versailles System to make it better accord with American interests. Although He Rui's ability to counterattack made Schurman a bit unhappy, it also made Schurman understand He Rui's meaning.

Like the United States, the Northeast Government also hoped to engage in 'revisionism' regarding the Versailles System. The Far Eastern order He Rui was attempting to shape through war would certainly conflict with the existing Versailles System. If He Rui could defeat Japan and unify China, he would have the power to force Britain and France to 'revise' the Far Eastern portion of the Versailles System. This revision would inevitably be favorable to China. And any revision of the Versailles System aligned with America's strategic expectations.

Schurman decided to begin the next step. Since the He Rui clique possessed a clear worldview and could correctly understand the global situation, the next question was whether the He Rui clique had the ability to realize their aspirations. Ambassador Schurman had come to visit in a private capacity precisely to determine these important questions.

"How does Your Excellency view Sino-US trade?" Schurman asked.

"Given the physical distance between China and the US, I believe trade items influenced by geographical factors will develop relatively slowly in Sino-US economic and trade relations. And between the current China and US, trade relations based on mutual trust will also take a long time to develop. Furthermore, as a powerful industrial nation, the US will not accept China conducting comprehensive trade in North America, South America, and Central America. I believe the areas where Sino-US trade can develop rapidly lie in items where China and the US each possess huge advantages. And in areas where the US wishes to radiate trade to China's periphery and use China as a springboard."

This view was very realistic, and even more so, very sincere. While surprised, Schurman was also very satisfied. He asked, "Is Your Excellency willing to promote Sino-US cooperation?"

He Rui replied readily, "The Northeast Government always welcomes cooperation based on equality and mutual respect."

After speaking, He Rui looked at Morrison sitting beside him. "Mr. Schurman, Mr. Morrison is an outstanding talent. In terms of commercial cooperation, the US side can confidently communicate with him."

Morrison was not surprised by the frank and effective exchange between He Rui and Ambassador Schurman. Just as He Rui said, the Northeast Government always welcomed cooperation based on equality and mutual respect. The reason for the strategic deception against Britain and Japan was merely because the British and Japanese governments did not accept a relationship of equality and mutual respect.

To obtain a relationship of equality and mutual respect, He Rui had chosen war, the most direct and effective means. But war was by no means He Rui's goal.

After the meeting ended, Schurman began visiting Americans in the Northeast. This included Tesla, the Deputy Director of the Northeast Electric Power Research Institute. While in the US, Schurman had heard of this mad old man. Seeing the mad old man Tesla now, he felt the old man was not only as mad as the rumors said, but also seemed somewhat triumphant because he had received some kind of recognition from Chinese officialdom.

Even though he disliked Tesla in his heart, Ambassador Schurman still took a photo with Tesla, and chose a background that made Tesla appear to be in a very good environment. It was a laboratory full of experimental equipment; just looking at it, one could feel that Tesla was being heavily utilized.

The report to the President and the Secretary of State, of course, could not use photos of Tesla and others as a gimmick to prove how much goodwill the Northeast Government had toward the United States. The President and the Secretary of State's respective teams needed to see He Rui's profound and subtle views on international politics, and whether the path He Rui chose aligned with American national interests.

But for some members of Congress, these moving contents were necessary. For example, that American citizens in China appreciated and identified with the business environment and personal development in Northeast China. Naturally, China's goodwill toward the United States was indispensable.

This was not because the level and style of US Congressmen were worse than the President, but because the power of Congressmen came from votes, and the voters who voted for them liked this sort of thing. The US Congress was divided into the Senate and the House of Representatives; the Senate controlled personnel, and the House controlled the purse strings.

The United States' current investment and cooperation with China were not really to earn any incredible profits, but to provide China with the ability to challenge the Versailles System. The shaking of the Versailles System was in America's interest. Since He Rui had no intention of being a faithful running dog of Britain and France, he would inevitably challenge the Versailles System. Helping China was helping the United States.

After touring the Northeast, US Ambassador Schurman felt that the materials he needed to prepare were mostly ready, and decided to return to Beijing on November 8. However, on November 7, Soviet Russia announced the formal establishment of the Soviet Union.

The full name of the Soviet Union was the "Union of Soviet Socialist Republics" (Russian: Союз Советских Социалистических Республик, English: Union of Soviet Socialist Republics). Abbreviated as "Soviet Union", with the acronym CCCP. Europe and America had English abbreviations for the Soviet Union.

The word Soviet (Russian: Совет) is a Chinese transliteration of the Russian word, meaning "Council" or "Conference." "Soviet" was a form of political organization created by the Russian working people during the revolutionary struggle. It originated during the Russian "February Revolution" of 1905, where representative assemblies composed of representatives directly elected by workers and insurgent soldiers were called "Soviets."

On November 7, 1917 (October 25 in the Russian calendar), the October Socialist Revolution broke out, establishing the world's first socialist state power—the Russian Soviet Federative Socialist Republic (Russian: Российская Советская Федеративная Социалистическая Республика, acronym РСФСР).

At the Plenum of the Central Committee of the Russian Communist Party (Bolsheviks) on October 6, 1922, Lenin's proposal to establish a new state was passed. On December 30 of the same year, the First Congress of Soviets of the Union of Soviet Socialist Republics was held at the Bolshoi Theatre in Moscow, adopting the Declaration and Treaty on the Formation of the Union of Soviet Socialist Republics.

This federal socialist state was composed of 15 equal union republics based on the principle of voluntary union, governed by the Communist Party of the Soviet Union.

Ambassador Schurman decided to return to Beijing on the 9th. Since he was in the Northeast, he should take this opportunity to communicate with He Rui and see the views of this important Fengtian power in the Far East regarding the Soviet Union.

However, on November 8, He Rui did not receive Ambassador Schurman but instead held a press conference. As a current focal point of war in the world, all capable major newspapers had dispatched reporters to the Northeast and Japan simultaneously to report.

Thus, reporters from famous European newspapers such as *The Times* and *Le Figaro* attended the reception.

Among American newspapers, reporters from *USA Today*, *The New York Times*, and *The Washington Post* attended, and even the specialized financial media *The Wall Street Journal* sent a reporter.

Hearing that a reporter from *The Wall Street Journal* had come, Ambassador Schurman felt some anticipation. *The Wall Street Journal*'s purpose was naturally to focus on the impact of this war on the Northeast, China, and Japan. It was said that the Japanese side had already begun preparing to issue 'Manchuria-Mongolia War Bonds' to raise funds for the war.

This was considered a significant investment item and was naturally watched by Wall Street.

Right at the press conference, the reporter from *The Times* got a chance to ask a question. The reporter immediately asked, "Your Excellency, you said you sent a congratulatory telegram to the Soviet Union in your personal capacity. Does this mean you recognize the Soviet Government?"

He Rui replied strictly, "The Northeast Government is a local government under the Republic of China government. Since the Republic of China government has not recognized the Soviet Union, the Northeast Government will not recognize it either. I sent the congratulatory telegram in a personal capacity because I have had correspondence with Comrade Lenin."

"We heard that the Civilization Party sent a congratulatory telegram to the All-Union Communist Party. Is this true?"

"That information is correct," He Rui replied with a smile.

The reporter from *The Times* immediately followed up on recent news. "Lenin expressed support for the war between the Northeast Government and Japan. Is his support in exchange for recognition from the Northeast Government?"

Hearing the British reporter trying to lump the Soviet Union and the Northeast Government together, He Rui deepened his tone. "The Northeast Government does not currently recognize the Soviet Union. However, given the malice of some countries toward the Northeast Government, I cannot rule out establishing diplomatic relations with the Soviet Government in the future."

As soon as these words came out, a burst of gasps erupted among the reporters, and everyone raised their arms high, requesting to ask questions.
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Looking at the press conference content provided by the American newspapers first, US Ambassador Schurman had not expected He Rui to display such a diplomatic blunder. In the eyes of the outside world, especially the diplomatic community, the potential establishment of diplomatic relations with the Soviet Union could be interpreted in two ways.

First, He Rui was announcing his intention to seize political power in China. Second, if the war failed, He Rui might request Soviet protection in the name of the Northeast Government.

Whichever it was, it was out of character for an outstanding diplomat like He Rui. This move was too reckless, to the point where it could be considered a diplomatic incident.

Schurman had intended to leave, but he still requested to see He Rui one more time. Soon, the two met. It was a private meeting with just the two of them. Schurman smiled, "Your Excellency's statement at the press conference has caused quite a sensation."

"It will be viewed as a diplomatic incident. I do not deny that," He Rui replied calmly.

Schurman was somewhat surprised. "What is Your Excellency's objective?"

He Rui said flatly, "Even if someone from the diplomatic community explained it to the Central Government, and the Central Government fully understood these explanations, they wouldn't care. Ambassador Schurman should be very clear about this."

Schurman merely nodded slightly, mentally adding a modifier to He Rui: 'Dictator'.

However, the American diplomatic community held no particular view on dictators. There were so many authoritarian regimes in the world; one more He Rui was no big deal. Schurman steered the topic back to the Soviet Union. "As a political force bordering the Soviet Union, what are Your Excellency's expectations for the future?"

"Equal diplomacy, peaceful development, and the avoidance of war. This is the Northeast Government's long-term positioning for relations with the Soviet Union."

This was a completely imaginable choice. Schurman believed that an authoritarian regime was actually better able to guarantee policy execution over a certain period. Since this was the case, Schurman changed his expression to a smile. "The United States understands Japan's oppression of China. Based on the current international political environment, the United States cannot provide substantial assistance to China. However, the United States has consistently supported just struggles against colonial oppression. Therefore, I will clearly point out to my government the substantive factors of the war between the Northeast and Japan."

He Rui had never considered relying on any external force to win the war. This American statement was the traditional emphasis of 'aside from substantial help, we will provide you with all help'. He Rui's response was targeted at this situation. "Japan possesses the world's third-largest navy and the Far East's strongest army, which constitutes a threat to the security of the West Pacific. Moreover, Japan is using this power to oppress and invade China; this is the cause of the war. I believe the United States is a peace-loving nation, so I look forward to building a peaceful and stable friendly relationship in the West Pacific together with the United States in the future. If the American side has needs regarding cooperation, I will arrange for Chief Administrator Wu Youping to be responsible for this matter."

A stone fell from Schurman's heart. For a US Minister to discuss US-Northeast economic cooperation with a British subject would obviously be a diplomatic failure. That was why Schurman had made the 'joke' about an American serving as Deputy Director of the China Merchants Bureau.

Now that He Rui had relented, Schurman's diplomatic pressure was suddenly reduced. Since the situation had reached this stage, Schurman offered a suggestion. "I look forward to exploring more imaginative and constructive directions with Your Excellency."

He Rui smiled faintly. Americans did not understand why He Rui had such far-reaching vision, because they could not imagine that He Rui had 'seen it'. Since that was the case, He Rui could only play along with the Americans step by step, waiting for the United States to make its choice. Although He Rui already knew how they would choose.

In fact, the possibilities for the American choice were no secret to people of insight worldwide. He Rui's advantage lay in his ability to more accurately grasp the steps of the American choice. Even while Washington was racking its brains over how to choose, He Rui already knew how the US would inevitably choose under specific international situations.

After a round of simple diplomatic routines, Schurman left satisfied. Upon returning to his residence, he immediately tore up the previous report, which had had meager results, and rewrote it based on the current situation.

> "...He Rui fully understands the target of Japan's fleet in the West Pacific; its behavior has de facto challenged the Versailles System. > > Mr. Secretary, according to my observations, He Rui is a leader of a Chinese regional authoritarian regime with a global vision. It is highly likely that he will possess policy decision-making power in a future China. > > Politically, He Rui is clearly influenced by leftist ideas and is also a politician with strong nationalist sentiments. His leftist ideas are clearly reflected in the major economic policies of the Civilization Party he leads. This has resulted in the economic interests of landlords and the wealthy suffering a significant impact under the Northeast's New Economic Policy. > > However, his leftist ideas have united the poor and the lower classes, and his nationalist sentiments have united the educated middle class, constructing the relatively stable political structure that now exists in the Northeast. > > The policies adopted by He Rui's authoritarian government are friendly to trade, and its administrative organizational capability is relatively strong, which is helpful for promoting US foreign trade. > > It can be considered that He Rui launched the war against Japan to satisfy the nationalist sentiments of the Civilization Party members he leads, as well as China's educated social middle class. And he is attempting to win more political legitimacy through this war. > > Based on He Rui's characteristics, and the fact that the actions taken align with US interests, I suggest continuing to expand friendly exchanges with the Northeast Government. We may consider engaging in investment with the Northeast Government..."

In a qualified modern government, the actions of all public servants are within their scope of authority. Ambassador Schurman wrote a report to his direct superior, and after seeing Schurman off, He Rui also received a report from the General Staff.

> "...Based on intelligence regarding recent Japanese troop movements and domestic conscription efforts in Japan, the Japanese side clearly has no plan to launch a counteroffensive in the short term, but has instead begun conscripting soldiers domestically. > > Japan has a mature military service system. There are about 370,000 military-age men who can be quickly conscripted, and the number of soldiers meeting conscription standards is around 1.67 million. Since our army has already annihilated 90,000 Japanese troops, plus the permanent attrition caused by casualties in the second phase of the campaign, given Japan's determination for war, our side will likely have to face 1.5 million Japanese troops in the third phase of the campaign, which will begin within half a year. > > Our army has been continuously conscripting since the summer of '22, and the current troop strength has reached 940,000. This is not enough to cope with a Japanese offensive. Therefore, the General Staff has completed a new phase of the conscription plan. The goal is to expand our combat troop strength to 1.2 million and auxiliary troop strength to 800,000 by February 1923, to cope with the Japanese offensive. > > The new phase conscription plan is attached to this report. > > Based on the scale of the war, the General Staff suggests that simultaneous with the start of the conscription plan, the Northeast should fully implement wartime total economic mobilization. This is to raise sufficient troops and supplies to wage a protracted war. > > Acting Chief of General Staff, Zhong Yifu. November 7, 1922."

Since the Beiyang Government had dispatched Wang Shizhen to express that Beiyang would definitely resist with full force any Japanese military action that might invade Shandong or Zhili, He Rui had transferred Commissar Zhong Yifu back to the General Staff from Shanhaiguan to serve as Acting Chief of General Staff. Zhong Yifu's report also proved that his ability was sufficient for the role.

Seeing the request to initiate economic total mobilization, He Rui was still somewhat unwilling. Once economic mobilization began, it would have a very large impact on the economy of an industrial nation. If possible, any industrial nation would delay economic mobilization for a day if it could.

For example, Germany in World War II did not begin economic mobilization until 1943. Even in 1944, Germany's total mobilization was carried out very half-heartedly.

This was not because Nazi Germany did not understand war and economics, nor because Nazi Germany's leaders were arrogant, nor because Nazi Germany did not know that Britain and the Soviet Union had already engaged in total mobilization and wartime economics since 1941, and even the United States had begun wartime economic mobilization.

The little mustache had promised the German people that he would not let Germany return to the tragic situation of World War I. To fulfill this political promise, Germany would not do so until absolutely necessary.

He Rui had not made such a political promise, and neither had the Civilization Party nor the Northeast Government. The biggest obstacle to total mobilization now was that the Chinese people had never had experience with total mobilization in an industrial society. In countries with total mobilization experience, the people knew how war was generally fought, and the people knew why they were being mobilized. Such mandatory policies were not because the war could no longer be sustained, but were management means adopted by the government to achieve victory in the war.

In Chinese history, regarding the impression of total mobilization, the Tang Dynasty poet Du Fu wrote a famous poem, *"The Official at Shihao"* (Shihao Li).

He Rui certainly had no opportunity to ask Du Fu whether the great poet understood total mobilization, nor could he ask for the poet's views on it. However, when He Rui was in middle school, his Chinese literature teacher had asked, 'At dusk I sought lodging in Shihao Village, a recruiting officer came to seize people at night. What does this illustrate?'

He Rui was indeed in his rebellious teenage phase back then and liked to make shocking statements. Most importantly, He Rui genuinely felt that the Official at Shihao was not arresting people for his own sake. The teacher's question naturally required a quick answer, and He Rui knew the teacher wanted to hear the students' negative evaluation of the official. But He Rui really didn't feel the official was in the wrong.

After holding it in for a few seconds, He Rui blurted out, "It illustrates the Official at Shihao's intelligence and capability."

The classmates laughed, and the Chinese teacher said helplessly: 'XX, you've ruined the words intelligence and capability.'

He Rui had been criticized countless times and had been unconvinced countless times. But this time, He Rui willingly admitted that his choice of words was indeed inappropriate. However, He Rui didn't feel there was anything wrong with the starting point of his thinking.

When He Rui grew up to the point where he could understand mobilization systems, he saw even more clearly that as a poem about total mobilization, *"The Official at Shihao"* showed that Du Fu understood the system of that time very well.

*...Three sons have gone to the garrison at Yecheng. One son sent a letter home, the other two have recently died in battle. The survivor clings to life for now, the dead are gone forever! There is no one left in the house, only a grandson at the breast...*

*...Although my strength is failing, old woman that I am, please let me go with the officer tonight. I can respond to the urgent labor conscription at Heyang, and still be in time to cook the morning meal...*

This was a complete total mobilization system. The social management level of the Tang Dynasty was among the most advanced in the world at the time, as could be seen from the content of its mobilization.

The An Lushan Rebellion was a total rebellion by the An Lushan clique. Therefore, in *"The Official at Shihao"*, these were not the private soldiers of a regional military governor, but the regular army. 'Garrison at Yecheng' implied that the three sons of this household in Shihao Village were not members of the standing army, but had been pulled to Yecheng to participate in the defensive battle. The sons could still write letters home to inform them of the situation at the front, indicating that the postal system of the time had not collapsed.

The situation of the Qing Dynasty was completely different from that of the An Lushan Rebellion in the Tang Dynasty. The Qing had been strung up and beaten by foreign powers, and China's self-confidence was completely gone. The Qing's conscription system was completely abolished, and the intuitive feelings of the people amidst repeated defeats were different from those of people in a modern industrial nation. Once 'men were grabbed' in an ordinary village, it meant the war had already approached the doorstep.

Although the Northeast Government's grassroots construction had been ongoing for seven years, and training had never fallen behind, and the people had personally experienced what going to other places was like through various regular military trainings and water conservancy construction projects, this did not mean the current people of the Northeast were already people of a modern industrial nation.

More importantly, the Japanese across from them had experience with victory. Their people knew that once they won, they could obtain ceded territory and indemnities, and the people could at least lick up the crumbs dropped by the upper class. Moreover, after arriving in the colonies, even the bottom of the barrel could obtain social status and privileges exceeding those of the locals.

But in the experience of the Chinese people, aside from bearing the cost of war, they would get nothing. This was also why He Rui wanted to avoid economic mobilization as much as possible.

The people of the Northeast could accept family members being conscripted. But once the economy was controlled, to what extent could the people accept it? This might not necessarily be solved by propaganda.

He Rui thought for a while, then asked his secretary to call Wu Youping. Wu Youping arrived very quickly, bringing a few documents with him. He Rui asked Wu Youping to sit over by the sofa and report on the preparations for economic mobilization.

Wu Youping also looked unwilling, but replied, "Chairman, I believe that if necessary, we can begin economic mobilization."

Since Wu Youping had said so, He Rui asked directly, "Then to what extent has the grassroots economic mobilization management system been prepared?"

Wu Youping's expression was solemn and serious, the unwillingness gone. "Every village head, town mayor, and branch secretary has completed the third round of economic mobilization education. According to reports and spot checks, the mobilization education has been carried out very thoroughly. Inspections within the cities have been completed; the details of factory production conversion, the placement of military representatives, and the liaison with those departments have all been completed. The production content, production capacity, and conversion directions for workshops, village and town enterprises, and private enterprises in the villages and towns have also all been formulated. The final bottom-up investigation is currently underway. Regarding the transport, inspection, and warehousing of raw materials for some military supplies that can be transferred to village and town collective production, given our production experience for the European Great War and the Russian Civil War, we can also ensure a smooth process. At most four days, once the summary of the bottom-up investigation is reported, we can begin economic mobilization at any time."

He Rui very much wanted to show the General Staff's report to Wu Youping, but he still hesitated. But matters of state could not be delayed; He Rui stood up, brought the report over, and handed it to Wu Youping. After Wu Youping finished reading it, his expression actually relaxed quite a bit. He Rui felt that it was good to be young; one could be easily satisfied. Whereas his own mood truly could not relax.

Of course, He Rui also felt this might be because he was a person from another era, an era where China's strength exceeded that of the United States and was number one in the world. So mentally, he was undoubtedly more calm and composed. If even China panicked, wouldn't all the other countries in the world—except for those that had already decided to lie down and take the beating—go crazy trying to struggle in the chaos?

But in the other timeline, Japan, with a national power only 5% of China's, currently had a national power clearly superior to the Northeast's. The impact of such a gap in mood on He Rui was actually much greater than on outstanding youths like Wu Youping. After all, in the last seven years, core cadres like Wu Youping had been in a period of rapid ascent. While the Northeast He Rui saw was worlds apart from the Northeast he defaulted to in his heart.

Wu Youping certainly could not understand He Rui's true mood. Seeing that conscription was only on a scale of 2 million, Wu Youping was somewhat delighted. "Chairman, we don't need to conscript up to 4 million?"

He Rui shook his head. "Of course not. The first phase of the campaign has already proven that our army's basic tactics are superior to the Japanese army's. Intelligence obtained from captured equipment and the interrogation of Japanese prisoners proves our pre-war judgment: Japan's main equipment is still at the pre-WWI level. Furthermore, the equipment from the European theater in WWI is not suitable for the Japanese army. Japan has also clearly experienced a gap in follow-up equipment R&D. It is impossible to close this gap within two years."

"Hearing the Chairman say this, I am relieved. If it is only 2 million troops, the impact on Northeast industrial production will be much smaller than 4 million. The impact on the current iteration of industrial production technology is far smaller than imagined. Chairman, I have another request. Can we strengthen the content regarding adult re-education in the mobilization order?"

He Rui trusted Minister of Education Zhao Tianlin very much, and Zhao Tianlin had a very thorough understanding of vocational education, so He Rui had not paid special attention to the adult re-education part. Hearing Wu Youping specifically mention it, he could only ask, "Strengthen it to what extent?"

Wu Youping answered immediately, "Our compulsory education is mandatory. Can we take this opportunity to make adult re-education mandatory as well?"

"Mandatory adult education... Can the economy sustain it?" He Rui sighed.

By the 21st century, even the worst countries would have a significant proportion of the population realizing that education was an important link in changing the country. Even the Taliban, after taking power for the second time, knew that education could not stop.

But knowing this was one thing; being able to do it was another. It could not be solved just by shouting slogans. It required real money investment.

Just as the entirety of India knew education was right, India's per capita social services in the first 20 years of the 21st century were only at the level of China in the 1970s. India's development hovered at that level.

Of course, China's social service level in the 1970s was not low. If the level had been low, where would all those junior and primary school graduates who entered the factories after the Reform and Opening Up have come from?

The Northeast had only been building for seven years; its economic level could in no way compare to New China in 1970. Wu Youping was too optimistic.
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The desk clock in He Rui's office ticked away. For nearly a minute, no one in the room spoke. This was a situation He Rui's current secretary had never witnessed before. In recent years, such occurrences only happened during intense confrontations. When He Rui conversed with comrades, he always sought to resolve issues as quickly as possible. The secretary felt a rising sense of unease.

Then He Rui spoke. Simply by breaking the silence, He Rui made the secretary feel much more settled.

"Comrade Youping. I suspect that under the highly controlled mode of general mobilization, you wish to implement mandatory adult re-education to advance work in areas like pension distribution, national consciousness cultivation, and understanding of modern society. You also hope to use a relatively warm and affectionate educational environment to minimize the cold, harsh feeling the war brings to the people."

Hearing this, Wu Youping's eyes lit up, and he nodded repeatedly. After He Rui finished, Wu Youping actively explained, "Chairman, I know there is a conflict between war and this mode, but since this war is led by you, Chairman, the comrades felt there was a possibility for discussion."

"I thank the comrades for their trust in me," He Rui said, his mood somewhat heavy. The general mobilization system placed immense pressure on both the government and the people, so it was divided into many levels. The Northeast Government was now about to adopt the most severe Level A mobilization, extracting the maximum from industry, agriculture, and manpower to sustain a high-intensity, high-severity war.

No person with a conscience would enjoy seeing such a situation. Let alone young men like Wu Youping who dedicated themselves to saving the country. It was perfectly normal for them to come up with various ideas to temper the harshness. Saving China was about enabling the people to live dignified, stable lives, not pushing them into a situation of even more brutal exploitation.

He Rui continued seriously, "If the war proceeds entirely according to my expectations and ends in one year, I would agree to consider discussions in this area. But, Comrade Youping, I cannot make such a guarantee. I believe it is entirely possible the war will last for three years. The Japanese side is very clear that this is not just about the outcome of a war, but about the destiny of their nation. Japan absolutely cannot accept losing its future. For the sake of Japan's future, the Japanese side will exhaust everything. Starting from this reality, I believe you can understand why we cannot discuss such a plan. Because the content you wish to include in mandatory adult education already has solutions."

Wu Youping felt some regret but did not oppose He Rui's view. "Since the Chairman believes the war might enter a third year, we will implement the general mobilization according to plan."

He Rui said nothing more. The plan had been completed long ago; all that was needed now was the leader's signature on the order. He Rui returned to his desk. Even the simple action of picking up his pen seemed to rapidly consume his mental energy, so he simply sat down in his chair. Taking two deep breaths to adjust his mindset, He Rui picked up the pen again and wrote on the official paper under the header 'Northeast Government Chairman Order'.

The level of general mobilization was proposed by the General Staff. The military could not order the government, nor could it issue documents directly to the government. After the content proposed by the General Staff was discussed by the Military Commission, it was conveyed to government heads in the form of a Northeast Government Chairman Order. The members of the Military Commission were currently in various locations, but after receiving telegrams from General Headquarters, they all wired back agreeing to implement the highest level of general mobilization.

He Rui was not afraid, but something seemed to be boiling in his chest. He Rui closed his eyes, allowing his emotions to churn. Years of time had been for this moment. He Rui had thought he would be looking forward to it, but now that the moment had truly arrived, he found he also felt a heavy pressure. He Rui had long considered the possibility that the Great Kanto Earthquake might not happen and had excluded that factor when formulating operational plans. Thinking relying on the Northeast's strength to drain Japan dry could achieve the basic objectives within two years. But to drain Japan to the point of exhaustion, the war would have to be fought into its third year.

The various possibilities involved... He Rui opened his eyes and wrote the order: "From 24:00 on November 10, 1922, the Northeast Government will begin executing Grade A General Mobilization. Chairman of the Northeast Government, He Rui. 16:00, November 8, 1922."

Watching He Rui finish writing and sign and seal the document, the secretary hurriedly took the official paper. Following current document numbering protocols, he assigned a number and notification level to the file.

A Grade A General Mobilization order could be a classified file, or it could not be. With the war having reached this stage, there was no longer any need for secrecy. The Grade A General Mobilization order was issued as a general-level document.

He Rui did not speak but stood up and walked to the window to look outside. Wu Youping stood up silently, walked to He Rui's side, handed him a cigarette, and lit one for himself. Wu Youping had just taken a puff when he heard He Rui say, "Give me a light."

Wu Youping handed the cigarette to He Rui. After He Rui lit his, Wu Youping took his own back and smiled bitterly. "Hehe, Chairman, it has finally begun. I often have a thought these days: if the Chairman could have arrived in the Northeast two years earlier..."

He Rui could fully understand Wu Youping's feelings in saying this. To snuff out the wishful thinking in his own heart, He Rui took two fierce drags on the cigarette and tried to use a resolute tone. "As long as one truly begins to save China, it is never too late."

Wu Youping was just about to reply when he heard the secretary speak behind them. "Chairman, please sign."

He Rui tossed the remaining half of the cigarette out the window and sat back in his seat. The original document had to be archived; what the secretary had completed was the copy. All the content was written out, He Rui only needed to sign.

Reading carefully through this document that concerned the lives of 40 million people for the next three years, He Rui signed his name. Immediately, he stood up and handed the document to Wu Youping with both hands. Wu Youping finished reading it in silence, put the document away, and turned to leave. After taking a few steps, he stopped. When Wu Youping turned back around, he saw He Rui had already walked up to him and extended his hand.

Their palms gripped tightly together. He Rui had recovered his composure. Facing the somewhat uneasy Wu Youping, He Rui encouraged him, "Comrade Youping, we will definitely win!"

Wu Youping shook He Rui's hand firmly, then turned and strode away. Within two hours, even the municipal government on the Outer Mongolian border, furthest from Shenyang, received the Grade A General Mobilization order. The Party, government, and military in every city immediately convened overnight meetings to announce the order.

It was already very cold in the Northeast and Inner/Outer Mongolia in early November. For safety reasons, the Party, government, and military did not dispatch communications personnel overnight to convey the news to grassroots departments. Telegraph notifications were sent only to areas with telegraph facilities.

On the morning of November 9, communications department automobiles, bicycles, and horses set out one after another to convey the news of the meetings downward. Through layer upon layer of meeting notifications, finally, before 24:00 on November 10, with the exception of a very few remote areas that could not be reached for various reasons, every village and town-level unit under the entire Northeast Government had received the Grade A General Mobilization order.

At noon on November 11, Tokyo, Japan, also announced the list of the new cabinet ministers. Kiyoura Keigo, of *kazoku* (noble) origin, assumed the post of the new Prime Minister. Kiyoura Keigo retained members of the Katō Tomosaburō cabinet; Foreign Minister Uchida Kosai and Finance Minister Takahashi Korekiyo both accepted the retention, while Army Minister Tanaka Giichi refused.

Prime Minister Kiyoura Keigo immediately invited General Yamanashi Hanzō to serve as Army Minister and Admiral Takarabe Takeshi to serve as Navy Minister; both agreed to join the cabinet. Kiyoura Keigo's cabinet was completed in an extremely short time. Although many people were dissatisfied with these choices, especially with this wartime cabinet, no one immediately jumped out to criticize.

Changes in the Japanese cabinet were extremely rapid, and the collapse of a wartime cabinet was nothing strange. Having a cabinet to take responsibility was already much better than a leaderless state without one.

Before General Yamanashi Hanzō arrived at the Ministry of War, General Tanaka Giichi invited Chief of the Army General Staff Suzuki Soroku, as well as the formally appointed Manchuria-Mongolia Expeditionary Army Commander Terauchi Hisaichi and Chief of Staff Nagata Tetsuzan, to the conference room at the Ministry of War.

As the outgoing Army Minister, Tanaka Giichi did not hold the meeting in the Army Minister's office. Without any polite formalities, Tanaka Giichi, who looked somewhat haggard, spoke frankly. "Gentlemen, within a few days you may receive news of my transfer to the reserves. As Army Minister, I have long known I must bear responsibility. My only regret is that I cannot see the day of the Empire's victory as an active-duty soldier. I ask you strictly to bear the responsibility of defeating the enemy army and crushing the He Rui regime."

The three active-duty generals did not speak, only bowed. Tanaka Giichi faced Terauchi Hisaichi and Nagata Tetsuzan. "In the last few days, the General Staff Office and the Chief of the Navy General Staff have submitted a proposal to establish the Second Expeditionary Army Headquarters. According to reports, it has received Imperial sanction and should soon be issued to the Ministry of War and the Ministry of Navy."

Hearing this news, Terauchi Hisaichi and Nagata Tetsuzan both breathed a sigh of relief. The current Army Minister Yamanashi Hanzō had a good reputation and was a man who dared to take on matters. Navy Minister Takarabe Takeshi, however, was somewhat controversial.

But what Nagata Tetsuzan cared about was not the fact that Takarabe Takeshi was the son-in-law of Navy elder Yamamoto Gonnohyōe. Although this fact caused Takarabe considerable criticism, earning him the nickname 'Prince Takarabe' for decades...

What Nagata Tetsuzan cared about was that Admiral Takarabe Takeshi was also a man who dared to take responsibility. Most importantly, Takarabe likely would not feign compliance while secretly opposing the landing operations responsible by the Manchuria-Mongolia Second Expeditionary Army Headquarters. for Nagata Tetsuzan, this was enough.

Having handed over his final tasks, Tanaka Giichi rose to take his leave. The group did not see him off, all waiting for the new Army Minister Yamanashi Hanzō to arrive. They soon received news that Prime Minister Kiyoura Keigo had convened an Imperial Conference at the palace, and Yamanashi Hanzō would not arrive until the afternoon.

Everyone was hungry, so they ordered the orderlies to bring lunch. Terauchi Hisaichi ate a piece of pickled vegetable and asked, "Nagata-kun, I have heard some things about Major General Ishiwara. I haven't heard much about Major General Okamura, only that he is an excellent soldier. What is your view on these two, Nagata-kun?"

Nagata Tetsuzan paused. Although he had brought back the reports on meritorious officers from the front lines this time, Nagata had been busy and had absolutely no time to inquire about the Ministry of War's discussions on promotions. He only just learned that Okamura Yasuji and Ishiwara Kanji had already been promoted to Major General.

This was good news for Nagata. Both Okamura Yasuji and Ishiwara Kanji were talents capable of being generals; only in the position of Major General could their abilities truly be utilized. Since Manchuria-Mongolia Expeditionary Army Commander Terauchi Hisaichi asked, Nagata put down his chopsticks and sat up straight. "Commander, Okamura-kun is superior in both strategy and tactics. He is especially skilled in personnel organization. The defenders of Seoul came from over a dozen units and dozens of departments. Within two days, Okamura-kun organized them into an army and configured them according to their characteristics, allowing each to utilize their strengths. His staff work is breathtaking."

Lieutenant General Terauchi Hisaichi had carefully studied the battle reports over the past few days, and what Nagata said was reflected in them. With such a concise summary, Terauchi felt some joy in his heart. The Manchuria-Mongolia Expeditionary Army Headquarters was a temporary combat unit; as Commander, what Terauchi Hisaichi really had to manage was the headquarters and the staff office. Having a top-tier talent skilled in staff work like Okamura was good news for any commander.

Nagata continued his introduction. "As for Ishiwara-kun, most in the army have heard of his attainments in strategy. In this campaign in Korea, Ishiwara-kun personally directed the defense and retreat in Pyongyang amidst a defeated army. With several thousand troops, he resisted tens of thousands of enemy forces, holding out for 48 hours and organizing the great retreat from northern Korea. He possesses both wisdom and courage."

Terauchi was somewhat puzzled hearing this. The old generals in the army had had little contact with a mere Major like Ishiwara Kanji, and his reputation as a thorn in the side had no influence at the upper levels. After the Battle of Seoul, Ishiwara Kanji's image in the eyes of the old generals was 'has personality' and 'straightforward and cute'. According to rumors, Lieutenant General Terauchi had felt Ishiwara Kanji was a more suitable candidate for the Staff Office than Okamura Yasuji. Hearing Nagata's words, it seemed Ishiwara Kanji was more suited as a frontline commander, which Terauchi found somewhat perplexing.

"Nagata-kun, I read the battle reports; Ishiwara-kun's staff work was brilliant. Do you believe Ishiwara-kun is inferior to Okamura-kun in this regard?"

Nagata Tetsuzan felt Terauchi had misunderstood his meaning and explained, "Commander, Ishiwara-kun's staff work is excellent. But Ishiwara-kun's strength lies in quick wit. In emergencies, spotting opportunities in battle, he should be the first choice. For analyzing enemy strategic intent and long-term planning, Ishiwara-kun's judgment must absolutely not be taken lightly."

While Lieutenant General Terauchi was considering Nagata's introduction, Chief of General Staff Suzuki Soroku laughed. "Nagata-kun excels at comprehensive guidance and has the air of a leader. Long-term planning, daily operations, and adapting to circumstances—Okamura-kun and Ishiwara-kun can shoulder these burdens. The staff aspect of the Expeditionary Army Headquarters has no shortcomings. Moreover, all three Major Generals are skilled in frontline command. Terauchi-kun, the young elite generals of the Empire are all under your command."

Hearing the Chief of General Staff say this, Terauchi Hisaichi could only bow slightly, though he did not feel relaxed because of it. However, continuing to chat about this issue would be impolite. Terauchi Hisaichi invited Nagata to continue eating and raised another question himself. "Up to now, I do not know how much budget the Finance Minister can approve."

Chief of General Staff Suzuki Soroku spoke frankly, "The plan to organize 1.5 million Imperial Army troops has been submitted. Including logistical support units, the total number is 2.2 million. Although the Finance Minister will certainly request cuts, the Army will absolutely not accept them. If there are further cuts, we may not have the strength to defeat the enemy army."

Lieutenant General Terauchi nodded repeatedly and couldn't help but speak ill of the Navy. "The Navy currently takes the majority of military funding. If only the Navy could yield a portion of the funds."

However, after saying this, Terauchi didn't believe it himself. And Terauchi was also somewhat dissatisfied with the current Navy Minister Takarabe Takeshi. He always felt that Takarabe was not a man who supported the Continental Policy.

Of course, Terauchi was not wrong. In another timeline, on July 2, Showa 4 (1929), under the Hamaguchi Osachi cabinet, Takarabe took office as Navy Minister. On November 18, he became a plenipotentiary representative alongside Wakatsuki Reijirō at the London Naval Conference, bringing the treaty into existence. He was attacked by the Rikken Seiyūkai led by Inukai Tsuyoshi and Hatoyama Ichirō.

On the afternoon of May 15, the day Takarabe returned to Tokyo from London, Chief of the Navy General Staff Katō Kanji submitted his resignation to Takarabe and presented the "Memorial on the Impeachment of the Hamaguchi Cabinet," demanding Hamaguchi and Takarabe take responsibility for the "violation of supreme command prerogative" to achieve the goal of scrapping the London Treaty.

On June 10, taking the opportunity of reporting to the Showa Emperor, Katō submitted his resignation in person. Five days prior, Suetsugu Nobumasa had also taken the opportunity of lecturing the Emperor to peddle Articles 11 and 12 of the *Constitution of the Empire of Japan*—the issue of supreme command prerogative. The lawsuit went all the way to the Showa Emperor.

Because the Emperor remained silent, later, under the mediation of Saionji Kinmochi and Okada Keisuke, and on the condition that Takarabe also resign as Navy Minister, the House of Representatives, the House of Peers, and the Privy Council passed the London Treaty. Thus, the "violation of supreme command prerogative" was temporarily dropped.

Although these were 'future events', Takarabe Takeshi's performance at the London Naval Conference was indeed because he was very dissatisfied with the Army's insistence on the Continental Policy. He strove to suppress the Army's right to speak.

In the London Naval Treaty: Article 1 stipulated that between 1931 and 1936, Britain, the United States, and Japan would all renounce the right to replace capital ships under the Washington Naval Treaty, while France and Italy could still replace capital ships according to the Washington Naval Treaty. Article 2 listed the capital ships that Britain, the United States, and Japan respectively needed to scrap, as well as capital ships that could be converted into training ships. Article 3 redefined aircraft carriers. Aircraft carriers were combat vessels equipped with aircraft and allowing aircraft to take off and land from them, regardless of tonnage. It also regulated that capital ships could not install aircraft landing decks.

This conference actually allowed Japan to be liberated from restrictions on building aircraft carriers through another avenue. Japan, as a country with industry far inferior to the United States, could only find a new path to develop a superior navy. This was also why Japan temporarily became the world's number one aircraft carrier power and the nation with the most advanced aircraft carrier application in the following decade.

At such a time, Takarabe Takeshi, who supported the treaty's establishment, naturally had to fight the Army for military funds with all his might. This was also Takarabe's consistent stance.

Of course, the Nagata Tetsuzan of 1922 did not consider this matter. Japan had reached the brink of extreme danger. Without the present, there would be no future. Takarabe was not the problem; military funding was the problem.
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The Japanese Imperial Conference had its established format. Prince Regent Hirohito, as usual, watched the cabinet meeting proceed before him without uttering a word. The newly appointed Prime Minister, Kiyoura Keigo, asked how many troops the Army required. After receiving the figure of 1.5 million, he made no further comment.

Next, he asked the Navy Minister when the candidate for the commander of the 2nd Manchuria-Mongolia Expeditionary Army could be proposed.

Then, he inquired about the Foreign Minister's judgment on the current diplomatic situation, specifically the stance and attitude of the Great Powers toward the current war.

When Hirohito heard Foreign Minister Uchida Kosai speak, he turned his face slightly. For the Prince Regent, this was already a sign of significant attention. According to the rules, Hirohito should maintain a formal sitting posture, his body remaining in that state, with absolutely no expression on his face.

Uchida Kosai reported on his meeting with the British Minister to Japan: "Facing our country's inquiry regarding the long-standing Anglo-Japanese friendship, the British Minister stated that the British government attaches great importance to Anglo-Japanese friendship, and the Minister personally expressed his support for our country. However, Britain's specific actions must await the decision of Downing Street. Regarding our government's proposal to issue bonds in London and Paris, the Minister stated that the British government would certainly provide commercial assistance."

Although Uchida Kosai's tone was very calm, the displeasure in his expression was visible. Even though he had known long ago that Britain would not send troops, hearing the other party confirm it in person still disappointed the Japanese Foreign Minister somewhat. Britain was not providing any real help at this time.

Uchida Kosai did not specifically introduce other countries. If even Britain was not providing help, there was no need to consider other Great Powers at all.

Finally, the Minister of Finance, Takahashi Korekiyo, was questioned. Takahashi Korekiyo simply stated that he would provide an opinion on the military budget proposal as soon as possible. At this moment, no one expressed any dissatisfaction with Takahashi Korekiyo. The specific military plan had just been determined, and the Ministry of Finance also needed time to analyze the proposal.

Confirming that all ministers had completed their basic work, Prime Minister Kiyoura Keigo said with a heavy expression: "Given the current war situation and the enemy's strength, Japan will officially begin Type B General Mobilization on November 15th. Do you gentlemen believe your departments can complete preparations within the specified time?"

Only Finance Minister Takahashi Korekiyo indicated that if the General Mobilization began on the 16th, the Ministry of Finance could prepare a bit more fully. Kiyoura Keigo immediately rejected the Ministry of Finance's request.

***

With the meeting reaching this point, according to procedure, Hirohito's Chief Aide-de-Camp, Nijō Koichi, asked: "The Army's latest report indicates that the Northeast Government's military industrial strength can maintain an army of over a million for several years of war. Can the military industrial production capacity of the Army and the Northeast Government be considered indistinguishable?"

The new Army Minister, Yamanashi Hanzō, was not a 'Shōwa Staff Officer' but an old-school soldier. So Yamanashi Hanzō answered frankly: "According to the latest investigation, after Britain stopped aiding the White Russians two years ago, they no longer provided Chilean saltpeter to the Northeast Government. The Northeast Army has adopted the same method Germany used in the European War, producing nitric acid by manufacturing synthetic ammonia. They no longer need to import saltpeter for weapon and ammunition production. This is also the reason for the Empire's misjudgment. The Northeast Government's synthetic ammonia technology comes from France. Through inquiries to the manufacturing company, it was found that as early as two years ago, the company stopped providing synthetic ammonia equipment and components to the Northeast. Based on the current war situation, it is believed that the Northeast Government has completely mastered and digested the synthetic ammonia production technology. The Northeast Government can self-produce the other metals and processing required for military industry. Although the current intelligence is not complete enough, it cannot be regarded as impossible to self-produce."

Although many of the Japanese bigwigs already knew the current situation, hearing the Army Minister admit with his own mouth that the Japanese Army was about to fight an equal opponent still made the bigwigs feel a heavy pressure.

Nijō Koichi turned to Uchida Kosai, "Foreign Minister, according to intelligence obtained by the Ministry of Finance, the Northeast Army's annual iron ore trade with Soviet Russia now exceeds 300,000 tons, and coal transactions are nearly one million tons. Is there any way to influence this?"

Uchida Kosai had indeed considered methods, but at this moment he could only say vaguely: "The Ministry of Foreign Affairs has indeed given it some thought, but looking at it holistically, we cannot cause a break in relations between the Northeast and Soviet Russia. The Northeast sells over 100,000 tons of steel and 200,000 tons of iron to Soviet Russia annually, which is already the sum of Soviet Russia's entire domestic steel production. Soviet Russia's steel demand, especially in the Far East, is met by exporting ore to China in exchange for Chinese steel and steel products. Although Soviet Russia cannot obtain steel from the Northeast Government in the short term during the war, Soviet Russia will promote the Northeast Government's steel exports by expanding ore exports."

This was not good news either, or rather, it was very terrible news. As for how terrible, Hirohito's Chief Aide-de-Camp Nijō Koichi asked the Finance Minister, "Your Excellency Takahashi. Based on the Ministry of Finance's intelligence, what is the Northeast Government's actual steel production? What is the Empire's steel production?"

"The Empire produced 830,000 tons of steel in 1921. After the Ministry of Finance adjusted its statistical method for the Northeast Government, the Northeast Government produced at least 950,000 tons of steel in 1921. It was only because one-third of it was exported to Soviet Russia that our misjudgment was caused."

Adhering to the single-minded characteristic caused by extreme involution, the Japanese side had re-evaluated the Northeast Government's strength very seriously. The conclusion of the serious evaluation made the faces of the bigwigs gloomy. Some questions were cancelled.

There was no need to pierce the veil at this moment on matters that could be clarified by privately transferring reports. Doing so would only intensify contradictions, rather than uniting to deal with the Northeast as expected.

After Foreign Minister Uchida Kosai ended the meeting, he directly ordered his secretary to go to the data statistics department under the leadership of the Ministry of Finance and ask them to provide the latest assessment of the Northeast's industrial strength. Uchida Kosai, upon getting the report, felt he couldn't believe his eyes. Uchida Kosai was so angry he couldn't read on for a moment, taking off his glasses and throwing them on the table. After a while, Uchida Kosai picked up his glasses, wiped them carefully, and looked again.

***

The forecast report provided by the Ministry of Finance was divided into conservative estimates and radical estimates. What was submitted to the Prime Minister was the conservative estimate. Soviet Russia was isolated by the world, and trade between the Northeast and Soviet Russia was completely opaque. The radical assessment took this factor completely into account, believing that the Northeast might have produced over 1.2 million tons of steel in 1921.

In other words, before implementing strategic deception, the Northeast Government had also concealed its industrial capacity through many means. Or perhaps, the Northeast Government utilized the outside world's contempt for China to successfully keep the outside world in the dark about the Northeast's actual industrial capacity.

If in mid-1922, everyone in Japan believed that the Northeast was an industrial zone with an annual output of over 950,000 tons of steel, the current situation would be completely different.

But there is no medicine for regret in the world; regretting is useless. Uchida Kosai decided to play some of the cards he currently held to see if he could influence the relationship between the Northeast and Russia. Even if it wasn't very useful, at least he could test it out.

Thinking of this, Uchida Kosai called his secretary and asked him to invite the person in charge of the European Affairs Bureau of the Ministry of Foreign Affairs.
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Wang Shizhen, Yang Du, and the others found themselves suddenly stuck in Siping, unable to leave. All streets in Siping were under control. Let alone leaving Siping, every intersection was blocked with chevaux-de-frise checkpoints. Without identification, one couldn't even leave the block. Wang Shizhen and Yang Du had seen big scenes before, and Lu Feng had served as a counselor; the three did not show any signs of unease, even leisurely playing chess in the hotel to relieve boredom.

Lu Feng was just here to make up the numbers. Although he looked calm, he was anxious to leave. While playing chess, he couldn't help but ask, "I wonder when the road ban will be lifted."

After speaking, Lu Feng looked at Wang Shizhen and Yang Du, but saw that neither of them responded, continuing to play chess move by move. Lu Feng could only stand up and push open the window. He saw pedestrians on the street walking in columns, just like an army. However, there were some children leaving school on the road, also lining up neatly. At various intersections, the students walking inward split into small teams, looking orderly and cute. He couldn't help but sigh.

He heard Yang Du laugh behind him: "Duke Wang, I lost this game."

Wang Shizhen's tone was flat, "Brother Yang, I don't think so."

Yang Du sighed: "I thought I could concentrate on this game, but I realized my cultivation is not enough. What I think about is still gains and losses. Duke Wang, I actually have always regretted it. I wonder if it is really too late if I am willing to be down-to-earth now?"

Lu Feng was surprised. He heard that after supporting Yuan Shikai's failed bid for emperor, Yang Du went to study Buddhism. He couldn't figure out what mystery Yang Du was contemplating.

Wang Shizhen did not answer. He put down the chess piece in his hand, stood up and left, leaving Yang Du hanging there. Yang Du sat silently for a moment, then stood up and sighed, actually going out the door.

Lu Feng thought Yang Du would come back soon, but he didn't see him after waiting for a long time. He didn't come back by dinner time. Lu Feng couldn't help but feel uneasy. After all, Yang Du was also a person sent by Beiyang. It was not good to disappear so suddenly. Seeing Wang Shizhen's face looking even more unhappy, the two finished dinner. Lu Feng couldn't hold back and asked: "Duke Wang, what is Mr. Yang trying to do?"

Wang Shizhen looked gloomy. After a moment of silence, he spoke, "Yang Du is a person who only seeks advancement through luck. Back then, he took the Second Master's path and became Duke Yuan's private minister. After gaining Duke Yuan's favor, he didn't seek to serve Duke Yuan, but only sought personal glory and wealth. He acted recklessly in the matter of Duke Yuan proclaiming himself emperor. For today's Beiyang situation, this old man is responsible, and Yang Du is also responsible! Being down and out until now, he doesn't think about repenting, but wants to cling to Brother He's path again. He really can't change his nature."

Hearing Wang Shizhen evaluate Yang Du like this, Lu Feng didn't dare to reply. But judging from what Wang Shizhen said, Yang Du ran off to defect to the Northeast Government. Lu Feng actually had such a wish, but he didn't know how to seek a position equal to his status in Beiyang. Recalling what Yang Du said about 'being down-to-earth', he was a bit curious about how Yang Du planned to be down-to-earth. Did Yang Du plan to start as a petty official?

Wang Shizhen was in a very bad mood at this time. Especially since Yang Du, like Wang Shizhen, supported Yuan Shikai's proclamation of emperor back then. Criticizing Yang Du also made Wang Shizhen feel sad. But Yang Du could jump ship, while Wang Shizhen could not. This made Wang Shizhen particularly unhappy.

Just then, someone knocked on the door. Lu Feng went to open the door and saw that it was Yang Du and two other reception personnel from Siping who came in. Yang Du didn't say much and went directly to pack his luggage. The two Siping reception personnel politely introduced the current situation to Wang Shizhen and Lu Feng, "The government has issued a Class A General Mobilization Order. The Northeast has been under comprehensive control since yesterday. According to the mobilization order system, the two of you staying in the Northeast can no longer move around. We suggest that you prepare to return to the capital now."

Lu Feng wanted to leave immediately, but Wang Shizhen shook his head, "Two brothers, if according to the regulations, can this old man stay somewhere? If possible, can you arrange a place to stay?"

"This... we have to go back and apply." The staff member replied with some difficulty.

Seeing the situation was like this, although Lu Feng wanted to leave immediately, he felt it was inappropriate now. He could only listen to Wang Shizhen negotiate.

Yang Du had already packed his luggage. After bidding farewell to Wang Shizhen and Lu Feng, he went out. Staff were waiting at the end of the corridor. Yang Du followed the staff out of the hotel, walked past two blocks, and arrived at an office. Someone was already waiting inside. Without exchanging pleasantries, "Mr. Yang Du, you requested to work in the Northeast. After discussion, our side is willing to accept the request. Mr. Yang Du, are you aware that you can only go to the countryside to take up grassroots work now?"

Yang Du came to the Northeast this time mainly because he and Morrison were both Yuan Shikai's private staff. Others ended up with no good end because they supported Yuan Shikai's proclamation of emperor back then. None were willing to come. The reason Yang Du was willing to come was entirely because he felt his sins were heavy back then. Since He Rui started a war with Japan, if he could do something, it would be redemption for himself.

After telling Morrison about this, Morrison replied to Yang Du a few days later, 'If Mr. Yang insists on contributing, I can barely arrange for you to work in a village.'

After struggling with confidence for two days, Yang Du decided to give it a try. Regarding his own nature, Yang Du was actually very clear. He didn't necessarily really like to social climb, but he couldn't accept starting from a position under Beiyang's command.

In the 18th year of Guangxu (1892), Yang Du passed the examination as a Xiucai. In the 19th year of Guangxu (1893), he became a Juren in the Shuntian Prefecture examination; in the 20th and 21st years of Guangxu, he failed the metropolitan examinations in both the Jiawu and Yiwei years. During the metropolitan examination, coincidentally with the Gongche Shangshu movement, he also echoed it and met Liang Qichao, Yuan Shikai, Xu Shichang, etc. Returning to his hometown, he studied under Wang Kaiyun (Renqiu, Xiangqi), a famous Confucian scholar of the generation at Hengyang Dongzhou and Chuanshan Academy. In the 21st year of Guangxu (1895), when Yang Du was 21 years old, Wang Kaiyun personally went to the Yang family to recruit him as a student. The teacher-student relationship was intimate; Yang Du was deeply loved by Wang Kaiyun and could joke freely. Wang Kaiyun often called Yang Du "Yang Xianzi" (Yang the Virtuous Son) in the "Xiangqi Lou Diary".

Later, Yang Du went to Japan to study. Half a year later, at the graduation meeting, Kano Jigoro, the principal of the Tokyo Higher Normal School, made remarks belittling the Qing people. Yang Du debated fiercely with him on the spot about national character and education issues. Soon after, he published "Shina Education" in Liang Qichao's "Xinmin Congbao", which received support and praise among Chinese students in Japan.

In the 29th year of Guangxu (1903), Yang Du was recommended to enter Beijing to participate in the newly opened special economic examination for Jinshi, and initially ranked second in the first class. With such an experience, how could Yang Du be willing to be under others?

Facing the inquiry of the Northeast Government staff, Yang Du had already made a decision at this time, "I am willing to start from rural work."

Unexpectedly, the staff member opposite asked frankly: "Mr. Yang, may I ask if you are willing to go to the countryside to take up grassroots work?"

"I am willing." After Yang Du finished speaking, he only felt a burst of shame in his heart. He didn't know if he was ashamed of encountering such a situation, or ashamed of being so arrogant at this time.

"Mr. Yang, please prepare to accept political review." The staff member made a request according to the procedure.

That night, Yang Du completed the basic political review. Because his life experience was very rich, Yang Du's political review went on until very late. Early the next morning, Yang Du received a notice that his work location had been arranged, which was Yangjiatun near Siping.

Thinking he was going alone, Yang Du arrived at the departure point at 10 o'clock, only to see several young people already waiting there. Everyone was very excited. Seeing Yang Du come in, they thought Yang Du was the person in charge of arranging their work, and quickly stood up to greet him.

After the misunderstanding was cleared up, the young people apologized embarrassedly. Yang Du felt a little trance-like for a moment, as if he had returned to his youth. Yang Du was born in 1875 and was 48 years old this year. He was about to reach the age of knowing destiny, yet he was starting again from a job in a village. Yang Du had mixed feelings in his heart.

Footsteps sounded outside, and a... middle-aged man who looked about 30 years old came in. He introduced himself: "Hello comrades, I am the Town Party Secretary of Sunjiaying, Sun Youwang. Welcome everyone to join. Let me introduce the situation first. Going to Sunjiaying this time is mainly to strengthen the supply between Sunjiaying and various villages. Sunjiaying is a famous sewing village in Siping and has been providing military uniforms and bedding to factories. This general mobilization not only needs to confirm the supply of military uniforms and bedding, but also a part of bullet assembly will be completed in Sunjiaying."

Yang Du thought that going to a village was just to serve as an identity similar to Baojia. If it weren't for his strong curiosity about the Northeast Government and his determination to contribute a real strength to the war against Japan, Yang Du would never have accepted this appointment, which was almost an insult in the eyes of traditional scholars.

However, hearing that a Sunjiaying actually had a job like bullet production, Yang Du's curiosity overwhelmed all other procedures. If a village could participate in such work, what kind of strength did the Northeast possess?

The Town Secretary introduced for a while, and Yang Du understood a part. Sunjiaying's production cooperation with Siping has been going very well in the past few years. The town mayor and village heads have received high praise in production organization and won many orders. In this war with Japan, the arsenal is responsible for the production of new bullets, and the work of reloading bullets is the responsibility of other factories that have switched production. Even so, a large number of reloaded bullets cannot be produced immediately. Sunjiaying worked hard to win a part of the orders. The current stage is a trial cooperation period. If quality can be guaranteed, more orders can be obtained.

Yang Du originally thought that the Northeast had the strength to challenge Japan because the urban industry in the Northeast had developed very rapidly in these years. Hearing about Sunjiaying, he realized that it seemed not to be the case. When Yuan Shikai proclaimed himself emperor back then, Yunnan, which fired the first shot against Yuan, abruptly started secret production a few months in advance in order to scrape together bullets for large-scale combat. If the Northeast countryside has the ability to produce reloaded bullets, it means that the Northeast countryside, which should be the most ignorant and uncivilized, has surpassed the provincial capital of Yunnan.

Is this really the case?

After the introduction, the group set off. Along the way, checkpoints were continuous, and the inspection personnel were very strict, but there was no extortion. Sun Youwang, Secretary Sun, also introduced the general mobilization regulations. Not only cities, but also rural areas are prohibited from leaving the village at will. If travel is necessary, there must be a letter of introduction and a pass from the village and the town.

The young people hadn't figured out the specific process yet, but Yang Du was already greatly admiring. He didn't expect the Northeast wartime system to be so strict. Seeing so many checkpoints, he thought it could really be enforced. The purpose of such strict means is to avoid causing disturbances. Yang Du understood this very well.

When they arrived at the town, it was getting dark. Having been blown by the cold wind all the way, Yang Du was wondering if there was a place to warm up by the fire when he was let into a room to rest on the heated kang with other young cadres. As soon as he sat on it, Yang Du felt sleepy and unknowingly fell asleep leaning against the earthen wall pasted with newspapers.

When he woke up, he heard the wind whistling outside. He didn't know when the wind had picked up. Snoring was heard in the room; the young people who came with him were all fast asleep. Yang Du went out and couldn't help shivering. He saw stars in the sky, and a slender crescent moon hanging in the clear night sky.

Then he saw electric lights actually shining in the windows of many offices in the town government. Yang Du only felt that he had made a mistake. How could there be electric lights in a village town?

Hearing the sound of opening the door, an office door was pulled open, and Mayor Sun Youwang walked out. Seeing Yang Du, he greeted: "Comrade Yang, I was just saying I'd go call you guys up for dinner."

Saying that, he went to the room Yang Du came out of. As the light cord was pulled, the room lit up. Yang Du then realized that he hadn't made a mistake. The town really had electricity.

It was already past 8 o'clock in the evening. The hungry crowd sat around on the kang, eating and chatting. The town's arrangement this time was different from the past. Starting five or six years ago, the town accepted some textile orders. At that time, payment was made in grain. In the last two years, payment was made in paper notes issued by the Northeast Bank.

After the general mobilization, the order price was suppressed to cost price plus the basic consumption that must be paid to workers every day multiplied by 1.5. The price was much lower than previous orders.

These new staff members not only had to participate in quality inspection and other work, but were also responsible for understanding the production arrangements issued from above and supervising the completion of production.

Town Mayor Sun Youwang was not optimistic, "Comrades, the masses will definitely have emotions when facing this kind of thing. Our work is to let the masses know that if we don't do this, we can't win this battle. The Municipal Party Secretary specifically held a meeting. At the meeting, it was said that government expenditure is spent like flowing water. If we pay according to the previous pricing, the government can't afford it. But without so many supplies supplying the front line, once we lose the battle and the Japanese rush into the Northeast, every household will be looted empty by the Japanese. That will be too late to cry."

Yang Du originally thought that patriotic education would be more impassioned and stirring. But he didn't expect that patriotic education in the Northeast was so unadorned, yet so grounded.

The town mayor continued: "If the masses still have doubts, tell them that when the *Hu Zi* (bandits) rob, at least they know they are Northeasterners. To rob a few more times, they have to wait for people to have something to rob. The Japanese are foreigners; they don't consider themselves Northeasterners. They will definitely rob everything clean. We suffer for two years now. When we defeat Japan, we won't worry about being robbed by Japan in the future. This is not just for the present, but a major event so that our children and grandchildren will not be robbed by Japan!"
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Yang Du watched the diesel engine connected to the gas generator and finally understood how a single town could use electric lights like a major city. Having resolved his biggest doubt, he braved the cold wind with the escorting militia and set foot on the road to Yangjiatun.

Yangjiatun was a flourishing village. The village chief was surnamed Zhang, and the village party branch secretary was surnamed Yang; both were young men. Yang Du produced the official documents. The branch secretary discussed the latest general mobilization order with Yang Du, while the village chief went to notify the militia captain, production team leaders, and others to come for a meeting.

After listening to Yang Du's introduction of the order's content and asking in detail about the latest payment regulations for work, the branch secretary couldn't help but shake his head and sigh. "If the higher-ups insist on doing this, our village definitely won't hold the town back. We just hope the war ends quickly so we can go back to living our lives."

Yang Du had expected to meet shrewd workshop owners, or perhaps rough men clumsily imitating grand principles, or even cunning *baojia* officials. The Secretary Yang before him possessed a kind of rustic openness that left Yang Du unsure of how to respond.

The secretary wasn't considering national righteousness or national security. Yet, his thinking undoubtedly aligned with national righteousness.

As Yang Du pondered, he heard Village Chief Zhang shouting from outside, "Everyone, hurry up! It's cold out there, come inside and get warm."

Amidst the sound of footsteps, a number of people entered the village office. The village chief introduced them to Yang Du one by one; they were all village cadres. The group greeted Yang Du openly and generously. They didn't curry favor just because Yang Du was sent from above, but they all stared at him. Yang Du could tell that these people wanted to know what news he had brought, so he read the official document to everyone.

After Yang Du finished reading, several people asked for the document and huddled together to read it. They could actually read official documents. Yang Du was no longer so surprised by this. Just as he was about to explain, the production team leader asked, "Comrade Yang, the higher-ups mentioned the new payment regulations. Did they say how many orders they're giving us?"

Yang Du then remembered that his task wasn't just to deliver bad news. He hurriedly opened the satchel he had received and took out the other documents. One of them was the order application process. The production team leader took it and started reading; he could read as well.

***

This scene made Yang Du feel that the world was somewhat abnormal. Among the people Yang Du knew, those who were literate and could read and write were not these ordinary people wearing common clothes and speaking in local dialects. Because scholars often read aloud, their voices inevitably had a cadence of rising and falling tones. The rhythm of these ordinary people's speech showed they hadn't done much reading aloud.

The efficiency and let's-get-things-done style these people displayed were completely different from ordinary scholars. In fact, Yang Du had only seen such a demeanor in important figures.

The village cadres finished reading the documents, conferred for a moment, and reached a conclusion. "This is the method for making clothes from a few years ago. The price has gone back to that time too."

"What about the others?"

"I don't know. Comrade Yang, are there any other documents?"

Seeing that these people were not panicked, Yang Du took out the other documents and read them one by one. There were documents ensuring coal supply for the winter of 1922, documents on inspecting winter vegetable reserves, as well as documents on compulsory education screenings and strengthening schooling for children of military families. What made Yang Du feel somewhat warm inside was the arrangement for pension and consolation work for military families.

The Northeast Government indeed made demands of the Northeast populace, but it was vastly different from the purely mercenary recruitment system inside the Pass. Under the Northeast Government's rule, military service was an obligation. Likewise, providing basic living supplies to the people, organizing production, and arranging employment were also obligations. Yang Du had understood this theoretically, but seeing it with his own eyes still evoked some emotion.

After hearing the names of these documents, the village cadres had a rough judgment. A few of them read the content regarding the latest remuneration for production and processing again. The village branch secretary breathed a sigh of relief. "Look everyone, the government explains it clearly in the document. Now that we're fighting a war, we need to buy weapons and ammunition, and a lot of other things. If the government buys at the previous prices, they won't have enough money, so they can only buy at the lowest price."

One cadre frowned, appearing to be thinking hard. "Hmm... the same money can buy more supplies... is that what it means? Comrade Yang, is that what the government means?"

"Precisely," Yang Du said. Then, worried the village cadres wouldn't understand, he explained, "Originally the government had 100 *wen*. Before, one bun cost 10 *wen*, so they could buy 10. Now with the war, one bun is 5 *wen*, so they can buy 20. Therefore..."

As Yang Du spoke, he realized the village cadres had little interest in these explanations. When he mentioned the war, the cadres couldn't help but reveal expressions of disgust. Yang Du felt somewhat awkward and could only stop explaining.

After a moment of silence, the village chief said, "Just tell everyone it's the same as five years ago. Once the war is over, the days will return."

The production team leader looked helpless. "These days have gone back again." After sighing, he looked at Yang Du. "Comrade Yang, did the higher-ups say when this war will end?"

Yang Du felt that country folk just couldn't understand major events. From any angle, this great war was a national war and could potentially last for several years. Since he couldn't explain it clearly, Yang Du simply went along with the atmosphere and replied, "Surely the sooner we win, the better. Please tell the... masses in the village that we will definitely win."

Hearing these simple words, the village cadres' acceptance was much higher than for Yang Du's somewhat lengthy explanations. Everyone discussed it briefly, then went to convene a villagers' meeting. The secretary also reminded them, "Specifically call those who accept orders from the city and town to a separate meeting."

Yang Du felt a sense of incongruity again. These ordinary people who detested war, these country folk who were unhappy about the reduced income, nevertheless made no comment on the hardships of war they were about to shoulder, and unhesitatingly stepped up to handle it.

...Or perhaps, had he actually been assigned to an extraordinary place?

This final thought was obviously wrong. Sunjiaying and Yangjiatun were merely ordinary villages and towns in the Northeast. The Northeast Government's system would absolutely not create anything special just for Yang Du alone. Over 99.999% of the Northeast Government's organization members didn't know Yang Du at all.

The purpose of Total War was to direct government resources toward the war. Since it was impossible to complete the war based on current tax revenues, they could only adjust the industrial chain to prioritize meeting military industry demands. The increase in military expenditure would be offset by cutting civilian consumption. Cutting wages was just a measure adopted at this stage. If the war proceeded to a more cruel stage, there would be further measures to sustain the war.

100% of the administrative units under the Northeast Government were carrying out the same work as Yangjiatun. The economic capillaries began to change their mode of operation, diverting resources into the vessels of war. The controls for these changes were the administrative agencies at all levels.

***

Once the grassroots reports were completed, they were submitted, aggregated, and statistically analyzed before reaching Wu Youping in the form of a highly summarized consolidated table. Wu Youping worked ceaselessly. Aside from a dozen minutes for meals and six hours of sleep every day, he endlessly processed various problems reported to him.

Although not yet thirty, white hair had already appeared at Wu Youping's temples. Yet Wu Youping seemed addicted, immersing himself in work. Because as soon as he had a moment of free time, a problem would surface. The Military Commission estimated that the number of serious injuries and deaths in this war would reach 800,000. Whenever he thought of this number, Wu Youping couldn't breathe.

Apart from work, there was no other way for Wu Youping to temporarily forget this heavy price.

There was another matter that compelled Wu Youping to use work to drive away other thoughts. Over the past seven years, the Northeast Government had indeed achieved tremendous development, but it had also accumulated debt several times the size of its development results. He Rui had used methods that Wu Youping considered almost equivalent to fraud—tearing down the east wall to repair the west wall, using one lid to cover five pots, applying it wherever the emergency was.

If the amount of funds the Northeast Government invested in economic construction was set at 1000, the grain, minerals, and industrial products the Northeast could obtain added together only amounted to 200. This wasn't to say someone had embezzled the 800; that 800 had turned into infrastructure, industrial facilities, the education system, and personnel wages.

If not for the war, if not for the general mobilization acting to freeze the economy so that those debts wouldn't explode, the Northeast would have been blown apart by its own accumulated astronomical debt within a year and a half at most.

Compared to the Northeast's predicament, vast amounts of capital, resources, and markets throughout China were sitting idle. Winning the war against Japan would allow them to rapidly liberate China, obtaining tax revenue and markets from various regions to fill this massive hole.

That is to say, the original expenditure of 1000 by the Northeast could obtain corresponding realizable physical goods worth 2000 or even 3000. The future Chinese government wouldn't need to plunder these; it could even issue another 4000 or even 5000 in currency to invest in the economic sector, rolling out economic construction across all of China.

Therefore, this war must be won, and can only be won!

General mobilization was just a means; the purpose of implementing Total War was singular: to win the immediate war.

While the not-yet-29-year-old Wu Youping still considered Total War itself, the 68-year-old Japanese Minister of Finance, Takahashi Korekiyo, didn't consider it at all. In Takahashi Korekiyo's life, he had already experienced two total wars: the First Sino-Japanese War and the Russo-Japanese War. In both wars, Takahashi Korekiyo had served as a key figure in the Ministry of Finance, exhausting his wisdom to help Japan win.

Even with such rich experience, Minister Takahashi was still kept incredibly busy by the "Manchuria-Mongolia War Budget."

The budget amount was huge, but it wasn't complex in itself. The Army Ministry proposed a 1.5 million Army operation plan and also provided the figures for personnel and equipment that needed to be replenished. With these numbers, the rest was just addition, subtraction, multiplication, and division.

Japan's general mobilization was no different from the Northeast's general mobilization. To replenish personnel and equipment according to the war plan and send them to the front lines, they had to purchase equipment, conscript soldiers, and provide personnel wages and training funds.

To reduce expenditure costs, orders had to be issued to production enterprises to purchase equipment at cost price on credit. If enterprises still had funds on hand at this time, the enterprises would pay. If enterprises had no funds to purchase raw materials and hire workers, the state would provide raw materials and allocate workers to the enterprises.

Under the general mobilization system, the property rights of various enterprises did not revert to state ownership, but the operational model of the enterprises themselves was no different from state-owned enterprises. If an enterprise wanted to cut corners to muddle through, there were naturally relevant acceptance and audit departments waiting ahead like tigers watching their prey. Once discovered, the enterprise would be fined into bankruptcy.

In this regard, the Soviet Cheka—full name 'All-Russian Extraordinary Commission for Combating Counter-Revolution and Sabotage'—existed, and the Northeast Government had military representatives. Japan also had its own relevant departments.

Under general mobilization, it was all the same.

Japan's raw materials relied heavily on imports, so Japan also needed substantial foreign exchange reserves to meet domestic production needs. After satisfying war needs, if there were any surplus products, they naturally had to be exported to earn foreign exchange. Domestic consumer goods would be heavily suppressed. "Enduring hardships together" was the life of the Japanese people at the moment.

Unlike those young cadres in the Northeast Government full of idealism, Takahashi Korekiyo was like an emotionless machine, coldly adjusting plans and the economy. Which expenditures to cut, which taxes to increase. Item by item, piece by piece, proposals were raised by Ministry of Finance officials in the shortest possible time and handed to Takahashi Korekiyo for approval.

One week later than the Northeast Government, a "Manchuria-Mongolia War Budget Amendment Draft" was delivered to Prime Minister Kiyoura Keigo. Seeing Kiyoura Keigo frown, Takahashi Korekiyo knew the Prime Minister was troubled by the draft which had been slashed fiercely, and could even imagine the Army Ministry jumping up and down in anger. Yet there was not a ripple of fluctuation in Takahashi Korekiyo's heart.

If the Army could shit gold and piss silver like a legendary beast, the Ministry of Finance would increase the budget by however much the Army Ministry gave. Since the Army Ministry was purely a money-spending department, they had to endure it.

Kiyoura Keigo finished flipping through the draft and remained silent for a while before ordering his secretary, "Please ask the Army Minister and the Navy Minister to come to my office."

Takahashi Korekiyo sat on the sofa in the Prime Minister's office, quietly waiting for the two ministers to arrive and start a dispute.
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Army Minister Yamanashi Hanzō and the Navy Minister glanced at the proposal, exchanged a look, and then Yamanashi Hanzō walked up to Takahashi Korekiyo with a dark expression. Prime Minister Kiyoura Keigo thought Yamanashi was about to furiously scold Takahashi, but was surprised when Yamanashi bowed and said, "Please allow the Ministry of Finance and the Imperial General Headquarters to conduct a joint review of the budget proposal."

Kiyoura Keigo let out a small sigh of relief. He already had a picture in his mind: rows of tables arranged on the left and right sides of the conference room. The Army and Navy from the IGHQ on one side, the Ministry of Finance on the other. Every table piled high with documents, staffed by relevant personnel from different departments. Two tables in the middle where personnel from both sides would come up to exchange views whenever a specific item was discussed.

Or perhaps both sides would send personnel with full authority to arrange things, providing answers from the back rows as questions arose.

However, Takahashi Korekiyo replied calmly, "Prime Minister, the war budget is too large. The budget for the first phase is already double last year's total national fiscal budget. At this stage, it is uncertain how many overseas bonds can be sold. If the IGHQ insists on having its demands met, tax revenue and domestic fundraising would need to reach 250% of last year's levels. This will inevitably lead to economic collapse. Issuing additional currency under these circumstances will trigger Rice Riots."

Hearing these cold numbers, Kiyoura Keigo didn't know how to respond. After thinking for a moment, he asked Yamanashi to return to his seat before asking Takahashi, "Takahashi-kun, what do you think is an appropriate tax increase ratio?"

"At this stage, we can increase taxes by at most 29%."

The gap between 29% and 250% was too vast, and Yamanashi Hanzō didn't know how to bridge it. After some thought, Yamanashi ordered, "Then, let the IGHQ and the Ministry of Finance send personnel to present the basic situation."

Although it was unwise for the Prime Minister to personally preside over the meeting, Kiyoura Keigo knew that if he couldn't make a judgment himself, a quick decision would be impossible.

The three ministers did not object. They agreed to meet at two in the afternoon and went their separate ways.

At 1:30 PM, everyone from both sides had arrived. Kiyoura Keigo decided to start the meeting straight away. Personnel from the War Ministry immediately began presenting their logic: "After the first phase of conscription, the Army recalled all soldiers, NCOs, and officers from the reserves who had retired within the last five years. The Army's strength has been restored to 470,000. The Kwantung Army's establishment will not be restored for the time being; the Empire's 20 divisions are rapidly recovering their strength. The second phase of conscription has already begun, recalling soldiers, NCOs, and officers who retired within the last ten years and are under the age of 40. We can conscript another 190,000 officers and men. According to the operational plan, our army needs to maintain 1.5 million troops on the front lines to meet the demands of the war. Therefore, the second phase requires conscripting another 840,000 new recruits. We also need to call up 500,000 reservists to begin training. Personnel expenses, calculated at three months per person, with an average salary of 15 yen, 200 yen for firearms and ammunition, and 25 yen for bedding and uniforms. For 2 million troops, the most basic requirement is 500 million yen."

Prime Minister Kiyoura Keigo also had the relevant documents in front of him. In 1922, Japan's national budget was 1.7 billion yen. The Army budget was 256 million yen, and the Navy budget was 397 million yen. The 2 million Japanese Army troops in the IGHQ's plan hadn't even deployed yet, and just the conscription alone would cost 500 million yen.

The War Ministry personnel continued, "According to the operational plan, the number of artillery pieces needs to be increased to 3,800 for the war next year. We need 2 million artillery shells of various types. Existing ammunition stocks are 1 billion rounds; reserve ammunition quantity is 10 billion rounds, requiring the production of 9 billion rounds."

Kiyoura Keigo understood immediately. Takahashi Korekiyo had said the budget proposal was double last year's total national budget. 2 million artillery shells, even at an average of 100 yen per shell, would be 200 million yen. Bullets cost 0.25 yen. Even assuming 8 billion bullets, and cutting the price in half after general mobilization, that was 1 billion yen.

That was already 1.7 billion yen. Adding other expenses, although there was room for reduction to reach 1.7 billion yen, the space was not large. Even if only 3 billion yen was needed, the Japanese government could not bear it.

***

If Wu Youping could see the situation in Japan, he would probably lament the superiority of the Northeast Government's system.

Because the Northeast Government had only been established for a few years, there was no privileged class. Even if a very small number existed, their share in the Northeast economy was negligible. The number of powerful and noble figures in Japan was huge, and even the Prime Minister and the IGHQ couldn't touch them. If anyone tried to touch their property during the war, those people would immediately be eliminated. So, the mobilization base in the Northeast was naturally much broader than Japan's.

Another major advantage of the Northeast Government lay in its sufficient food supply. The autumn harvest in the Northeast was now complete. "In 1922, the Northeast and Inner and Outer Mongolia regions produced 80 billion *jin* of grain. Calculated based on 40 million people, that is 2,000 *jin* of grain per capita. Edible oil production is 30 *jin* per capita, and meat is 30 *jin* per capita.

The reason the Northeast Government dared to implement total war at this stage was that this grain would definitely last until the completion of next year's autumn harvest. A temporary reduction in industrial production remuneration would affect the urban population. As long as rationing was implemented for the urban population, life would encounter some difficulties, but no major problems would arise.

Of the current 40 million people in the Northeast, 20 million were immigrants. They had homes inside the pass, and their political reliability was significantly lower than the 20 million people who had already taken root in the Northeast. The Northeast Army had 2 million active-duty troops and 2 million reservists training in villages or factories periodically. Out of the 20 million new immigrants, at least 1.2 million had to be drawn. This was the biggest problem facing the government.

The first phase was a great victory. The new immigrants' reaction to the victory was clear: they were happy to see victory, but extremely resistant to their own children becoming soldiers.

Comrades from the Census Bureau sighed as they introduced the situation. "Looking at it now, the influence of schools is too great. Many youths joined the army by signing up together with their classmates. Although compulsory education and literacy campaigns were fully implemented among the new immigrants, in two years, we haven't been able to penetrate deep into the masses. Only 480,000 new immigrants have signed up. Of these, 45% signed up with their classmates. 44% signed up together with local youths in factories and farms. The proportion of those signing up from formed villages is only 11%. Moreover, some new immigrant families, upon learning their children had signed up to join the army, tried to run away to retrieve their children. Thanks to timely road closures, the impact was limited. Some parents even ran to the front of government offices and cadres' homes, threatening suicide, creating a very bad influence. Some who caused too much trouble have been arrested, which indeed caused some negative impact. If we follow this pace, our conscription gap might be over 800,000."

The senior government cadres were speechless for a moment. The Northeast Army's combat effectiveness relied on strong organization and good training for enlisted soldiers; the results were striking. However, current achievements were built on the foundation of voluntary enlistment, not by dragging men away to organize an army.

If it were peacetime, they could take it slowly, but the current situation allowed no such leisure. The senior cadres had all held meetings in their respective departments and truly couldn't think of a way.

Seeing everyone silent, Wu Youping could only lower the standard and ask the attending Acting Chief of Staff, Zhong Yifu. Zhong Yifu thought for a moment and proposed a bottom line. "At a minimum, we must conscript another 400,000. For the shortfall, we can conscript more from the Northeast side. If the second phase of the campaign goes smoothly for our troops in the Shanhaiguan area, the defense can be handled mostly by recruit units, which would free up some troops. We must call up another 400,000 recruits from the new immigrants; it cannot be any less."

400,000 was a lot less than 800,000, yet 400,000 people was still a large number. Wu Youping looked at the Central Committee members; everyone frowned, and some impatient ones even sighed slightly. But not press-ganging was the bottom line. How could they stimulate the determination of these people to join the army without breaching this bottom line?

Finally, Minister of Personnel Xu Jia broke the silence. "I want to make a suggestion. Although it can get people to volunteer, it will have negative effects."

Everyone looked at Xu Jia with anticipation. Xu Jia said, "When recruiting, the Personnel Department found that some people's motives for responding were not pure. They wanted to use the opportunity of joining the government organization to change their status and take revenge on others. This counts as a negative type of incentive. These people fled to the Northeast, so they harbor some hatred toward their hometowns. If we tell them that after defeating Japan, we will liberate the whole country and give them the chance to eliminate the local tyrants and evil gentry in their hometowns... through class hatred, we might be able to mobilize a portion of them."

A sound of sighing arose in the conference room. The Northeast Government never shied away from class contradictions and never went soft on suppressing local tyrants, evil gentry, and cracking down on black-hearted capitalists. However, class struggle was not physical elimination. Xu Jia could grasp the degree, but this recruitment mode would inevitably have some problems, specifically political problems.

Since no one could come up with another way, they looked at Acting Chief of Staff Zhong Yifu. The expression on Zhong Yifu's square face was grave. Just as everyone thought he would ponder for a long time, Zhong Yifu spoke. "I agree to use class struggle as the mobilization baseline; we absolutely must not breach this baseline. Our army's political education is in place; I believe we can educate the comrades well."

Zhong Yifu was the Commissar of the Northeast Army. Since he stated his position, everyone naturally had nothing more to say, and tasks were assigned.

After discussing this matter, Wu Youping's pressure decreased significantly. Taking advantage of the presence of Zhong Yifu and the responsible cadres from the industrial sector, he asked about the arrangements in the latest report.

Zhong Yifu exchanged a few words with Zhuang Jiaxiong, Director of the Industrial Department, and simply introduced the two current difficulties. "First is the shortage of trucks and insufficient transport capacity. To allow troops to withdraw at a moment's notice, the number of trucks needs to be ten times what it is now. Even if achieved, the roads in Korea don't support the movement of so many trucks. We will do our best on this part. The other difficulty is the Yalu River defense line. The fire support points of this defense line are designed to withstand 250mm siege guns. To defend against enemy siege guns, we must have heavy artillery with a range exceeding theirs. Other fortifications also need to be able to withstand the Japanese Army's 150mm heavy artillery. Our army has air superiority, and our reconnaissance capabilities surpass Japan's. We must complete this defense line, capable of garrisoning 1 million troops, within 100 days. As long as it is completed, victory in the third phase of our operations will be fundamentally guaranteed."

Zhuang Jiaxiong bit his lip, unable to speak for the moment. The China-Korea land border was 1,334 kilometers long. The defense line consisted of three parts: the obstacle zone, the main defensive zone, and the rear positions, with a depth of 35 to 75 kilometers.

The obstacle zone mainly consisted of minefields, barbed wire, and a system known as "Dragon's Teeth" (multi-row pyramidal reinforced concrete stakes).

The forward edge of the main defensive zone was located tens to hundreds of meters behind the obstacle zone, equipped with reinforced concrete and steel-armored machine gun and artillery fortifications, as well as command posts, observation posts, personnel shelters, vehicle bunkers, ammunition depots, supply depots, etc.

The rear positions were located several kilometers to tens of kilometers behind the main defensive zone, mainly consisting of reserve personnel shelters, reserve vehicle bunkers, and combat supply depots. And fortress-style long-range heavy artillery groups of 120-305mm.

There were also a large number of airfields 15 kilometers behind the rear positions, providing reconnaissance and bombing operations for the fortress groups.

The characteristics of the Yalu River defense line were that most fortifications were relatively small and simple in structure, but their number reached 18,860, planning to use 9.31 million tons of concrete and 350,000 tons of steel.

At present, 60% of the construction on the Yalu River line had been completed, but construction in the mountainous areas was still in full swing. To speed up construction progress, the Industrial Department even produced ten-wheeled truck cement mixers. This type of vehicle could provide concrete for construction sites above 100 meters every day.

But producing one such ten-wheeled cement truck took ten times the time of producing a standard truck, and required mobilizing the most skilled engineers and technicians.

A large portion of the stone and river sand needed for the crushers also had to be imported from the Soviet Union. The Soviet Union also made demands; since the Soviet Union still had steel needs in 1923, the steel traded for raw materials had to be delivered on time.

The Northeast's several steel-making cities were expected to produce 1.05 million tons of steel in 1922. After providing 350,000 tons of steel to the Soviet Union, the actual available steel was only 700,000 tons. But to increase imports from the Soviet Union, the contract had to be fulfilled. They could only wait until July 1923, when two new steel plants and the second phase projects of three steel plants were handed over, to increase steel production by 750,000 tons.

Zhuang Jiaxiong said to Zhong Yifu, "The day after tomorrow, the Industrial Department will hand over the project progress schedule for completion within 90 days to Commander Wu."

Zhong Yifu nodded. Zhuang Jiaxiong wasn't throwing a tantrum or causing a split. According to the system, the General Staff put forward requirements, He Rui approved them, and they were handed over to government departments for execution. At this time, He Rui had to solve an urgent problem, so he had the General Staff and these Central Committee members of the government meet directly.

If Zhuang Jiaxiong dared to say he would give the progress schedule directly to Zhong Yifu, Zhuang Jiaxiong would likely be dismissed for it. The system was the system; if a Central Committee member didn't understand the system, they shouldn't be doing the job anymore.
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On November 23, 1922, a large batch of staff officers arrived at the Seoul Liaison Office of the Japanese Manchuria-Mongolia Expeditionary Army. Three days later, Commander Lieutenant General Terauchi Hisaichi and Chief of Staff Major General Nagata Tetsuzan were scheduled to arrive in Seoul with the headquarters command. These staff officers were the advance party.

The headquarters was situated south of the Han River. As officers led soldiers in transporting documents and equipment, they snapped to attention and saluted upon seeing Major General Okamura Yasuji and Major General Ishiwara Kanji walking side by side into the courtyard.

Okamura, seemingly indifferent to his own promotion, escorted Ishiwara to the gate of the headquarters. "Ishiwara-kun," Okamura advised, "this appointment is extremely urgent. I ask that once you arrive at the Second Army Headquarters, you maintain frequent communication with the Manchuria-Mongolia Command."

Ishiwara Kanji nodded, but replied, "I am returning to Tokyo. Is there anything you need me to do for you, Okamura-kun?"

Okamura felt that Ishiwara had changed significantly since Nagata had admonished him with the phrase "a gentleman is cautious when alone" before returning to Tokyo. The prickish Ishiwara, who used to love sneering at others, now appeared superficially like a normal person, though Okamura dared not fully believe it. It was only now, when Ishiwara spoke standard parting words like a normal person, that Okamura took a letter from his breast pocket. "If you have time, Ishiwara-kun, please deliver this to my home and give it to my family. If you explain things personally, I believe my family will better understand my feelings."

Ishiwara put away the letter and sighed with some emotion. "Is this a farewell letter?"

Okamura nodded. He heard Ishiwara sigh again. "I actually forgot to write a farewell letter to my family. I really am careless. Okamura-kun, your attention to detail is truly admirable."

Okamura also admired Ishiwara. Even if he was no longer a prick, such acute sensitivity and the air of regarding life and death as trivial were truly not the traits of a normal person.

An orderly had already led a horse through the crowded stream of movers to Ishiwara's side. Ishiwara took the reins and was about to mount, but turned back. "Okamura-kun, if we are fortunate enough to survive this war, I must drink with you until we drop."

Okamura Yasuji replied solemnly, "It shall be so. Safe travels, Ishiwara-kun."

Ishiwara Kanji said no more, nodded to Okamura, mounted his horse, and rode away. Throughout the journey, Ishiwara's mind was occupied with the work required for his new post. The Imperial General Headquarters was forming the Second Manchuria-Mongolia Expeditionary Army Headquarters, with Vice Admiral Suzuki Kantarō as Commander and Lieutenant General Ugaki Kazushige as Deputy Commander. Ishiwara Kanji had been recalled to Tokyo. According to news from Nagata, the Headquarters was considering appointing Major General Ishiwara Kanji as the Chief of Staff for the Second Expeditionary Army.

The concept of establishing a Second Expeditionary Army had been proposed by Ishiwara. The Northeast Army occupied the mountainous regions; after months of preparation, it would be extremely difficult for the Japanese Army to break through. Only a large-scale amphibious landing could break the stalemate and annihilate the Northeast Army's heavy troop concentrations in Korea. These days, apart from his regular duties, Ishiwara had spent all his time formulating this operational plan.

This plan involved too many factors, the most important of which was seizing the fleeting opportunity. Ishiwara was very clear: what he could think of, He Rui could certainly think of as well. But He Rui was not a god, and the Northeast Army's current strength was at its limit. Japan's population and industry were superior to the Northeast Government's. Faced with an all-out Japanese offensive, the Northeast Army could absolutely not achieve a watertight defense.

Ishiwara Kanji did not understand naval warfare, so he focused his efforts on determining the precise moment when the Northeast Army would be forced to commit its reserves to the front line. At that moment, he needed to identify the weakest point in their defense and throw the landing forces in with a single decisive stroke.

Unaware of the passage of time, Ishiwara Kanji immersed himself in military planning. He slept when he couldn't hold out, ate when hungry, and spent the rest of his time planning. It was only when the guard reported that it was time to disembark that Ishiwara realized he had arrived in Tokyo. As for when they had entered the port or the commotion of the people disembarking, Ishiwara had been completely oblivious.

Checking the calendar in his notebook, assuming no accidents had occurred on the way, today should be November 25th. Just as Ishiwara was preparing to have his orderly pack up the maps and drafts, a man entered the cabin. "Your Excellency, I am Major Kamada from the External Liaison Office of the Imperial General Headquarters, here to welcome you."

After the greetings, Major Kamada conveyed Ishiwara's first task. "Your Excellency, please wear your medals and accept an interview with the reporters."

Ishiwara did not want to waste time, but given the recent major defeat, the Army needed to boost morale by publicizing war heroes. Accepting interviews was an obligation for an Imperial soldier. Moreover, the propaganda campaign had already begun long ago. Nagata Tetsuzan was hailed in the media as the "Wall of the Empire," and Okamura and Ishiwara were also widely famous.

Before long, Ishiwara passed through the gaps in the formation of disembarking soldiers and headed straight for the interview site under countless gazes. The reporters, having waited anxiously for some time, hurried forward upon seeing Major Kamada leading a Major General toward them.

They saw that Major General Ishiwara had a round face. Clean-shaven, he looked to be only in his early twenties. On his collar, he wore the Order of the Golden Kite, 3rd Class. Aside from this, he wore no other medals—not even the Order of the Rising Sun. A feeling of reverence spontaneously arose among the knowledgeable reporters.

Japan's Order of the Rising Sun was a medal that a soldier or civil servant could only receive after serving a stipulated number of years in a certain position. For example, for the Order of the Rising Sun, 4th Class (Small Cordon), the requirement for civil officials of the 5th rank (Army/Navy Majors and equivalent civilians) and 6th rank (Captains and equivalent) was to serve 10 years after receiving the Order of the Sacred Treasure, 4th Class.

If a Major was promoted to Lieutenant Colonel without serving ten years as a Major, he could not receive the Order of the Rising Sun, 4th Class. Even if he later served the required years as a Lieutenant Colonel, he would only receive the Order of the Rising Sun appropriate for that rank.

The fact that Major General Ishiwara was not wearing the Order of the Rising Sun proved that his personal ability was formidable and his military promotion had been extremely smooth.

Soldiers with the greatest achievements in war were designated as having "Distinguished Service" (Shukun). This was divided into grades A, B, and C. Those who satisfied Article 7 of the Regulations for the Granting of the Golden Kite were classified as Distinguished Service Grade A—combat heroes who held key positions in battle, made important decisions leading to victory, or displayed outstanding valor.

The Order of the Golden Kite itself had grades. Ishiwara was a Colonel when he was decorated. In the vast majority of cases, a Japanese Colonel would only be posthumously promoted to Major General and awarded the Order of the Golden Kite, 3rd Class, after dying in battle. That Ishiwara Kanji received this medal while alive was enough to prove the magnitude of his merit.

Although Ishiwara was a prick, that didn't mean he was confused. The entire interview proceeded very smoothly. When it ended and everyone got into the car sent to pick him up, Major Kamada looked very relaxed. Ishiwara said to the orderly in the car, "Go contact Major General Okamura's family in a while. Tell them I will visit in the next couple of days."

After giving instructions, Ishiwara looked out the car window. People in uniforms were everywhere on the streets, the bustle resembling some kind of festival. However, most small shops on the street were closed. At the entrances of larger stores, people were changing the signboards. The new signs read "Ration Point, Ward X, Street Y."

Seeing that rationing had already begun, Ishiwara felt both reassured and uneasy. Japan was meeting this challenge with maximum preparation. If they could not defeat the Northeast Government, Japan would suffer a terrible backlash.

When the car stopped at the gate of the Ministry of War, where the Imperial General Headquarters was located, Ishiwara took advantage of Major Kamada going to the guard post to pull out a pen, write an address, and hand it to his orderly. "Go to Okamura-kun's house now, and on the way, go here and inquire about the current situation of the Morita family."

The orderly took the order and left. Major Kamada returned with the guard. After scrutinizing the people in the car and checking Ishiwara's ID, the guard saluted and ran back to the post. Soon, soldiers pulled open the movable barricades, and the car drove into the compound.

Vice Admiral Suzuki Kantarō, Commander of the Second Manchuria-Mongolia Expeditionary Army, and Lieutenant General Ugaki Kazushige were both present. The two men asked straight away for Ishiwara's views on the war situation. Ishiwara laid out his assessment completely. The expressions of the two generals gradually relaxed; it was evident they approved of Ishiwara, their potential future Chief of Staff.

Less than an hour into the conversation, the Commander and Deputy Commander invited other officers to join the discussion. These Army and Navy officers frequently showed involuntary surprise, likely because Ishiwara's views either perfectly matched the conclusions the Second Army Command had already reached, or differed significantly in insightful ways.

Later, Commander Yamamoto Isoroku of the Operations Room exchanged a glance with the Chief of Operations and asked straightforwardly, "Your Excellency Ishiwara, why do you request a surprise attack rather than a fleet patrol?"

Ishiwara immediately explained, "I believe that even with a month and a half of training, the Army cannot truly habituate itself to long-term cruising at sea. A surprise attack guarantees the Army's combat effectiveness upon landing. Furthermore, I suspect the Northeast Army might utilize its aircraft advantage to execute some form of attack. If it were me, I would certainly attempt to crash aircraft filled with explosives into capital ships."

The officers exchanged glances; some nodded slightly, while others frowned.

Yamamoto Isoroku continued to press, "Your Excellency, do you not think such a method is too extreme?"

Ishiwara Kanji shook his head. "Aircraft already possess their current power; in the future, they will be able to deliver more than just the small bombs used now. Air forces and air defense are a major key to future warfare. The enemy will only face this reality; they will not refrain from using such extreme tactics out of fear that our country will learn them. This war concerns the national destiny of both China and Japan for the next decade. Compared to winning the war, the loss of a few hundred aircraft is negligible."

Seeing Ishiwara's calm and resolute answer, Yamamoto couldn't help but feel some admiration. This was the bearing a soldier with broad vision and a steely mind should have. In contrast, some in the Navy Ministry talked nonsense merely out of inner anxiety when facing threats they could not temporarily counter. Compared to the baby-faced Ishiwara, those people were like ignorant children.

The meeting did not end until 2:30 AM. The two commanders told Ishiwara to wait at his quarters. After everyone had dispersed, Vice Admiral Suzuki Kantarō looked at Lieutenant General Ugaki Kazushige. "Your Excellency, how do you evaluate Ishiwara-kun?"

Ugaki Kazushige smiled bitterly. "I didn't expect Ishiwara-kun to have the temperament of a frontline general."

Admiral Suzuki felt the same. However, he also clearly understood Ugaki's hesitation. If Ishiwara Kanji could fight a few more battles to prove that his performance in the Seoul Campaign was not a flash in the pan, there would be no need for these discussions; Ishiwara would have returned to Tokyo simply to accept the appointment.

Moreover, at first glance, Admiral Suzuki felt Ishiwara Kanji was too young—so young it was unnerving. But Ishiwara's subsequent performance greatly changed Suzuki's perception.

Although the Second Manchuria-Mongolia Expeditionary Army Headquarters was still researching landing points, the method of landing had been basically determined, and it was completely consistent with Ishiwara's line of thinking.

Therefore, what this battle required was a commander with an excellent feel for frontline warfare. The Japanese Navy and Army Ministries had conducted extensive discussions and concluded that there were no reliable frontline commanders in the current Japanese military who performed excellently with the latest war technologies. Among the generals listed as options, only Ishiwara Kanji remained.

Admiral Suzuki wanted to discuss it further, but heard General Ugaki say, "We have no time. I support Major General Ishiwara."

Under these circumstances, Admiral Suzuki pondered for a moment and had to reply, "I agree with Ugaki-kun's view. We will discuss it at the Imperial General Headquarters meeting tomorrow morning."

Early in the morning on November 26th, Ishiwara Kanji, who had slept less than four hours, got up. The Headquarters cafeteria was operating 24 hours a day. Before the shift change, Ishiwara ate a quick breakfast in the empty cafeteria. He then took his guard to the Security Section to apply for a pass.

Although Lieutenant Colonel Hisamitsu, the Security Section Chief, felt it was strange for Ishiwara to go out in such a hurry, he had not received any orders forbidding Ishiwara from leaving, so he had to issue the pass. Watching Ishiwara leave carrying his military saber, Lieutenant Colonel Hisamitsu felt compelled to send someone to report this to his superiors.

Ishiwara didn't care about that. He took his guard, requisitioned a car, and headed straight for Okamura Yasuji's home. It was shift change time, and large groups of workers were gathering at factory gates. Seeing their patched work clothes, Ishiwara couldn't help but sigh slightly. Japan's economy had not been doing well in the last two years. The reason for agreeing to the Washington Naval Treaty was to enable disarmament at home. They had indeed reduced the number of Army soldiers, effectively disarming in a disguised manner.

The Northeast Army had seized this timing to launch a surprise attack on the Japanese Army, successfully buying three months for their defense preparations in Korea. Thinking of He Rui's ruthlessness, Ishiwara's resolve for the decisive battle grew stronger.

Okamura Yasuji's home was in the Shimeizaka-cho district of Tokyo. Okamura's parents and wife had already been informed of Ishiwara's visit. Even though Ishiwara arrived early in the morning, the family was only surprised, not astonished.

Everyone sat in the living room in the *seiza* style. Okamura's father took the letter. After reading it, his brow furrowed. He asked tentatively, "Your Excellency, although I know the war situation is urgent, has it really reached a critical stage?"

Ishiwara Kanji shook his head. "Mr. Okamura, if the Empire wishes to retake the Northeast, it must inevitably fight a war of unprecedented scale. This war will be incomparably tragic. Not only Okamura-kun, but the entire army is prepared to die in battle for the Empire. To be frank, I have also prepared my last will and testament, which will soon be mailed to my family."

Okamura's family knew that Okamura was already a Major General and felt proud of him. Now, seeing the testament Okamura had sent and hearing Ishiwara's explanation, they realized how brutal the war would be. The expressions of the women in the Okamura family became uneasy, though they dared not make a sound.

Okamura's father remained relatively calm. He bowed sincerely. "Thank you, Your Excellency Ishiwara, for coming personally and letting us know the true situation."

Ishiwara hurriedly returned the bow and then took his leave.

Leaving the Okamura home, Ishiwara's car headed straight for Mitsuko's house. Passing the Army War College, he saw the gates were shut tight and the school was empty; not a soul was to be seen. Although he wanted to get out and look, Ishiwara decided against it. If the students of the Army War College were sent to the battlefield before they could even graduate, Japan would likely be on the verge of national subjugation. The crisis had not yet reached that stage.

The car passed through streets where many shops were closed, weaving through exhausted workers getting off work. Arriving at the entrance of the alley, Ishiwara Kanji strapped on his saber and stepped out of the car. Not far in, he saw the wall of the Morita residence scrawled with large characters in charcoal: "Traitor" (*Hikokumin*). Walking further, more curses were visible: "Collaborator," "Shina Sympathizer."

Workers were coming in and out of the alley. Being Tokyo citizens, they recognized that the man with the saber was a general. Everyone instantly fell silent out of fear and hurried back to their homes. Closing their outer doors, they pressed against them, listening carefully.

Only one young man walked over cautiously. Seeing Ishiwara Kanji stop at the Morita gate, the young man slowed down. Ishiwara turned to look and saw joy on the young man's face. He walked quickly to Ishiwara and bowed. "Is it Ishiwara-niichan? I am Kimura from the street corner."

"...Are you the Kimura who took me home when I was drunk?" Ishiwara had a vague impression, but Kimura had been a boy then. On second thought, seven or eight years had passed.

Seeing that Ishiwara still remembered him, Kimura whispered, "Ishiwara-niichan, these words weren't written by the neighbors. It was outsiders. They heard He-kun used to live here, so they ran over and wrote all this."

Hearing this, Ishiwara felt slightly reassured. As long as the Morita family wasn't loathed by the people on this street, things would be much easier to handle. However, Ishiwara didn't dare fully trust it. The changes in the Morita family were significant, and there were probably quite a few people jealous of a small household consisting only of a mother and daughter. Even if they hadn't done anything openly, they likely harbored such thoughts.

Footsteps sounded inside the courtyard. It was Morita Mitsuko who opened the door. Seeing Ishiwara Kanji, she was somewhat unexpected but not surprised. Seeing Mitsuko come out, Kimura bowed to Ishiwara again, turned, and left.

Ishiwara ordered his orderly, "Go get the police chief here!" Only then did he enter the courtyard, conversing with Mitsuko and Mrs. Morita, who had come out to welcome him.

Before long, the police chief arrived outside the door, following the orderly. Ishiwara did not let the police chief enter. instead, he strode out the gate and shouted in the alley, "The country is facing an unprecedented challenge. Some people do not know to serve the country and bravely enlist, yet they recklessly threaten Imperial subjects. Shameful! Despicable!"

The police chief naturally knew the Morita family was somewhat unusual. Since no one had stepped forward before, the chief hadn't dared to take initiative. Now seeing the national hero, Major General Ishiwara Kanji, sticking his neck out for them, he nodded repeatedly in agreement.

Ishiwara Kanji didn't have time to do much more. After expressing his stance, he asked the police chief, "Now that the country has entered general mobilization, any suspicious persons must be arrested immediately. Have all the Chinese in your jurisdiction been arrested?"

The police chief quickly replied, "They have all been arrested and handed over to the Kempeitai."

Ishiwara Kanji had asked casually, and only now learned that the Japanese side had already rounded up Chinese nationals in Japan into concentration camps. He took the opportunity to say loudly, "Then you must strengthen patrols. If anyone disrupts order again, arrest them immediately!"

The police chief bowed and scraped, agreeing profusely. As Ishiwara Kanji said goodbye to the Morita family and walked to the car at the alley entrance, the chief saw him off all the way. As Ishiwara got into the car, the chief shouted, "Your Excellency, I wish you eternal martial fortune!"

Ishiwara did not reply, simply ordering the driver to return to Headquarters. On the way, the orderly finally couldn't hold back and asked, "Your Excellency, why pay special attention to this family? Do you think they were treated unfairly?"

Ishiwara gave the orderly a displeased look. "If the Morita family deserves what they got, then does the Army War College also deserve what it gets?"

One sentence left the orderly speechless. After a moment, the guard lowered his head in shame and apologized. "I am sorry, Your Excellency. I was wrong!"

Ishiwara Kanji did not wish to express any further views on the matter. His visit to the Morita family was largely because he needed inner peace. Having helped the Morita family, Ishiwara felt that when he thought of He Rui again, he could do so with a calm heart and a clear conscience. Apart from crushing the Northeast Army and killing He Rui, Ishiwara Kanji had no other thoughts.
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Upon returning to Imperial General Headquarters, Ishiwara Kanji immediately received a clear order personally signed by the adjutant to the commander of the 2nd Army: "Please remain at headquarters. Do not leave. If you require anything, personnel are assigned to serve you. Furthermore, your bonus has been delivered."

This order signaled that his appointment as Chief of Staff of the 2nd Army had entered the formal approval process.

Sitting at his desk, Ishiwara began attending to personal matters. He wrote letters to his father and wife. How much of the bonus and salary should go to his wife? How much to his father? Soon, he would have no time to consider such domestic details.

After quickly finishing the letters and sealing them, Ishiwara summoned an orderly. Before the orderly could arrive, he heard footsteps. Ishiwara picked up the envelopes and turned, intending to hand them over, but saw a figure in a naval uniform with the rank of captain on his shoulder.

It was Yamamoto Isoroku.

The orderly maneuvered around Yamamoto to reach Ishiwara. Ishiwara stood up, handed the letters to the orderly with clear instructions, and then addressed Yamamoto. "Captain Yamamoto, does your role in the Naval Operations Section concern ship applications or landing operations?"

Yamamoto smiled slightly. "The commander has ordered me to stay at headquarters. This visit is to hear your views on the enemy's coastal defenses... The one most familiar with the situation is Yamagata, but he was serving as a military attaché at the embassy when the war broke out and is currently on a ship returning home. The Naval Operations Section sent me to speak with you first, to gauge the judgment of the likely future Chief of Staff regarding landing operations."

Yamamoto pulled over a map and laid out the Navy's assessment. "The areas relatively suitable for landing operations are the Pyongyang Plain on the west coast and the Hamhung Plain on the east coast. Landing on the west coast offers flatter terrain and greater convenience. Landing on the east coast allows for a direct strike against the enemy's supply lines, offering larger operational space."

After offering his own view, Yamamoto looked at Ishiwara. "I know nothing of naval matters and can only consider this from a land warfare perspective. At this stage, a landing on the east coast indeed offers significant operational space, but it also carries inevitable risks."

Hearing Ishiwara's response, Yamamoto pointed at the map. "Is the Army certain that it has no way to break through the enemy in the mountainous regions?"

Ishiwara hesitated, then nodded. "During the beachhead phase of this landing, follow-up troops must land quickly and advance into the interior. Fighting in the mountains requires rapidly breaking through the interception positions the enemy is undoubtedly setting up. The Northeast Army possesses corps-level rapid mobility, and our troop numbers are insufficient to completely open up the situation."

The analysis was dense. Even as a naval officer, Yamamoto could immediately visualize the rugged peaks and difficult mountain paths of those regions. Ishiwara's view aligned with the Navy Department's; they also believed the east coast was unsuitable as the primary direction for the landing operation. Even if diversionary units were deployed, the scale likely wouldn't exceed one division.

Yamamoto's gaze shifted to the west coast. North of there lay the Liaodong Peninsula, which could be used for feigned maneuvers, making it impossible for the Northeast Army to determine the Japanese Army's true landing location. On the west coast, from north to south, lay the Pyongyang Plain, the Jaeryong Plain, and the Yeonbaek Plain. The total length of these four areas suitable for landing was over 500 kilometers.

Yamamoto's finger traced across this length of several thousand *li*. "He Rui is the most proficient gambler I have ever seen. He understands the logic that 'if you play, you will eventually lose,' so he opened the casino himself. Does Staff Officer Ishiwara believe that Manchukuo and Mongolia have the strength to construct a defensive system across this entire region?"

"Iron walls and copper ramparts," Ishiwara analyzed decisively.

Hearing this, Yamamoto realized that deep down, he was still hoping for loopholes in the Northeast Army's defense line. This was the mindset of a gambler.

Ishiwara Kanji squinted, staring at the map. "Based on my judgment, the enemy has the determination and the strength to complete defensive construction. Because the longer time drags on, the more disadvantageous it is for the Empire. Therefore, constructing a fortress line capable of making the Empire dash its head against the wall is the most reasonable choice."

"The Empire cannot harbor any wishful thinking. The only way to victory is on the frontal front line. At this moment, the 2nd Army Command must resolve itself to execute a landing in an area where the enemy has no reserves. With the determination to create mountains of corpses and seas of blood, we must break through the enemy's heavy troop concentrations and execute an encirclement."

Yamamoto felt a surge of emotion. He felt that Ishiwara's bright gaze seemed to be burning with flames. He looked at Ishiwara and asked, "Captain Yamamoto, if the Empire were to fight the Battle of Port Arthur from the Russo-Japanese War again, could the Navy exert its full strength?"

Yamamoto nodded solemnly. "If we fight now, it is possible."

Ishiwara completely confirmed his judgment. "Regardless of where the landing point is set, please view this landing battle as a Battle of Port Arthur without a fortress, but where the enemy's strength is not weakened in the slightest."

Yamamoto was completely taken aback by this professional assessment. He raised a question the Navy could discuss. "Staff Officer Ishiwara, what is your view on feigned attacks?"

"Since we can execute landing operations, we must make the enemy feel that our army is feigning an attack, confusing them so they dare not dispatch their reserves. As Captain Yamamoto said, since He Rui has set up the gambling table and wants us to enter the game, we must be the dealer and let He Rui's subordinates take a gamble."

Yamamoto nodded. This domain was the Navy's specialty. Feigned attacks and intimidation could themselves probe the enemy's strength.

The two chatted until noon. Yamamoto Isoroku wanted to invite Ishiwara to lunch, but the adjutant to Vice Admiral Suzuki of the 2nd Army Command walked in quickly and ordered Ishiwara to proceed immediately to Imperial General Headquarters.

The discussion ended. The overall concept of the offensive campaign was clearly constructed in Yamamoto's mind. Its scale was in no way inferior to the famous campaigns of the European theater. Yamamoto, who had intended to stand up, sat back down and quietly smoked a cigarette. He could not judge who would win. Any mistake by either side would lead to the failure of this campaign. If both sides performed extremely well, the final result would be decided by which side could better endure the cruelty of the campaign's attrition—who could stand last amidst the mountains of corpses and seas of blood.

Ishiwara Kanji had long possessed such resolve. Upon arriving at Imperial General Headquarters, facing the inquiries of the Emperor and Minister of the Army General Yamanashi Hanzo, Ishiwara Kanji laid out his judgment and plans in full. The two spoke for less than an hour before General Yamanashi Hanzo concluded the meeting and took the latest roster of the 2nd Army Command to the Imperial Palace.

Such personnel arrangements were decided by the Emperor, and neither the Cabinet nor Imperial General Headquarters could act arbitrarily. Everyone's heart was heavy; they were forced into this. Compared to He Rui, it really wasn't worth mention.

...

Meanwhile, in Shanghai, the Japanese Concession was much quieter than usual. The concessions of other countries nearby, however, were as lively as ever—perhaps even more so.

Japanese special agent Koike Taiichi and his team finally left the Shanghai apartment where they had been hiding for two days. They had been dispatched from the Japanese mainland. Koike Taiichi arranged his subordinates according to pre-scouted locations.

The target was leaving the *Northeast Daily* office in Shanghai. In the suburbs, with a large army presence, Koike Taiichi would not have found anything strange.

By a soldier's intuition, this was a stronghold of the Northeast Government in Shanghai. Based on intelligence gathered by the intelligence department, this was also a core stronghold of the Northeast Government.

The Northeast Government had flourished in recent years. Forces from all sides, seeing the rising power, were unwilling to offend the Northeast Government. Moreover, the Northeast Government had never been lenient; as long as the other party crossed the line—regardless of whether it was a warlord force or a local gang—they would face a merciless counterattack.

After waiting for about the expected time, the main gate opened, and a group of people walked out. Koike Taiichi, disguised as an ordinary worker, saw the target in that group. Just as he prepared to move, he heard a commotion on the street as a convoy arrived. The target and his entourage got into several cars and left under escort. Koike Taiichi and his subordinates had absolutely no opportunity to strike.

Koike Taiichi felt matters were developing unexpectedly. The purpose of this trip was Kim Gu. Kim Gu visiting the *Northeast Daily* station meant he had a connection with the Northeast Government. Since they had local support in Shanghai, Koike Taiichi could only continue tracking and send someone to the Japanese Concession to report the news.

Trailing them all the way, Koike Taiichi saw Kim Gu and the others actually being escorted to the train station. Because there were many guards, there was no way to act. Koike Taiichi could only return to the intelligence station in the Japanese Concession as quickly as possible.

Kim Gu himself was not as excited as Koike Taiichi. The result of this trip north was surprising. Although all of China was excited about the Northeast Army going to war with Japan, the war was, after all, completely borne by the Northeast Government. The Northeast Government had repeatedly issued public statements: they refused donations and would absolutely not solicit contributions. So, anyone soliciting contributions in the name of the Northeast Government was a fraud.

After several large-scale publicity campaigns, they actually caught a few fraudsters and held public trials. Although this made all strata of Chinese society feel the Northeast Government did things rigorously, it also, in a way, lowered the public's enthusiasm.

But Koreans in China were excited beyond measure. Especially for someone like Kim Gu, who had always aimed for the great cause of restoring the country. He had repeatedly tried to contact the Northeast Government's liaison points in Shanghai. The leaders of the Provisional Government of the Republic of Korea, to which Kim Gu belonged, had also tried to contact the Northeast Government directly, but none had succeeded.

It wasn't until yesterday, November 25th, that Kim Gu received news inviting him to the *Northeast Daily*. He had thought they would discuss the issue of restoring the country. However, the Northeast side spoke very politely with Kim Gu for a while before informing him that if he was interested, he could go to Tianjin. The *Northeast Daily* station in Tianjin wanted to interview Kim Gu in more detail.

This disappointed Kim Gu slightly. If the Northeast Government really wanted to organize a restoration government, they should have let Kim Gu proceed to Shenyang. What was the point of going to Tianjin?

However, matters could not be forced, so Kim Gu and several comrades were directly escorted to the train station and boarded a train heading to Tianjin.

At the same time, Xu Youping also received a report from the comrades responsible for this matter: the actions regarding contacting the restorationists had begun. Xu Youping felt exhausted and anxious at this moment, so he asked the personnel responsible for the matter to give him a briefing.

After all, at this time, some comrades advocated causing more trouble for Japan, effectively lowering the labor intensity for the Northeast Army. If Korean groups could organize a government of some scale in the rear, it could help stabilize the local situation.

The key figure here was Kim Gu, not other more famous figures, which also made Xu Youping a bit curious. Because this person, Kim Gu, was selected by He Rui.

The comrades began to recount Kim Gu's story. Kim Gu was born in the Andong Kim clan (Old) in Haeju, Hwanghae Province. But in the mid-17th century, because the clan produced the traitor Kim Ja-jeom and invited the disaster of extermination, his ancestors fled everywhere, eventually settling in Baekun-bang, about 80 *li* west of Haeju City in Hwanghae Province, and were reduced to commoners. Born there on August 29th (lunar calendar July 11th) of the 12th year of the reign of King Gojong of Joseon (1876), his earliest name was "Chang-am." His father was Kim Sun-yeong, and his mother was Kwak Nak-won; he was the only son in the family.

In February 1893, having heard of the Donghak religion's miraculous skills of "calling upon the wind and rain" and "riding the wind," Kim Gu visited the Donghak leader Oh Ung-seon in his hometown. Oh Ung-seon came from the *yangban* class but used honorifics with Kim Gu and was very polite. He introduced the history of Donghak and its proposition to establish a new nation where everyone was equal. This captivated Kim Gu, who immediately became a Donghak believer, bringing his father along with him. He was very enthusiastic about missionary work and soon developed several hundred believers. He became a "Jeopju" (local leader) of the "Baby Jeop" (a lower-level organization), and was even called "Baby Jeopju." His influence even expanded to Pyongan Province, where believers called him the "Children's Lord." He also changed his name to "Chang-su."

On his return journey, while eating breakfast at an inn at Chihapo (located in Anak County) on the banks of the Daedong River, Kim Gu noticed a short-haired man acting suspiciously. Listening to his accent while speaking with others, although he claimed to be a man from Jangyeon in Hwanghae Province named Jeong, his accent was not from Hwanghae. He also carried a concealed sword under his clothes. Suspecting he was a Japanese spy in disguise, Kim Gu couldn't help but boil with rage. He kicked the man to the ground in public, snatched his sword, and stabbed him repeatedly. Fearing his accomplices were nearby, the people in the inn all knelt and begged for mercy. After confirming he had no accomplices, Kim Gu searched his body and discovered he was a Japanese Army Lieutenant named Tsuchida Josuke. He asked the innkeeper to post a notice reading "Kim Chang-su of Baekun-bang, Haeju, killed a Japanese for revenge" and left.

Due to his stay at home, Kim Gu was arrested three months later. During his trial in Haeju, he spoke impassionedly and scolded the Japanese: "In the so-called Public Law of All Nations, is there a clause that says you can kill our Queen? ... In the years I have left to live, I swear to avenge this national humiliation. If I die, I will become a ghost and still kill you all cleanly, only then will it be acceptable!"

The documents were sent to the capital. An official told King Gojong that Kim Chang-su (Kim Gu) had killed for the sake of "avenging the national mother." King Gojong was greatly moved and immediately ordered the Ministry of Justice to call Incheon to suspend Kim Gu's death penalty and retry him at a later date. On the day of the execution, Kim Gu was waiting for death when the news came. The attitude of the prison guards and prisoners toward him also improved significantly.

But Kim Gu was still locked in prison. Kim Ju-gyeong and other caring members of society tried every means, even bankrupting their families, to save Kim Gu from prison. To this end, they found the help of the Minister of Justice, Han Kyu-seol, and others. Kim Gu obtained some money and asked his father to bring a file when visiting the prison. On March 19, 1898, he and his fellow inmates broke through the prison wall with the file while the guards were drunk after being treated to a feast, and successfully escaped.

During Kim Gu's second imprisonment, he changed his name to "Kim Gu," adopting the name registered on the warrant, and also changed his courtesy name to "Yeon-ha." This name change was also to escape Japanese pursuit; this was his last name change. At the same time, he changed his pen name to "Baekbeom" (White Tiger), meaning he wished to become an ordinary person like a butcher (the lowest class, discriminated against in Joseon). He performed well in prison, and coupled with factors such as the death of Emperor Meiji and the ascension of Emperor Taisho, his sentence was reduced to 5 years. He was transferred to Incheon in 1914 and released in the summer of that year. He lived under surveillance at his home in Anak, making a living by farming.

In 1919, the March 1st Movement broke out. Many patriots and students went to public places to shout "Long Live." Kim Gu thought, "Is independence something that can be won just by shouting 'Long Live'?" He did not participate in the March 1st Movement, but instead seized the opportunity to escape. He went to Sariwon, boarded a train to Sinuiju, disguised himself as a timber merchant, and crossed into Andong, China (now Dandong, Liaoning). After staying in Andong for a week, he met with 15 comrades, took a ship of the British company Jardine Matheson, arrived in Shanghai on April 13, and began his 27-year life in exile in China.

...

As soon as Kim Gu arrived in the French Concession in Shanghai, he joined the Provisional Government. He was elected as a member of the Internal Affairs Committee and the Provisional Assembly. Later, he was appointed Commissioner of Police. For the Provisional Government, the Police Bureau was not responsible for general national policing, but for guarding against Japanese espionage activities, protecting the safety of government leaders, disciplining the traitorous activities of independence activists, and mediating between factions. In addition to this, he also joined the Shinminhoe (New People's Association).

After reading this person's biography, Xu Youping felt a boost of spirit, and his fatigue vanished. He felt he could understand why He Rui looked highly upon Kim Gu. Such a heroic and chivalrous person resonated completely with Xu Youping. Xu Youping himself had, holding his own writings, intercepted He Rui in Siping back in the day, asking to join because he believed He Rui had the ability to liberate China.

Having walked to this day, Xu Youping felt he would have no regrets even if he died. With a sigh, Xu Youping temporarily ended the reporting process.

On the way back to his office, Xu Youping felt some regret in his heart. The Northeast Government had plans for this war to hand over the entire Korean Peninsula to Japan. If they could not satisfy Japan's appetite with such a benefit, the peace talks would likely fail.

Complications would increase the probability of the peace talks failing. Even if he sympathized with Kim Gu, Xu Youping had no way to cooperate with him. However, Xu Youping felt he could understand why He Rui wanted to get close to Kim Gu. After the peace talks concluded, that would be a different matter.

This was politics.
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November 30. The Northeast Army General Headquarters ordered the establishment of the Korean Theater Frontline Command. Xu Chengfeng was appointed Commander, Cheng Ruofan as Chief of Staff, and Hu Xiushan as Deputy Commander, concurrently serving as Commander of the 2nd Group Army. On December 1, Xu Chengfeng and Cheng Ruofan arrived in Pyongyang, where the 2nd Group Army Headquarters was located.

The battlefield terrain structure had been completed on the headquarters' sand table. The three men observed it for a moment before Chief of Staff Cheng Ruofan asked Operations Staff Officer Zheng Xuhu to introduce the mission of the Eastern Front's 4th Group Army.

Zheng Xuhu, twenty-seven years old—the average age of the first batch of Northeast Army commanders—spoke in Mandarin with a Shaanxi accent. "The 4th Group Army is commanded by Major General Li Zhengqing. It has jurisdiction over four armies, totaling 160,000 troops, responsible for the defense of eastern Korea and protecting the flanks of the 2nd and 3rd Group Armies in the west."

Seeing that Hu Xiushan did not raise any questions, Xu Chengfeng asked, "Xiushan, what do you think of this arrangement?"

Hu Xiushan remained silent for a moment before replying, "I still have some concerns about whether we should retreat to the Yalu River. A few years ago, when the Chairman first proposed the plan, we all felt that holding the Yalu River would already exceed the limits of our strength. Now, it seems we might potentially hold northern Korea. Many comrades are currently facing this temptation."

Xu Chengfeng looked grim but said nothing. Cheng Ruofan, however, smiled. "It is human nature to long for Shu after obtaining Long. It is not strange for comrades to think this way, but if comrades who shouldn't be thinking this way still harbor such thoughts, it indicates they are not suitable for their positions."

Upon hearing Cheng Ruofan put it this way, Xu Chengfeng could roughly confirm Hu Xiushan's thoughts. But this matter was important, so Xu Chengfeng stared at Hu Xiushan, waiting for him to give a more explicit answer.

What Hu Xiushan was thinking was exactly what Cheng Ruofan had said. Possessing a strong offensive spirit was not a bad thing; there were some battles that simply had to be led by that type of general. However, in the current campaign arrangement, the dynamics of offense and defense had shifted. With the Northeast Army switching from the offensive to the defensive, commanders full of offensive spirit might not necessarily be suitable. This was especially true since the Northeast Army had sufficient training but lacked sufficient accumulated experience. When pressure came crashing down like a landslide, a sharp blade would often snap before an iron pillar.

Since Cheng Ruofan had already spoken to that extent, Hu Xiushan said, "I have already written a plan and want to make adjustments to the troops. Let's go over there to discuss it."

Xu Chengfeng and Cheng Ruofan followed Hu Xiushan to the adjacent office. Soon, the plan for selecting defensive troops was placed before the two of them. Inside Korea, there were now the 2nd, 3rd, and 4th Group Armies. There were a total of 11 armies, 440,000 men. Adding the 250,000 logistics troops and 10,000 air force troops, the total was 700,000.

The 700,000 troops were deployed within two defensive systems. The first defensive system was mainly distributed about 60 kilometers south of Pyongyang. The second defensive system was located north of Pyongyang, right in the area of the Chosin Reservoir where the Japanese Korea Army had been annihilated, 100 kilometers from the Yalu River.

After the Northeast Army retreated to the second defense line, it would form a unified entity with the Liaodong Peninsula. This was also the maximum distance the General Staff had believed, a few years ago, that the Northeast Army could project power. With the rapid development of construction in the Northeast, the General Staff finally understood where He Rui's previous feeling of 'seemingly having other ideas' came from.

Xu Chengfeng largely agreed with Hu Xiushan's view. The current campaign plan was to inflict maximum casualties on the Japanese army on the two defense lines, then retreat the troops to the Yalu River defense line. Officers who could execute orders well would have slightly more passive elements in their personalities. If described with high emotional intelligence, they were 'more reliable.'

Having studied the plan, Xu Chengfeng looked at Chief of Staff Cheng Ruofan. Cheng Ruofan said with some hesitation, "I think the most important thing right now is that while there is no problem with the operational plan, none of us have experience in judging who can better execute the retreat plan."

Xu Chengfeng and Hu Xiushan were both stunned. What Cheng Ruofan knew, the two of them also knew. But in terms of focus, Cheng Ruofan was quite different from them. At this stage, Cheng Ruofan's perspective had a bit more grandeur.

But none of the three could solve this problem. Retreat was inherently the most difficult part of tactics, and large-scale retreat especially so. Saying too much would turn into complaining. After all, before the campaign, the headquarters had not been that optimistic about the large-scale use of trucks. As the rapid movement of army-level scales became a reality, a sense of dependence on trucks had unconsciously emerged.

Cheng Ruofan suppressed the restlessness that had popped up in his heart from time to time these days, analyzing with the calmest mood possible, "Since none of us know how to fight this battle well, I agree with Xiushan's view. Let's settle for the second best option. Once the parameters in the campaign execution are reached, we begin the next step. What does everyone think about not taking the battlefield situation as the most important reference standard?"

Xu Chengfeng was the first to express agreement with this view. Watching Hu Xiushan still thinking, Xu Chengfeng could understand Hu Xiushan's unwillingness, because Xu Chengfeng was also very unwilling. Over the past seven years, Xu Chengfeng was very clear about the massive progress the Northeast Army and he himself had made in military affairs. It was on the basis of such massive progress that Xu Chengfeng could truly see what a huge gap existed between himself and the Northeast Army and the top level in the military field. This self-awareness was both an incentive and a source of huge frustration. Cheng Ruofan's ability to frankly admit that the Northeast Army did not possess the ability to retreat hundreds of thousands of troops was a magnanimity worthy of admiration.

Finally, Hu Xiushan spoke. " regarding coastal defense and the arrangement of frontline support troops, choose commanders with strong initiative. The operational goals they must bear are very clear, and they must complete the objectives."

The three men didn't need to say anything more; they all began to bend over their desks to write their views on the characteristics of these two types of commanders. After finishing, the three exchanged ideas first. Only then did they invite the person in charge of personnel in to consult. A total of six people discussed and reached a rough conclusion, then sent it to the relevant departments for assessment.

Such judgment was based on the matter, not the person. The relevant departments within the army conducted a comparative analysis based on combat reports. After picking through large stacks of forms, they handed a box of reports to the Korean Theater Frontline Command on the third day.

Behind every list was a record of relevant combat reports. These people's military service resumes and their performance in the wars they had participated in were all recorded. Although some units had not yet been thrown into war and had no record of actual combat experience, based on the headquarters' impression, they basically conformed to the content required by the overall arrangement.

After participating in the discussion of the last list, Xu Chengfeng stood up wearily. "Let's leave it at this. Send it to the General Headquarters."

As the Commander-in-Chief of the Northeast Army, He Rui was not at the headquarters at this time. Over these years, as the Northeast Government's industrial sector began to accumulate technical experience from scratch, the problem of technological iteration naturally appeared. When an existing technology had been applied for a long time and thoroughly understood from principle to practice, some engineers would feel that the existing technology was not smart enough, not dexterous enough, not effective enough. And they proposed new ideas.

At this time, if technology in other related fields achieved breakthroughs that could satisfy the technological prerequisites required by these ideas, new technology might appear, thereby replacing old technology. Xu Chengfeng and the others actually hadn't thought about it, so they hadn't consciously realized that everyone's dissatisfaction with war practice was precisely the result of military technology iteration. Moreover, the Northeast Army was also attempting to complete a new technological iteration through this war practice.

In the technical field, this technological iteration actually appeared with old Mr. Tesla. The Northeast Government had invited this mysterious old gentleman, originally with a bit of the intention of 'buying horse bones for a thousand gold' (seeking talent with great sincerity). In reality, it was also the case; not many of the technologies provided by Mr. Tesla could be used immediately. Many ideas were directly rejected by He Rui and the high-level officials of the power system in terms of direction. Because those ideas were already fantasies, not reality.

However, the old gentleman had mixed in the United States for so long after all, and still had some connections. Through these connections, the sputtering deposition technology research that had been forced upon the Northeast Institute of Electronics, after receiving equipment R&D support from American partners, and combined with the magnetron technology developed by the Northeast Institute of Electromagnetics, could actually produce products with a 10% pass rate.

This matter forced He Rui to devote time to this aspect, holding a series of meetings with young practitioners in various related fields regarding its application areas and related technology iteration fields.

After the meeting, the excited young people surrounded him to ask questions. He Rui could only break away from everyone and go back to handle official business first. After reading the documents from the headquarters earlier, He Rui felt much more at ease.

Xu Chengfeng and the others felt they hadn't mastered the ability to retreat effectively, and He Rui also didn't possess the ability to command the battlefield retreat of hundreds of thousands of people. However, with technological iteration, once the information age arrived, an army of hundreds of thousands could respond to various war situations at any time and implement retreat in an orderly manner. At this stage, everyone could only rely on their own comprehension and battle-hardened battlefield intuition.

He Rui didn't want to put pressure on his comrades, so he could only note: "The General Headquarters agrees with the Frontline Command's plan."

After finishing this matter, He Rui saw an interesting piece of news in the next document. The President of the White Russian Provisional Government in London, Denikin, had made a request to the Northeast side, demanding that the Northeast Government hand over the 16 tons of gold stored in the Northeast Bank to the 'Russian Provisional Government.' Because this money should belong to the Russian Provisional Government.

He Rui immediately felt that this must be the British wanting to stir up trouble. At this stage, Britain recognized Denikin's Russian government-in-exile, and France recognized Kolchak's Russian government-in-exile. The Beiyang side did not recognize these Russian exiles, nor did it recognize the Soviet government.

The gold stored in the Northeast Bank had been taken from the old Tsarist Russian treasury in Kazan by the Kolchak government-in-exile, and most of it had been used to purchase weapons, equipment, and supplies provided by the Northeast Government.

From every angle, the government-in-exile represented by Denikin had the least reason to demand this gold from the Northeast Government. He Rui invited Zhao Tianlin over. When Zhao Tianlin arrived, it was already dark. In the cafeteria, Zhao Tianlin asked while eating, "Chairman, legally speaking, this is an inheritance case. Are there any difficulties?"

He Rui smiled. "This case has no difficulty. But Britain, that shit-stirring stick, never acts lightly. Once it acts, there will be follow-up moves. So, Director Zhao, please guide this case. Please be sure to use this case to prove the Northeast Government's legal capabilities."

As a legal expert, Zhao Tianlin did not boast. He simply replied, "I will organize people to analyze and study this case."

In the following days, every department in the Northeast continued its work. Zhao Tianlin first sent a formal official document to Denikin, held a press conference, and through connections, published announcements and news in major British and French newspapers such as *The Times* and *Le Figaro*.

'According to the principle of territoriality in international law, Mr. Denikin's request to the Northeast Government is incorrect. The correct method is to file a petition with the Northeast Court for trial. Mr. Denikin is requested to contact the Northeast Court within 30 days of receiving the formal document.'

This immediately caused a huge sensation in Europe and America. For the average onlooker, 16 tons of gold was an unimaginably huge wealth. This wealth also originated from the Russian Tsar.

Royalty, death, women, wealth. No matter which one, they were the most exciting content elements in novels and newly emerging film works.

Such things had been seen so much in books and movies, but now that it was really being staged in reality, for a time, even the war between the Northeast and Japan no longer attracted the attention of the European and American public.

Although Zhao Tianlin knew there was such a possibility, he didn't expect things to really reach this step. Moreover, He Rui's prediction was correct. The British Minister to China, who had long plotted this, immediately took out the full power of attorney from the Denikin government-in-exile and handed the case over to a British law firm in China.

Two days later, several diplomats from the Beiyang Government came to visit Zhao Tianlin, led by Lu Zhengxiang. Upon seeing Zhao Tianlin, Lu Zhengxiang first expressed his congratulations to Zhao Tianlin. "Director Zhao's response to the gold inheritance case this time fully conforms to judicial norms, preventing Britain from making a fuss. It can be called a model in both judiciary and diplomacy. Therefore, I personally came to congratulate you."

Zhao Tianlin exchanged a few pleasantries and then replied, "Mr. Lu is a senior who has participated in so many international conferences. Since Mr. Lu has come personally, I wonder what advice you have for me?"

Lu Zhengxiang immediately answered, "Since Britain's move has been frustrated, they will inevitably use other means. France supports the Kolchak government-in-exile. I presume Director Zhao is already prepared for how to deal with French intervention."

Zhao Tianlin actually hadn't considered it completely, so he smiled and said, "I still need to ask Mr. Lu for advice on this matter."

Lu Zhengxiang and the others had come to cooperate, so they didn't put on airs and directly took out a prepared analysis. Zhao Tianlin invited the cadres of the Justice Department, and everyone discussed it together.

Sure enough, as Lu Zhengxiang had expected, the next day, France also took out the full power of attorney from the Kolchak provisional government, stating that this gold should belong to the Kolchak provisional government. What was originally a seemingly nonsensical and funny event turned into an international incident in the blink of an eye.

The Northeast Government was facing both Britain and France at the same time. Zhao Tianlin remembered He Rui's understated arrangement, and a determination to successfully resolve this matter was born in his heart again.

Preparedness averts peril. The Northeast Government had not underestimated this matter from the beginning, and with the cooperation of so many experts, this matter could surely be resolved smoothly.
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The Shenyang Intermediate Court's statement from the Northeast Government was immediately transmitted to Europe and America, causing global onlookers following the matter to sit up and take notice.

"...The gold deposited in the Northeast Bank originally belonged to the Tsarist Russian government. According to the laws of Tsarist Russia, its ownership should belong to... Therefore, anyone who believes they possess inheritance rights must, within 180 days starting from December 6, 1922 (China Time), present identification provided by a current legal government to the Northeast Government Shenyang Intermediate Court and submit their proof of identity."

That very day, in London, Paris, and Washington, quite a few individuals began discussing whether they could obtain proof of their inheritance rights to the Tsarist Russian gold from countries in South America and elsewhere.

Where there is law, there are naturally loopholes. For instance, since the Northeast Government required proof signed by a "legal government," the Haitian government, composed mostly of black citizens, was also a legal government. If the Haitian government issued a certificate recognizing someone as the heir to the Russian Tsar's gold, it would be a legal document.

Regardless of what those opportunists or fraudsters thought, Britain and France—as the architects of the Versailles System—naturally understood what game the Northeast Government was playing. One of the most effective tools of government organization is "delay."

If someone brought proof documents issued by a legal government to the Northeast, the Northeast Government would naturally have to screen them one by one. This could take anywhere from a few years to over a decade, or even several decades.

Therefore, Britain and France separately announced that the only legal governments were those supported by Britain and France, and that no others were legal heirs.

Even before Britain and France made their announcements, the Soviet Union had publicly declared that the Soviet Union was the sole legal government inheriting from Tsarist Russia and possessed the only valid claim to the gold.

Governments around the world understood clearly that while this matter was amusing, it was not suitable for their intervention. After all, reckless intervention wouldn't get them the gold, but would instead garner hostility for their unserious actions.

In the following days, various governments expressed their positions, stating they did not believe any relatives of the Tsar resided in their countries, nor did they host a Russian government-in-exile. The matter, which could have been dragged out for a long time, returned to the Northeast Government's court.

Zhao Tianlin and Lu Zhengxiang, reviewing the recent progress, felt quite fortunate. It wasn't that they feared troublemakers, but that the actions of these governments undoubtedly recognized the Northeast Government's judicial jurisdiction. This was an excellent standpoint.

Lu Zhengxiang, who had suffered so many defeats in diplomacy, sighed. "The only thing to worry about now is the possibility of Britain and France raising the issue of 'Consular Jurisdiction.'"

Hearing "Consular Jurisdiction," Zhao Tianlin's lips pressed together tightly, his gaze turning sharp.

Also known as "Extraterritoriality," it refers to the right of a foreign consul to try and sentence a citizen of their country according to their own national laws when that citizen becomes a defendant in a civil or criminal suit in the host country. In modern Chinese history, Western powers obtained this privilege through unequal treaties forced upon the Chinese government. Before the Opium War, criminals from Western capitalist countries who broke the law in China had repeatedly resisted trial by the Chinese government. In 1842, the Sino-British *General Regulations of Trade* (also known as the *Convention of Chuenpi*) stipulated: "British merchants... involved in disputes or lawsuits with inland residents shall be subject to British jurisdiction." This was the beginning of the seizure of consular jurisdiction.

Therefore, under the Northeast's drug laws, anyone found carrying drugs upon capture could be immediately convicted. Conviction basically meant the death penalty, and execution would be carried out immediately after the trial concluded.

Only foreigners carrying small amounts, whose crimes did not warrant death, would see foreign consuls rushing over to demand their release based on consular jurisdiction.

And every time this happened, the Northeast side would use the newspapers to imply that these countries were nations of drug traffickers. At the time, Zhao Tianlin had been somewhat worried, but once the war started and the Northeast Army achieved early victories, he no longer feared.

When Lu Zhengxiang raised the suggestion, Zhao Tianlin shook his head. "This is a civil case; there are no criminals. Consular Jurisdiction does not apply."

Soon, some domestic newspapers began discussing "Consular Jurisdiction." The *Northeast Daily* immediately published an article fiercely attacking them, titled *"Are They Stupid? Or Are They Evil?"*

In the *Northeast Daily* article, it argued that fearing anything related to foreigners because one doesn't know what fields "Consular Jurisdiction" actually covers is "stupidity." Knowing the scope of "Consular Jurisdiction" but deliberately confusing the public is "evil."

At the end of the newspaper article, a poem by He Rui was published:

*"A sudden thunderstorm explodes over the earth,* *And a white-bone demon rises from the heap.* *The monk, a fool, may yet be taught,* *But the demon, malevolent, must breed disaster.* *The Golden Monkey swings his massive cudgel,* *Clearing the dust from the jade-like firmament.* *Today we hail the Great Sage, Sun,* *Only because the demonic mist has returned again."*

The British probably couldn't understand Chinese poetry, but the Chinese could. Many old literati wrote articles mocking He Rui, saying he was never known for his poetry and prose, and that what he wrote now was merely doggerel.

Facing these few attacks, the Northeast Government and the *Northeast Daily* ignored them completely. What needed to be said had been said; those people were just seeking fame through provocation.

The most important thing for the Northeast right now was war preparation; what was said didn't really matter. This matter was only handled carefully because it involved a wide range of issues.

In Tokyo, Japanese Foreign Minister Uchida Kosai finished reading the report and sighed slightly. He had heard of He Rui's diplomatic abilities, and now he felt that He Rui was indeed quite capable. Although this matter wasn't inherently important—it was meant to cause trouble for He Rui, and incidentally create a better diplomatic environment for Japan to issue bonds.

In He Rui's *Introduction to Geopolitics*, he analyzed so-called "national character" based on geopolitics. Uchida Kosai had read it with great admiration. He Rui believed that Japan's narrow territory and large population created a highly involuted, man-marking-man society. Japanese people were extremely meticulous in their work because each person only had that one thing to do. If they didn't do it well, there was nowhere to hide. Therefore, they naturally placed great importance on details.

By comparison, great powers were relatively rough and carefree. It wasn't that great powers were naturally this way, but if a great power tried to operate like Japan, its state system would collapse in minutes.

So, seeing the Northeast Government react with agility, courtesy, and restraint, Uchida Kosai, while impressed, felt a sense of unease rise in his heart.

Governing a great power was naturally much more difficult than governing a small country. In a small country, one could be a brilliant and stunning figure; but in the politics of a great power, one often only received evaluations of being disciplined and reliable.

But once a brilliant and stunning figure appeared in a great power, it would inevitably be a disaster for the surrounding small countries.

Would He Rui become a disaster for the countries surrounding China?
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Cold air from Siberia swept southward across the Far East. Harbin, Shenyang, Tieling, Pyongyang, Seoul, Tokyo, Osaka—cities under the dark clouds were dim. In the gloomy cloud layer, snowflakes drifted down. It had just turned midnight. Many cities and suburbs were already a vast expanse of white.

The melodious bells ringing over the cities reminded those who could hear them that the beginning of the year 1923, January 1st, had arrived.

In the Northeast Army controlled zone north of Seoul, the 2nd Army Group with four armies was on the western front facing the Japanese army. The 3rd Army Group with four armies held the flank on the west coast of northern Korea and served as the frontline reserve. The 4th Army Group with four armies held the east coast of northern Korea.

Three army groups, twelve fully equipped and staffed armies, 480,000 officers and soldiers had withdrawn from civil engineering work and were sleeping with their weapons, ready to meet the Japanese counterattack at any time.

Behind the western front forces, there were 100,000 troops. These troops were ready to provide supplementary manpower to the frontline forces at any time to maintain the combat strength of the frontline units intact.

Further south than these troops were six armies on the second line of defense, 240,000 troops. If the frontline forces could successfully complete their mission and withdraw here, they would immediately shoulder the combat duties.

If the frontline forces encountered a crisis and needed reinforcements to turn the tide of battle, these troops would leave the defense line to reinforce the frontline units.

If the frontline forces suffered a devastating blow, these troops would gather the scattered units while executing the mission of defending against the Japanese attack.

Between these three lines of forces, 250,000 logistics troops were ready for transport on the railway lines and highways. Depending on orders at any time, they would deliver weapons, ammunition, and personnel to the front line, or transport the wounded and troops from the front line to the rear.

The Air Force had already constructed 20 airfields in northern Korea. Although the snowy weather was greatly affecting the Air Force's sortie rate now, the Air Force ground crews were rapidly clearing the runways. When the weather cleared, planes could take off at any time.

The maximum troop strength the Northeast Government could support in Korea was these 1.08 million men. Even though the Northeast Army's transportation capacity was like a bowstring ready to snap at any moment, emitting a silent creaking sound, the frontline deployment was still completed to the maximum extent.

Every army of the Northeast Army was equipped with 120 120mm artillery pieces. Among them, every regiment had its own four 120mm mortars, three 120mm infantry guns, and six 75mm infantry guns. Every battalion was equipped with 80mm mortars.

Every squad was equipped with a squad machine gun, as well as 60mm mortars.

Although from the perspective of the overall campaign, the Northeast Army did not intend to defend Korea to the death. However, the operational determination of the Korean Front Command was very firm. Even if they were to abandon Korea, if the Japanese army could not break through the Northeast Army's defense line, there was absolutely no reason to abandon the defense line.

In Seoul and southern Korea south of Seoul, Japan's performance in conscription and army building even surpassed that of the Northeast Army. Even as the side that was sneak-attacked, Japan still transported a total of 25 divisions, 700,000 troops, in over two months.

These 700,000 Japanese troops were either active-duty units or composed of reserves. Since the Sino-Japanese War, Japan's thirty years of military accumulation allowed them to quickly make up for their losses, pulling the combat power of both sides back to a level of parity.

Among the logistics troops providing material support for these 700,000 troops were 200,000 Japanese soldiers, as well as a powerful logistics transport force composed of 300,000 Koreans conscripted at this stage.

In the Japanese homeland, four well-organized divisions were under the command of the 2nd Manchuria-Mongolia Expeditionary Army Headquarters. 20 newly formed divisions were rapidly completing their organization.

On the Northeast land, a similar number of troops were also being rapidly completed.

One million men on the front line, one million men ready to go to the front line.

In the wind and snow, although the air was cold, it was fresh and moist, without the smell of gunpowder smoke, without the smell of blood.

Braving the wind and snow, the car Ishiwara Kanji was riding in arrived at the Imperial General Headquarters in Tokyo. As soon as he entered the conference room, Ishiwara Kanji was choked by the strong smell of smoke. Although the high-ranking military officers sat straight, they were all smoking.

Major General Ishiwara Kanji hurriedly said to the Commander: "Commander, it is completed."

The Commander of the Imperial General Headquarters just nodded, and immediately ordered the adjutant: "Circulate the plan to everyone."

Not long after Ishiwara Kanji sat down, a document was passed over from the hand of Ugaki Kazushige, the Vice Commander of the 2nd Expeditionary Army, who was next to him. Ishiwara saw the campaign launch time. January 10th.
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The document circulated once around the Imperial General Headquarters meeting before finally returning to the hands of General Yamanashi Hanzō's adjutant, who put it away.

General Yamanashi Hanzō stood up. "Since the Meiji Restoration, the Empire has worked hard to become strong, and our national power has risen. For decades, we have been victorious in every conquest, invincible in all directions. Today, we face a shameless sneak attack by the enemy. His Majesty the Emperor is furious, and the people are indignant. This counterattack must retake Korea, invade Manchuria and Mongolia, and crush the enemy bandits. I hope you gentlemen will distinguish yourselves on the battlefield and achieve meritorious deeds for the Emperor!"

"Hai!" The generals in the Imperial Headquarters responded in unison.

General Yamanashi scanned the generals, seeing determination and resolve on every face. He continued, "In the first phase of the counterattack, the Manchuria-Mongolia Expeditionary Army will launch a frontal assault on the enemy's defensive line, striving for a breakthrough. The Second Expeditionary Army will seek opportunities to land on the enemy's flank, forming an envelopment to annihilate them in one stroke. You will receive specific orders very shortly. Now, stand up! Tenno Heika Banzai! (Long live His Majesty the Emperor!)"

All the generals rose and shouted along with General Yamanashi: "Tenno Heika Banzai! Banzai! Banzai!"

As soon as the meeting ended, Ishiwara Kanji, who had arrived in a hurry, left the Imperial Headquarters with the Second Expeditionary Army Commander Suzuki Kantarō and Vice Commander Ugaki Kazushige. The three of them got into the same car and headed straight for Tokyo Port.

On the road to the port, the congestion that had persisted for more than two months had finally eased as large quantities of troops and equipment were shipped to Korea. There were few pedestrians on the snow-covered road, only columns of soldiers marching through the snow on either side of the road, heading toward the port.

Not long after getting into the car, Vice Commander Lieutenant General Ugaki lit a cigarette. Ishiwara Kanji expected someone to say something, but the three remained silent until the car stopped at the pier. The waiting officer immediately opened the door. As soon as the three got out, the officer saluted, "Excellencies, please board the ship immediately."

Lieutenant General Ugaki then walked over to Lieutenant General Suzuki. "Commander, we will wait for you in Nagasaki."

Lieutenant General Suzuki Kantarō, full of worry, sighed, "Commander Ugaki, bon voyage. I will follow with the fleet."

Once on board, just as the long whistle signaling departure ended, Lieutenant General Ugaki spoke up. "Ishiwara-kun, Excellency Suzuki doesn't seem to agree with your plan."

Ishiwara Kanji replied decisively, "This subordinate also believes that beaching a large number of ships in winter is a difficult method to accept. It is already very surprising to this subordinate that it passed at the Imperial Headquarters."

It was Ishiwara Kanji—who, from the very beginning of the Second Headquarters' repeated discussions, did not believe there would be a second chance—who had proposed this. In order to land as quickly as possible, they had to accept the loss of many ships due to beaching.

Like the Navy, Lieutenant General Ugaki initially did not agree with the idea of letting troops wade ashore in the cold winter. But simply unable to find any other plan, the Second Headquarters had been forced to reluctantly accept Ishiwara's suggestion.

Looking at Ishiwara's grim expression, Lieutenant General Ugaki spoke, seeming both to encourage and to warn him. "Ishiwara-kun, if the landing plan fails, we will have no choice but to commit seppuku to apologize."

Ishiwara Kanji did not answer, but there was a touch of disdain in his heart. In fact, after considering the situation comprehensively, Ishiwara had long reached the conclusion that a counterattack should not be launched at this stage at all. Although Ishiwara was a thorn in the side of his superiors, he was not a fool. He knew very well that this could not be said under any circumstances.

When he was in Korea, Ishiwara and Nagata Tetsuzan had discussed the future course of the war. Both discovered that the other's judgment was identical to their own. However, when they were about to touch upon whether to seek an armistice, they ended the topic with a tacit understanding, without even dropping a hint.

Nagata Tetsuzan's tone had been heavy but full of determination. "The enemy's understanding of war is already above that of the Imperial Army. Ishiwara-kun is a rare talent of this era. If Ishiwara-kun cannot become a general with a voice, I fear the counterattack will result in a new disastrous defeat."

Ishiwara recognized Nagata's political strength and strategic vision. Hearing Nagata frankly admit that the counterattack might fail, Ishiwara also recognized Nagata's magnanimity. Compared to Ugaki, who actually mentioned seppuku during a conversation, Nagata was more suitable to be a leader of the army.

As if there were some telepathy, or perhaps because he was facing the same situation as Ishiwara Kanji, Nagata Tetsuzan, the Chief of Staff of the Manchuria-Mongolia Expeditionary Army, received the secret telegram to start the war on January 10th and couldn't help but sigh secretly. *If only Ishiwara were at the Expeditionary Army Headquarters right now.*

Like Ishiwara, Nagata only thought about it for a moment before throwing himself back into the war effort. At least in the Manchuria-Mongolia Headquarters, because they didn't have to cooperate with the Navy, no one mentioned things like seppuku due to excessive pressure. All the officers were doing their utmost to prepare for war.

Major General Okamura Yasuji had little color in his face. Even though he had finally been able to sleep these past few days, the heavy workload still left him exhausted. Placing a report in front of Nagata, Okamura couldn't help but let out a breath. Nagata picked up the report and couldn't help but sigh as well. The Manchuria-Mongolia Expeditionary Army General Staff had finally completed the plan and testing for rapidly moving nine hundred 150mm heavy guns northward.

"Okamura-kun, good work," Nagata praised.

But Okamura Yasuji said, "Chief of Staff, I think we should launch the campaign ahead of schedule. We can absolutely deploy in front of the enemy's first line of defense before January 10th."

Nagata had the same intention. The date set by the Imperial Headquarters was just a deadline; the Manchuria-Mongolia Expeditionary Army Headquarters could absolutely choose a start time that suited them. Since Okamura made such a suggestion, it meant the Operations Section believed the war could already be launched.

Taking Okamura along, Nagata went to see the Expeditionary Army Commander, Lieutenant General Terauchi Hisaichi. After the three talked for quite a while, Lieutenant General Terauchi immediately ordered the division commanders of the six divisions on the Seoul front to come to headquarters for a meeting.

The six divisions were the 7th, 8th, 9th, 10th, 11th, and 12th Divisions, all elites of the Japanese Army.

Upon learning that Terauchi Hisaichi had decided to launch the counterattack, the division commanders, who had already led their troops into position two days prior, immediately stood up with intense emotion. "Commander, Excellency, please give the order!"

Terauchi Hisaichi did not waste words either. "Gentlemen, tomorrow at dawn, we attack."

At dawn on January 2, 1922, Nagata Tetsuzan looked at the silent Northeast Army positions across from him from a high ground. For two months, the two sides had not been shrinking in their trenches without moving. Both the Northeast Army and the Japanese Army had launched harassment attacks.

Initially, it was the Northeast Army conducting "Cold Gun, Cold Cannon" attacks. They would send troops to ambush near Japanese positions at night, launching sudden attacks when they saw an opportunity, and then retreating under the cover of Northeast Army artillery after achieving results.

The Japanese Army suffered losses and quickly learned the Northeast Army's tactics, returning the favor with the same sniping and shelling. In comparison, the Japanese were more fearless of death and gained a slight advantage.

The Northeast Army then shifted tactics to counter the Japanese sniping and shelling. The Japanese changed accordingly. Every day, there was fighting on the front lines, and every day, loyal and brave Japanese soldiers were killed in action.

Nagata had seen the Northeast Army's battle lines many times through his binoculars, and now he looked again. It was a very tightly arranged line. In the pure white snow, a large number of slightly protruding thin lines were the trenches and communication trenches dug by the Northeast Army. Those loach-like Northeast Army soldiers relied on these fortifications to enter their positions. Over the past two months, thousands of Japanese soldiers had fallen in front of the Northeast Army's positions.

Putting down the binoculars, Nagata checked his pocket watch. The time had reached 6:21 AM. The snow had stopped, and the clear sky was as pure as a boundless blue transparent curtain.

Before Nagata could ask, a dense sound like firecrackers began to ring out from the rear. Countless whistling sounds cut through the air and reached Nagata's ears. Immediately, the earth beneath his feet began to tremble.

The Northeast Army's trenches, communication trenches, and minefields all began to shake. The snow covering the ground was torn apart like thin gauze and immediately melted. The shells of the 150mm field guns blasted patches of ground, sending soil flying. It wasn't just the position before Nagata's eyes; the entire tens-of-kilometers-long battle line was bombarded by the Japanese Army's nine hundred 150mm guns.

The smoke of explosions mixed with water vapor, plus the soil on the ground that had its moisture instantly baked out, blended into a black screen that shrouded the Northeast Army's lines.

Within two minutes, the Northeast Army's 120mm field guns began to return fire. The first batch of 120mm guns had been firing for less than five minutes when the Japanese 150mm guns began suppression fire.

This round of shelling lasted for fifteen minutes. Nagata felt the soles of his feet going somewhat numb.

As soon as the Japanese shelling ended, four divisions launched the first wave of attacks across the tens of kilometers of battle line. While passing through the minefields, some Japanese soldiers were blown away by landmines, but these fish that had slipped through the net of the shelling no longer had any ability to obstruct the advance. Shouting, the Japanese soldiers crossed the thoroughly battered Northeast Army positions, surged into the first line of defense, and advanced one kilometer forward.

After occupying the Northeast Army's first line of defense, they began to advance rapidly toward the front. On the pure white snow, several communication trenches led directly to the Northeast Army's second line of defense. A Japanese squad entered a communication trench, and after walking twenty or thirty meters, they triggered a landmine. In the communication trench, the fragments and shockwave of the explosion spread along the trench, instantly leaving over a dozen Japanese soldiers lying in pools of their own blood.

Using engineers to clear mines while advancing was too much of a waste of time. The Japanese had to use the 150mm guns to cover the area with bombardment again. The shells swept across the open ground like weeding, and the white snow was blasted into nothingness. The Japanese troops then used the shell craters to begin their attack on the Northeast Army's second line of defense.

Although the second line of defense also suffered shelling, when the Japanese approached, they still encountered resistance from the Northeast Army. Nagata received battle reports on the front line at all times. The fighting on the second line was proceeding very bloodily. Both the Northeast Army and the Japanese Army were using mortars and 75mm field guns. In previous battles, the Japanese had already learned that the Northeast Army used a 75mm gun similar to the French one. Although this artillery had been suppressed by the German 105mm howitzers in field battles, that did not mean it lost its power in close-range trench warfare. On the contrary, because this artillery nicknamed "Miss 75" was inherently suitable for this kind of combat, and both the Japanese and Northeast armies had chosen the most effective weapon, it meant the fighting would be extremely cruel.

Just as Nagata expected, the attack on the Northeast Army's second line encountered determined defense. The first wave of attacks by all four divisions had to temporarily withdraw due to excessive casualties.

At this time, the Japanese 150mm howitzers had already moved their positions and began a new round of firing. The retreating Japanese troops quickly reorganized and prepared for the next round of attacks.

The immense power of the 150mm guns shattered the Northeast Army's second line of defense, and the Japanese Army's new attack did not encounter resistance. The troops successfully arrived in front of the Northeast Army's third position. The Northeast Army continued to bravely block the Japanese on the third position.

Nagata did not want to hear combat reports. He simply demanded that the troops immediately clarify one question: "Exactly how many casualties has the Northeast Army suffered on the position?"

As the battle for the third position unfolded fiercely, the report was delivered to Nagata. "Report. We found approximately one thousand enemy corpses on the enemy position. Most were killed by our infantry; over three hundred were killed by artillery."

A wave of disappointment rose in Nagata's heart. Over a thousand enemy troops was not a small number, but over a thousand enemy troops across dozens of kilometers was truly very few. Nagata asked, "What are our army's casualties so far?"

"Report, Chief of Staff. There are over 2,800 men."

Hearing this number, not only Nagata, but the other staff officers also changed their expressions. The Japanese Army possessed clustered heavy artillery, yet they had still fought to a 1:3 exchange ratio. The Northeast Army's defense was truly hateful!
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Defending the Seoul defense line was the 5th Corps. The defense line consisted of five layers of positions, with the Corps Headquarters situated three kilometers behind the fifth line. Corps Commander Tang Yanming, hearing the battle report that the wounded on the first two lines could basically not be evacuated and the positions were directly torn apart by Japanese heavy artillery, could not help but sigh, "Alas..."

The Corps Chief of Staff already understood that withdrawal was imperative at this point. The ratio of enemy to friendly forces was 3:1, and the artillery ratio exceeded 10:1. Moreover, the Japanese determination to fight was incomparably firm. Just as he was preparing to suggest a retreat, he heard Commander Tang order: "Order the troops to begin retreating. The artillery will transfer to the fourth line of positions. When the Japanese attack, fire all shells, then launch a counterattack to beat the Japanese back. Once the Japanese retreat, we will withdraw immediately."

The order was immediately conveyed to the front lines, and the Japanese troops attacking the Northeast Army's third line of positions immediately felt intense pressure. The Northeast Army's shells fell like rain, forcing the Japanese attack formations to disperse. Although after destroying the Northeast Army's positions they would no longer face Northeast Army counterattacks, the Japanese also lost the reliance of complete cover. In shell craters and broken trenches, the Japanese could not even maintain squad-scale formations, only barely managing to dodge shelling as individual squads.

During the momentary pause in the attack, with the sound of the charge bugle, the Northeast Army's counterattack began.

It was a tactic the Japanese still could not understand; small teams poured into the Japanese midst through the gaps like quicksilver spilling onto the ground. Once inside the Japanese positions, the Northeast Army only attacked the Japanese to their left, right, and front. As long as the Japanese in front could not block the Northeast Army small teams, the Northeast Army continued to break through forward. Soon, the Japanese went from fighting on the front to being attacked by the Northeast Army from the front, back, left, and right.

Many Japanese infantry squads attempted to block the Northeast Army from the front. While the battle was ongoing, a Northeast Army combat team would suddenly appear on their flank or rear. The Japanese infantry squads, caught off guard, were all killed by submachine gun fire from behind.

The Northeast Army combat teams that annihilated the enemy before them then used more open passages to continue outflanking to the Japanese rear. Even though the Japanese had superior numbers, they could not find the 'Northeast Army Battalion' they imagined they could confront. Let alone company-level combat units, they could not even find platoon-level combat units.

In the brief and intense battle, the Japanese had to begin retreating. The Northeast Army drove the Japanese completely out of the third line of positions, then suddenly broke contact with the Japanese.

The combat teams broke up into parts and quickly entered the communication trenches under command orders, retreating to the rear positions with all their might. Just as the troops left the positions, they felt the mountain ground beneath their feet shaking like a wild horse. Some soldiers, their legs numb, fell directly to their knees.

"Hands on the ground, crawl forward!" Regardless of whether the people around them were from their own unit, every company commander, platoon commander, squad leader, and team leader shouted reminders, pulling up comrades who had fallen nearby, hunching over, and retreating along the communication trenches as fast as possible.

Ten minutes of Japanese shelling time, plus the time it took for the Japanese to cross two lines of positions at a slow speed—this was all the time the frontline infantry had to retreat.

Every 150mm howitzer shell blasted a crater several meters in diameter. The fragments kicked up by the explosion bloomed like flowers of death, each death flower ten meters in diameter. Compared to this, the infantry retreating from the positions were as tiny as ants.

Even without formation, everyone supported each other, pulled each other, shouted to guide directions, and retreated quickly along the slender communication trenches.

The engineers on the positions quickly laid mines, and the artillery and heavy machine gunners destroyed their guns before beginning to retreat.

The fifth line of positions was set on the side of the ridge facing the Japanese. Through a tunnel passing through the ridge, within the range of Japanese 150mm artillery, a large number of truck soldiers, unafraid of death, drove trucks to the foot of the mountain, waiting for the infantry. Soldiers carrying rifles and other weapons skillfully leaped onto the trucks. Once a truck was full, it retreated to the rear. The vacated spot was then filled by a new empty truck.

Having to abandon heavy weapons made the 5th Corps' division, regiment, and battalion commanders very uncomfortable. However, at this moment, they could not care about that much; retreating was the top priority.

5th Corps Commander Tang Yanming looked at the headquarters staff who had quickly organized documents and begun to retreat, and sighed. However, seeing the equally dispirited Chief of Staff, Tang Yanming patted him forcefully on the shoulder. "Don't worry, the rear has already prepared heavy equipment for us. At the next line of defense, it will be the Japanese turn to bleed rivers of blood!"

The Chief of Staff sighed but said nothing. Because what Tang Yanming said was very true. When the next line of defense was built, it was designed to withstand Japanese 150mm howitzers hard. If the Japanese wanted to attack that defense line, they would inevitably have to pay a huge price.

However, several corps were deployed on the next line of defense. With the Northeast Army's current truck quantity and mobility, it would be absolutely impossible to quickly withdraw an entire force carrying light weapons like this time. It wouldn't just be the Japanese bleeding rivers of blood; the Northeast Army would be the same.

But the Chief of Staff said nothing, only replying, "Commander, you retreat first. I will be responsible for the rearguard."

Tang Yanming nodded and reached out his hand to the Chief of Staff. As they shook hands, Tang Yanming said, "Take care!"

The Northeast Army's 5th Corps did not retreat in a puff of smoke. Although the Japanese carefully felt their way past the fourth line of positions and found no Northeast Army troops, and although many Japanese pursuing at high speed were killed or wounded by mines, the Japanese finally saw the tail of the Northeast Army's retreat.

By the time the Japanese called for artillery to begin interdiction fire, the tail of the Northeast Army convoy had already disappeared beyond the mountain col, with not even a shadow to be seen. That barrage of Japanese shelling, which no one knew if it hit anything, instead delayed the Japanese pursuit.

When the Japanese infantry began to pursue, they fell into the Northeast Army's minefield again. Meanwhile, the 5th Corps organized while retreating. At the same time, they linked up with the already prepared rearguard units and set up blocking positions.

At this time, the officers and men of the 5th Corps were very confident. Without the support of 150mm heavy artillery, the Japanese were nothing to be afraid of.
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Japanese columns wound through the mountain passes of Korea, visible neither head nor tail. The footprints of these pursuing troops overlapped with the tire tracks of the Northeast Army; tens of thousands of military boots soon trampled the truck traces into oblivion. Whether pursuing or retreating, both Chinese and Japanese armies were marching in the same direction.

In the headquarters at Seoul, a pile of battle reports from the first engagement of the counterattack had already accumulated before Major General Okamura Yasuji. After flipping through two reports, Okamura pushed them aside and began to write. The staff officers nearby did not know what was wrong with these reports, but they dared not disturb Major General Okamura, exchanging glances with one another.

Okamura's brush moved like the wind; he quickly finished writing four points and handed them to the staff for circulation. Colonel Takeshita was astonished as soon as he read the first point: *'Under no circumstances emphasize our army's casualties.'* After reading the content, Colonel Takeshita wanted to ask a question but was stopped by a wave of Okamura's hand. Only when all the staff officers had finished reading did Okamura ask, "Do you gentlemen understand the reasons for these requirements?"

Colonel Takeshita snapped to attention, heels clicking together. "Your Excellency, this subordinate does not understand why Your Excellency requires downplaying our army's casualties. This subordinate cannot comprehend Your Excellency's reason for demanding the battle be described as our army holding the advantage. In this battle, the Imperial officers and men braved fierce enemy artillery fire to fight courageously. Any officer or soldier who witnessed it personally was moved by the Army's loyalty and bravery. If the battle reports are written according to Your Excellency's requirements, the nationals will be unable to understand the Army's valor."

The other staff officers held the same view. Hearing Colonel Takeshita voice their own feelings, everyone looked to Okamura Yasuji, waiting for him to provide a reasonable explanation.

Okamura Yasuji did not show displeasure at his subordinate's criticism. He nodded. "Takeshita-kun, what you describe is exactly the situation on the battlefield. Moreover, you mentioned the nationals' perception; I believe you have grasped the key point. Then I would like to ask you gentlemen: what do you think the nationals want to see?"

The staff officers were stunned, unable to grasp for a moment what Okamura Yasuji was thinking. Colonel Takeshita was also confused. After a brief thought, Takeshita replied, "Your Excellency, this subordinate believes that what the nationals want to see is the Army counterattacking, turning defeat into victory, and recovering lost territory."

Okamura replied, "Takeshita-kun, is this the thought the Army hopes the nationals will generate, or is it the nationals' own thought?"

Colonel Takeshita was stunned, unable to answer for a moment. Lieutenant Colonel Shimizu, standing nearby, felt he understood Okamura somewhat, so he tentatively asked, "Your Excellency, what do *you* think the nationals want to see?"

Okamura stood up and walked in front of the officers. "Gentlemen, the reason the previous great defeat shook the nation was that the nationals believed China was still the Qing Dynasty—the weak, muddle-headed, backward China under Beiyang rule. Facing such a China, the nationals have confidence. After such battle reports are sent to the rear, what kind of China will the readers see? Can such a China allow the nationals to generate confidence?"

The operations section fell silent for a moment. There was confusion and lack of understanding in the officers' expressions, but even more so a kind of helplessness after understanding.

Colonel Takeshita felt a turmoil in his heart. He knew Okamura was right. The Japanese nationals did not actually understand war. In the previous First Sino-Japanese War and Russo-Japanese War, Japan used the image of the 'Japanese Army winning every battle and conquering every attack' to inspire Japanese public opinion, using the propaganda that the Qing and Tsarist Russia were backward, decaying nations as the cornerstone of Japan's rising, magnificent atmosphere.

The battle reports up to now indeed fully reflected the bravery of the Japanese Army's hard fighting, but they also conveyed to the rear the message that 'China has risen again, is not inferior to the Japanese Army in many aspects, and even surpasses the Japanese Army in some aspects.' If such battle reports reached the rear, they would deal a heavy blow to the confidence of the Japanese people.

But, to encourage the people's hearts, could the setbacks and suffering the Army endured be wiped out with a single stroke? Colonel Takeshita felt this was unfair. Future wars would only be more tragic; was everything the Army was about to endure to be deliberately erased to cater to the people's hearts?

Okamura Yasuji looked at the expressions of his subordinates and explained frankly, "The enemy commander, He Rui, is the most outstanding talent cultivated by our Great Japanese Empire. Gentlemen may think my decision is erasing the Army's achievements. What I want to tell you is that everything I do is to counter He Rui. He Rui's goal is to not be obstructed by the Great Japanese Empire when he unifies China. If the Great Japanese Empire is united in heart and stops at no sacrifice to prevent China's unification, He Rui will have no way to successfully unify China. Therefore, what ultimately decides whether the war continues is the determination of the Great Japanese Empire. Before the nationals lose confidence, if we can recover Korea and invade Manchuria and Mongolia, He Rui cannot unify China in the short term. But once He Rui's scheme succeeds and the nationals lose confidence in victory, do you gentlemen believe the Empire can launch another war against China?"

Now, even Colonel Takeshita could not speak a word of opposition. Facing the Northeast Army's bravery, combat skill, decisiveness, and mobility demonstrated during Japan's fully prepared counterattack, the staff officers of the Operations Section already felt how difficult future wars would be. If the Japanese nationals lost confidence, the war could not go on.

Although the choice faced was so tormenting, Colonel Takeshita finally spoke. "Your Excellency, this subordinate understands."

Okamura Yasuji nodded. Although he tried hard to look composed, the feelings in his heart were not one bit better than those of these shocked officers. Just as Nagata had expressed privately, it was not that Nagata, Okamura, and Ishiwara understood military knowledge that other officers did not, but that Nagata, Okamura, and the others truly understood the real gap between the current Japanese Army and the Northeast Army.

The upper echelons of the Japanese military either still viewed the current situation with old-era eyes or, although understanding a part of it, dared not propose these assertions due to the heavy pressure within Japan.

Nagata, Okamura, and Ishiwara had conducted several simulations based on the cognition of the Japanese military high command, and the results were all suffering a great defeat during the counterattack on Korea. By that time, the Japanese military upper echelons would indeed understand the status quo. But when that time really came, Japan would have suffered heavy casualties and lost the ability to counterattack Korea.

Therefore, Okamura had to support Nagata Tetsuzan with all his might, fighting the Northeast Army on one side and fighting the various misunderstandings behind him on the other. Even if he was misunderstood, criticized, and cursed, Okamura could not let such a future happen.

At this moment, the communications officer walked quickly into the office and handed several telegrams just received to Okamura. Taking this opportunity, Okamura ordered, "Gentlemen, start working!"

Colonel Takeshita suppressed the emotions in his heart, picked up those battle reports, distributed them to the staff officers, and asked them to start revising as soon as possible.



★


Seoul Counterattack 4

Volume 3 — Chapter 81

❧ ❧ ❧


In the battle reports within the Japanese Manchuria-Mongolia Expeditionary Army headquarters, there was a tacit understanding: no one mentioned the Northeast Army's mobility. It was as if 40,000 men withdrawing from their positions in one hour, slipping away under the fierce assault of a powerful army corps, was the most normal thing in the world.

The 5th Army's retreat had gone very smoothly; the 100-kilometer retreat through the snow was completed in just two days. Upon returning to the defense line, the 5th Army immediately moved behind the lines to complete reorganization. Light and heavy equipment were quickly replenished, the severely wounded received comprehensive treatment, and light casualties with stabilized injuries were sent to military hospitals within the Northeast for the next stage of treatment.

In the command headquarters, Hu Xiushan held the final pre-battle collective meeting with the corps commanders participating in the defense.

8th Army Commander Zhou Zaixing sighed, "I thought the Japanese would launch their counterattack within two months. I didn't expect them to actually withstand the domestic political pressure and prepare for three months. To think that Prime Minister Katō Tomosaburō died at such a critical moment—Japan's luck is really quite good."

The other corps commanders felt the same. According to the 5th Army's battle report, the Japanese had prepared a massive number of 150mm howitzers for the attack, which caused over 2,000 casualties to the 5th Army. The number of severely wounded was low this time; under 150mm howitzer bombardment, getting off with a light wound wasn't easy. The death toll far exceeded the number of serious injuries.

Hu Xiushan shook his head, "Thinking that way might be underestimating the Japanese. Japan does not lack talent. If it were the Beiyang government facing such a situation, the new people coming to power would likely feel their opportunity had arrived and would have launched a hasty counterattack in less than two months."

"Beiyang has that much backbone?" Zhou Zaixing was skeptical.

Hu Xiushan didn't want to waste time on such a worthless question. He continued, "The current situation with the Japanese isn't a bad thing. With them gathering so many troops, we can better achieve our strategic objectives and weaken the Japanese army to the maximum extent. Once the fighting starts, a Japanese force of this magnitude won't be able to accept retreat. Anyone who proposes retreat after suffering huge losses will be viewed as a traitor by the Japanese public, and Tokyo will not hesitate to dismiss and prosecute such generals."

The corps commanders nodded one after another. Everyone understood that this battle would be a real fight, a very substantial one. 5th Army Commander Tang Yanming couldn't help but sigh, "I didn't realize strategic initiative offered such an advantage. I'd only heard about it before, but now I see it with my own eyes. Commander, if we encountered such a situation, could we withstand the pressure and choose the most rational strategy?"

This question was immediately rebutted by 8th Army Commander Zhou Zaixing, "Chairman He would never make an erroneous strategic judgment! There's no such thing as 'unable to withstand pressure' with him."

The other commanders didn't think this was sycophancy. By now, everyone understood the significance of strategic initiative. Even if the Japanese knew they were about to bash their heads against a wall, they had no choice but to charge. So, in truth, no one wanted to discuss the possibility of being in their shoes; if things really reached that point, the commanders would probably be bashing their heads against the wall in agony too.

Hu Xiushan also didn't want to discuss such possibilities. He returned the discussion to position deployment, especially the placement of the heavy artillery groups. North of Seoul, the Japanese could use their heavy artillery clusters to bully the Northeast Army's 5th Army's organic heavy artillery, but at the first line of defense—the Pyongyang Line—the Japanese wouldn't have it so easy.

In particular, the Northeast Army had air superiority and could spot the Japanese heavy artillery positions earlier. Once they lost heavy artillery cover, the Japanese would have to use flesh and blood to go hard against machine gun positions.

The commanders discussed quickly. Although the 5th Army had destroyed the infantry support artillery on their positions when they withdrew, their heavy artillery had all been pulled back. This batch of heavy artillery was reintegrated into the army group's firepower, so they wouldn't be at a disadvantage even facing the Japanese.

The meeting concluded its discussions quickly. Hu Xiushan shouted loudly, "Stand up!" He stood up himself.

Facing the four corps commanders, Hu Xiushan asked, "Comrades, are there any questions regarding the campaign arrangements?"

The crowd declared, "It is completely clear!"

"Do you have the confidence to complete the mission?"

"Yes!" the four commanders answered in unison.

Hu Xiushan said no more, issuing the order grimly, "Dismissed!"

At this moment, the Japanese 9th Division was breaking through the last blocking position in front of them, their vanguard arriving less than 10 kilometers from the Pyongyang defense line.

Major Taniguchi, commander of the vanguard unit, raised his binoculars to look at the peaks rising from the ground ahead. Positions had already been established on the peaks. In the binoculars, layers of blocking positions woven from barbed wire densely covered the hillside. Just looking at it, Major Taniguchi felt a faint stinging sensation on his skin.

Like the Northeast Army positions they had broken through before, the snow-covered mountains were silent, as if no one was there. Yet on the high peaks that seemed empty of people, a massive red flag was planted among the giant rocks, flapping wildly in the mountain wind. The Northeast Army was hiding in their positions, waiting for the Japanese arrival.

The Japanese main force did not march quickly in the snow. On January 5th, the Japanese vanguard arrived in front of the Northeast Army's Pyongyang defense line. It wasn't until January 8th that the six main attack divisions of the Japanese Army, braving Northeast Army air bombardment, fully arrived before the Pyongyang line.

After receiving the news, Nagata merely exchanged a glance with Lieutenant General Terauchi Hisaichi, Commander of the Manchuria-Mongolia Expeditionary Army. Both saw the heaviness in the other's eyes. Lieutenant General Terauchi had gradually accepted reality over these past days. The Northeast Army not only dared to fight but was good at fighting. From strategic conception to campaign arrangement, they had forced the Japanese army to follow the strategy set by the Northeast Army. Such a situation was something Lieutenant General Terauchi had never experienced in his military career.

Looking at the latest battle report, Terauchi Hisaichi suddenly felt a doubt, asking, "Nagata-kun, should I go to the front line to inspect?"

Nagata Tetsuzan sensed Terauchi Hisaichi's unease and felt that doing so would be inappropriate. After all, the Terauchi Hisaichi before him had become commander largely due to his background.

Terauchi Hisaichi was born on August 8, 1879, into a hereditary noble family of great prestige and power in Yamaguchi Prefecture, Japan. His father, Count Terauchi Masatake, was a Meiji elder statesman who had served as Inspector General of Military Education, Army Minister, Governor-General of Korea, and Prime Minister.

Although Terauchi Hisaichi was the scion of a famous family, he had also received a complete set of rigorous military education. He had studied at the Middle School attached to the Tokyo Higher Normal School and the Tokyo Seijo School.

He graduated from the 11th class of the Imperial Japanese Army Academy's infantry course on November 21, 1899, and was commissioned as an infantry second lieutenant on June 22 of the following year, serving with the 2nd Imperial Guard Infantry Regiment. He participated in the Russo-Japanese War, serving as adjutant to the 1st Imperial Guard Infantry Brigade. After the war, he entered the 21st class of the Army War College; few children of the nobility could pass the entrance exam for the Army War College like he did.

He graduated on December 3, 1909.

In 1911, he was promoted to Major, serving as a staff officer for the Imperial Guard Division and a member of the Army General Staff.

In 1913, Terauchi Hisaichi obtained an opportunity to go to Germany, serving as assistant military attaché in Vienna. While working, he actively studied the German Army. Upon returning to Japan, his father's power was at its peak, allowing him to jump between two key departments: the Army General Staff and the Imperial Guard Division.

In July 1919, Terauchi Hisaichi was appointed commander of the 3rd Imperial Guard Regiment and simultaneously promoted to the rank of Colonel. That same year, his father died of illness. Terauchi Hisaichi lost his father's protection and entered a stage of independent development.

In December 1919, he succeeded to the title (Count).

But on second thought, if Terauchi Hisaichi didn't go to the front to inspect and instead stayed in the rear to issue orders, he wouldn't be able to encourage or berate the troops when the battle turned tragic.

Of course, if Terauchi Hisaichi went to the front, it would actually have no impact on the situation. A tragic battle wouldn't change in the slightest just because Terauchi Hisaichi had gone to the front to boost morale. As long as the political pressure in Japan remained enormous, the Japanese army could only keep fighting. This was also the most painful thing in Nagata's heart.

Finally, Nagata answered, "If Your Excellency wishes to go to the front, this subordinate will certainly accompany you."

Seeing Nagata Tetsuzan kick the ball back, Terauchi Hisaichi understood that Nagata didn't really support it. Thinking for a moment, Lieutenant General Terauchi asked, "Then we commence the attack tomorrow, January 9th, the date prescribed by Imperial General Headquarters."

"Yes!" Nagata answered immediately.

This round of snowfall had stopped. The snow in the mountains showed no sign of melting, but the mountain wind was even colder. The wind cut like a knife against their faces; the Japanese officers and men had to pull down the ear flaps of their cotton caps to protect their cheeks as tightly as possible.

Hearing that the battle would start tomorrow, even the officers most eager for war didn't cheer or jump for joy; they only felt a mix of excitement and a relief like a stone dropping from their hearts. The Japanese soldiers had no leisure for joy; compared to the mild climate created by the Pacific warm current, the mountains of Korea were too cold—so cold that at night they almost couldn't sleep from freezing. Some Japanese soldiers even hoped the Northeast Army opposite them would freeze stiff. It wasn't until they heard the news that the whole army would receive extra rations tonight, that the Japanese ranks felt some joy and encouragement.

The Northeast Army, of course, had not frozen stiff. The mountains were certainly cold, but the Northeast Army's logistical supply was very sufficient. The troops were resting in tunnels where the logistics department had provided a type of stove with a chimney, as well as enough charcoal. With just one stove, the tunnels, already sheltered from the biting wind, became much warmer.

Wills had long since been mailed home, and the soldiers' moods had completely recovered. They could even crack quiet jokes, waiting for the pork stew with vermicelli to be delivered a bit sooner that evening.

Night fell. The officers and men on watch carefully observed the situation. The tin cans hung on the barbed wire swayed in the cold wind, making irregular, light sounds when they collided with the wire. Only when the barbed wire was violently breached would they make urgent noises, alerting the Northeast Army to counterattack immediately.

At 4:00 AM, all Japanese troops on the front line got up. Column after column entered the trenches silently; only the duty soldiers who had frozen all night could return to camp and fall asleep immediately.

Time passed minute by minute. The Japanese lay in the trenches, their exhaled white breath freezing into tiny ice crystals on the rims of their caps and even their eyebrows.

On the long battle line, many Japanese soldiers' faces were wet—it was unclear whether it was sweat or ice water formed from melting ice crystals. The officers constantly checked their watches; the time for the artillery bombardment was getting closer, and the time for the infantry to begin their assault on the Northeast Army positions was also approaching.

Everyone's heart felt as if it were being squeezed by something; breathing almost came to a standstill.
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The "Pyongyang Line" was merely a designation. This defensive line, which bisected the Korean Peninsula, stretched for 250 kilometers through the mountainous region more than a hundred kilometers south of Pyongyang.

Along the defense line stood numerous mountain ridges. The high peaks were capped with white snow, reflecting a golden radiance like gilded metal when illuminated by the sun. Moments later, those ridges began to tremble. Sections of snow on the peaks collapsed, and the beautiful snowy summits were instantly shattered.

The main Japanese attack was focused on a 70-kilometer width at the westernmost end of the Pyongyang Line. The terrain here was relatively gentle; once breached, it would allow direct access to the Pyongyang plains.

Over 400 heavy guns bombarded the highlands that served as the defense line's anchor points. Barbed wire and visible trenches were instantly reduced to powder under the intense artillery fire.

Members of the British and French military observation groups watched as the nightmare they had struggled to forget reappeared before their eyes, sighing with emotion. A British observer sighed, "This time, it is the Japanese Army on the battlefield."

Years ago, shells had swept across British and French positions like a rainstorm. British officers had felt the palpitation and tremors of mortal fear in their bunkers, while Japanese observers had watched the war from safe positions.

The French observers quickly returned from their memories to reality. Someone took out a pocket watch and looked at it. With the thunderous roar of countless explosions ten kilometers away as background noise, he shouted loudly, "It has been five minutes!"

Other French observers took out their pocket watches. Before the second hand had rotated two full circles, the sound of new shelling joined the chorus of heavy artillery. The British and French observers, from their respective national positions, made judgments based on the whistling of shells and the sound of their impact explosions. "It is indeed 120mm caliber artillery." "The Northeast Army's artillery... the quality is quite good."

Amidst the Japanese heavy artillery cluster, men shouted and horses neighed. On the artillery positions of the First Cluster, heavy 150mm guns began to move positions using animal and manpower. Although they had not yet been accurately hit by the Northeast Army's heavy artillery, the basic positions of the Japanese heavy guns had been exposed. They had to shift positions quickly to begin bombarding the Northeast Army's heavy artillery group from the next safe location.

The Japanese Second Heavy Artillery Cluster began to counterattack based on the approximate locations judged from ballistic trajectories. After quickly firing the eight rounds of ready ammunition on the gun carriages, the Second Heavy Artillery Cluster also began to shift positions.

At this moment, blossoms of artillery clouds suddenly bloomed in the sky. It was the Japanese anti-aircraft artillery beginning to bombard the Northeast Army aircraft. The Japanese did not believe they had the ability to directly hit Northeast Army aircraft flying at speeds of over 100 kilometers per hour with shells. The anti-aircraft shells all used timed fuzes, exploding after flying into the air, attempting to inflict damage on the Northeast Army aircraft with shrapnel flying horizontally at high altitude.

The Northeast Army aircraft had also raised their ceiling and were flying in a considerable maneuvering mode, trying their best to prevent the Japanese from tracking their flight paths.

The British and French military observers also noticed these changes, and the feeling of returning to the Western Front grew a few degrees stronger.

Just then, six Japanese divisions began to charge toward the Northeast Army's positions, just like the British and French armies on the Western Front of the Great War in Europe.

A duel began between the heavy artillery of both sides, leaving no power to implement fire suppression. Japanese infantry rushed out of their trenches, holding rifles and carrying 50mm mortars, starting the first wave of attacks.

Suddenly, large clouds of smoke rose from the long Northeast Army positions. Barbed wire launchers propelled large rolls of barbed wire into the air. The cloth strips binding the barbed wire broke in mid-air, and stones wrapped with iron strips at the front end carried huge inertia, pulling the barbed wire open as it fell to the ground.

Moments later, as the stones shattered, the coiled barbed wire contracted due to its own elasticity, once again erecting lines of barbed wire in the positions that had been destroyed.

The attacking Japanese troops, who thought they could charge bravely into the Northeast Army positions, head-butted into the traps laid by layers of barbed wire. Those Japanese soldiers caught by the barbs became excellent targets, their flesh and blood sent flying by crossfire from machine guns. The Japanese soldiers trapped within the barbed wire were another kind of target; any hesitation would lead to being shot dead, while movement would result in falling into the thorny trap of the wire.

Whether to be shot dead directly or to die hanging on the barbed wire was indeed a choice that tested human nature.

Follow-up Japanese troops immediately used 50mm mortars to attack the Northeast Army's strongpoints, but were immediately met with counter-fire from Northeast Army infantry support artillery. The Japanese 75mm guns, mortars, and machine gun points, completely exposed on the battlefield, were swept by the Northeast Army's 75mm guns, mortars, and machine guns.

Bullets pinged off gun shields and machine gun shields, but the Northeast Army's bunkers provided maximum protection, while the Japanese were exposed. Within twenty minutes, the losses of Japanese frontline strongpoints were four times those of the Northeast Army. Deprived of battlefield fire support, the Japanese were pinned down firmly at the front line; anyone who dared to show their head was cut down by flying bullets.

Lieutenant General Hoshino Shozaburo, commander of the 9th Division, the main force of the attack, saw that the offensive was stalled. He immediately ordered the division's artillery to move forward quickly and engage at the front line, while also requesting weapon support from the rear.

As soon as the Japanese battlefield infantry support fire was quickly replenished, it continued to exchange fire with the dense Northeast Army strongpoints. Some of the Northeast Army's strongpoints facing the six divisions were bombarded by 150mm heavy artillery. Similarly, parts of the long departure positions of the six Japanese divisions were also bombarded by the Northeast Army's 120mm artillery.

The heavy artillery groups of both sides were now moving while fighting. The frontline positions had a depth of no more than five kilometers, and both the Japanese 150mm guns and the Northeast Army's 120mm heavy guns had a range of ten kilometers. The observation levels of both artillery forces were evenly matched. More than 900 Japanese 150mm guns and 1,100 Northeast Army 120mm guns were constantly shifting within an area of 70 * 5 = 350 square kilometers behind their own positions. After stopping, they would immediately adjust their firing data and open fire on the enemy.

Neither side could organize massive bombardments anymore, but shelling by a small number of guns could cause significant effects on a specific piece of ground. Some strongpoints on the Northeast Army positions were instantly destroyed, and Japanese positions were also bombarded, causing heavy casualties among the troops preparing to sortied. However, the bombarded positions of the two forces were not one-to-one relative; at least the Northeast Army strongpoints facing the Japanese 9th Division's departure positions were comprehensively weakened. The Japanese infantry on the position reversed the situation of being suppressed and began to suppress the Northeast Army in turn.

Even without the Brigade Commander personally issuing the order, the Regiment Commanders issued attack orders to the battalions. More than half of the snow between the positions of both sides had disappeared. One-third of that snow had vanished under shelling, one-third had vanished under the trampling of the Japanese attacking troops, and the remaining third was covered by the corpses of Japanese soldiers and the wounded hanging on the barbed wire.

On the ground leading to the Northeast Army's first line of positions, corpses and Japanese wounded who could not free themselves from the barbed wire had crushed the wire until it was almost invisible. The obstacles on the road finally could not impede the main force's attack. Frontline junior and middle-ranking officers on the five attack positions of the Japanese 9th Division threw off their heavy cotton coats. Junior officers raised their rifles, and middle-ranking officers drew their command swords, issuing the order to charge to the troops.

"His Majesty the Emperor—*Banzai*!" As this shout, most capable of condensing the Japanese consensus, rang out.

Japanese soldiers shouted "*Banzai*!" in unison, jumped out of the trenches, and began their attack on the Northeast Army positions. The blood of Japanese casualties sprayed on the snow, freezing into crimson blocks of ice. These ice blocks were trampled into fragments under the feet of the new wave of attacking Japanese troops, making crisp snapping sounds. Although these sounds were numerous, they were insignificant and unheard on the boiling battlefield.

On the positions flanking the attacking troops, although the Japanese did not gain fire superiority and could not participate in the joint attack, they still had artillery near the junction of the positions fire at the positions facing the Japanese attacking troops. They would fire at least one round of shells to kill and wound as many Northeast Army soldiers on the position as possible.

Seeing the Japanese attack, at the rear of the central Northeast Army position, Zhuang Pengyun, Vice Commander of the 1st Regiment, 1st Division, 5th Corps of the Northeast Army defending against the 9th Division, rushed up with a platoon. This position was defended by the 3rd Battalion of the 1st Regiment. The Battalion Commander had been killed in the Japanese heavy artillery bombardment just moments before, and his body could not even be found. More than ten minutes earlier, the Vice Battalion Commander had also been killed. The Regiment Commander immediately sent Vice Commander Zhuang Pengyun to take over command.

Upon entering the position, Zhuang Pengyun immediately asked the Battalion Political Commissar, "How much ammunition is left?"

Seeing that the Vice Commander had taken over command, the Battalion Political Commissar breathed a sigh of relief and immediately replied, "Ammo was just brought up; it's all fully stocked."

Zhuang Pengyun felt reassured. As long as ammunition was sufficient, given the current Japanese equipment and troop strength, they could not achieve a breakthrough.

Just as Zhuang Pengyun expected, although the troops had lost their Battalion Commander and Vice Battalion Commander, each company continued to conduct blocking actions relying on the positions. Machine guns spewed tongues of fire toward the Japanese attack channels, and those mortar positions with sturdy bunkers fired fiercely, round after round. Mobile mortar teams shifted positions immediately after three rapid shots.

The Japanese did not charge straight forward. Zhuang Yunpeng watched as the Japanese very skillfully relied on various terrain features that could offer concealment to dodge the Northeast Army's fire. When the Japanese rear infantry support fire opened up fiercely to suppress the Northeast Army's fire, the Japanese quickly shifted positions and continued to close in. It was only when they got to within about 30 meters and there were truly no bunkers left to rely on that they suddenly began to charge using classic skirmish line tactics.

The Northeast Army, having conducted too many offense and defense training exercises targeting the Japanese, was familiar with this set of Japanese tactics—too familiar. Moreover, the Northeast Army itself was based on such principles of warfare.

Zhuang Pengyun had been in the army for six years. Before enlisting, Zhuang Pengyun thought officers commanded soldiers in battle with majestic prestige or led their subordinates into combat. Zhuang Pengyun no longer held those notions.

Scanning the engaging sides, Zhuang Pengyun did not pay attention to single combats but observed the operations of both friend and foe.

75mm guns suppressed Japanese artillery, mortars struck Japanese troop concentrations, and machine guns swept Japanese skirmish lines and breach points. Now that the Japanese infantry had begun to attack, Northeast Army infantrymen were spot-shooting individual Japanese soldiers who broke through.

With reasonable fire combinations, infantry officers at all levels commanded troops to fight in accordance with military regulations, continuously inflicting casualties on the Japanese. Although the battle was extremely fierce, control of the battlefield was firmly in the hands of the Northeast Army.

If a soldier could not continue fighting due to casualties, their superior commander immediately decided whether to transfer another soldier to fill that combat position based on the battlefield situation.

If a combat unit was suppressed by Japanese fire and manpower, its superior commander immediately adjusted the fire and troop disposition to reverse the disadvantage and maintain the battle line.

The opposing Japanese were also quite elite, which put pressure on Zhuang Pengyun. The Japanese officers at all levels were also effectively commanding their troops, attempting to suppress the Northeast Army's fire and using superior numbers to rush into the Northeast Army's trenches. Several times the Japanese almost succeeded, only to fail at the last moment under the blow of quickly concentrated fire and troops.

Opposite them, a Japanese battalion of about 900 men attacked the positions of two Northeast Army battalions. After suffering more than 300 casualties, they had to stop the attack and retreat. Seeing that the Japanese had failed to break into even the first trench, Vice Commander Zhuang Pengyun hurriedly connected to the Regiment HQ by phone. "Commander, should we withdraw the 3rd Battalion first and let the 2nd Battalion take over?"

The Regiment Commander's resolute voice came from the other end of the phone, "No. Wait until after today's fighting is over before withdrawing the 3rd Battalion."

Since the Regiment Commander had ordered so, Zhuang Pengyun immediately ordered the troops to organize ammunition and transport the wounded to the rear. He also integrated the replenishment personnel into the units to ensure the troops were fully equipped and manned as much as possible. Taking advantage of the lull while the Japanese opposite were reorganizing, Zhuang Pengyun called over the Battalion Political Commissar and asked for his views on the various company commanders during the battle. He then called for the 1st Company Commander, Li Fugui, and the Company Instructor. Zhuang Pengyun conveyed the Regiment HQ's order, "Company Commander Li, you have been appointed as Vice Battalion Commander."

There was no joy on Li Fugui's face, which was blackened by smoke. He simply nodded and replied, "Yes."

Zhuang Pengyun then appointed the 1st Company Vice Commander as Company Commander and transferred a platoon leader from the 2nd Company to be the Vice Commander of the 1st Company. After arranging the troops, the logistics personnel arrived.

In the battle just now, the Northeast Army had 7 killed and 14 wounded. The pit storing the remains was opened, and hemp body bags were taken out. The bodies of the 7 martyrs were placed inside, sent into the pit, and stacked neatly. After the pit was closed, the wounded had basically all been treated urgently and were being transported by logistics personnel to the field hospital in the rear. Since the wounded had all been injected with morphine, no one cried out in pain.

As the wounded were sent out, the replenishment personnel from the rear arrived—a total of 31 men, exactly enough to fill the vacancies left by the soldiers. It was evident that these recruits were both excited and nervous. The squad and platoon leaders assigned the new soldiers hurriedly shook hands with them and introduced the combat posts they were to take over.

Only then did Zhuang Pengyun breathe a sigh of relief. With the battlefield arrangements completed, the next step was to make combat records. Zhuang Pengyun called the new Vice Battalion Commander to temporarily record the approximate course of the battle.

When writing about the death of the Battalion Commander and Vice Battalion Commander, Zhuang Pengyun felt a wave of regret. The 3rd Battalion Commander had led the troops very well, but he hadn't expected him to be sacrificed first. A pity! What a pity!

Just as he was halfway through writing, the new Vice Battalion Commander Li Fugui ran over to report, "Vice Commander, it looks like the Japanese are going to attack again!"

Zhuang Pengyun closed his notebook and went to the observation post to check. He saw some movement on the Japanese positions again; it indeed looked like they intended to attack again.

*They were just beaten back once, and they want to attack again?* Zhuang Pengyun could not help but sigh in his heart; the Japanese were truly risking their lives!

On the 70-kilometer-long front, the troops on both sides had their nerves pulled tight, without the slightest relaxation. Since infantry and infantry fire could not break the offensive and defensive stalemate, the constantly moving heavy artillery groups of both sides began to allocate a portion of their firepower to fiercely bombard the enemy's lines.

Japanese heavy artillery could weaken the Northeast Army's defenses to gain a momentary offensive advantage. The Northeast Army could also weaken the organization of the Japanese attacking forces.

The artillerymen of both sides were guessing—guessing where the enemy's heavy artillery might have moved. Guessing which enemy positions were suitable for shelling to weaken enemy strength. Some gun crews were constantly moving, while others did not move after shelling but remained in place, pausing fire, waiting for more than ten minutes until ammunition was fully reloaded before starting a new round of shelling.

The artillery of both sides could not see each other at all, could not see the opposing positions, and could only rely on telephones and semaphore to obtain information. In such a situation, the two sides battled with wits and courage.

In just half a day, both Chinese and Japanese sides lost more than 7% of their artillery. But such a contest did not stop because of this. Artillerymen passed by their artillery comrades who had unfortunately been hit and destroyed, advancing toward the next moving position. The artillerymen did not leave the battlefield but bravely continued this battle that seemed relaxed but was a struggle of life and death.
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Night finally descended, and the artillery on both the Chinese and Japanese sides immediately shifted into their night duty fire mode. This involved sudden shelling of specific positions, sometimes accompanied by feigned infantry attacks, and sometimes not.

Nagata Tetsuzan had long since grown numb to such artillery duels. He focused entirely on reading the battle reports sent by the six division commanders. Only after reading them all did Nagata heave a sigh of relief. At this moment, what Nagata feared most was a division commander losing his rationality and furiously announcing that he would learn from the "God of War" Nogi Maresuke, launching a "human bullet" charge.

It was obvious that after the fighting on January 9th, the reality of over ten thousand casualties had forced the division commanders to admit that the Northeast Army facing them was an elite force with fighting will and combat capabilities no less than that of the Japanese Army. Launching human bullet charges at this time would be an extremely unwise choice.

Standing up, Nagata lit another cigarette. At least up to now, the commanders of the six divisions on the western line had gradually accepted reality, and Nagata's expectations for the first phase had been met. The second phase would be how to defeat the Northeast Army based on the division commanders' understanding of this reality.

In the second phase, perhaps Nagata would indeed have to, at some moment, use the "good example" of General Nogi Maresuke's human bullet attacks to incite the Japanese army into launching desperate charges.

***

So far, they had only fought for one day. The counterattack was initially successful, and the Manchuria-Mongolia Expeditionary Army had pushed north by 100 kilometers. When this news reached the homeland, the major Japanese newspapers immediately reported it extensively. Although Japan was under total mobilization and controls were in place to temporarily prevent citizens from marching in the streets, the dissatisfaction of the populace was still greatly relieved.

As far as Nagata knew, the major newspapers had received hints and did not publish unrealistic views. However, some tabloids had already published articles about "Seizing Manchuria and Mongolia, Securing the Empire's Lifeline."

Fortunately, the Kenpeitai acted quickly, immediately visiting the newspaper editors-in-chief to warn them that if they published such articles again, the Kenpeitai would not be so polite next time.

Nagata knew that the moment of national fanaticism would definitely come. He could only hope that this day would not arrive so soon, and even if it did, that it could be suppressed as much as possible.

Before he had even finished one cigarette, the voice of Commander Terauchi Hisaichi, a Lieutenant General, came from behind him. "Nagata-kun, have you seen the telegram from the General Staff Headquarters?"

Nagata turned around and replied, "I was just about to discuss this with Your Excellency."

The two sat down, and Terauchi immediately lit a cigarette as well. "Nagata-kun, the General Staff is very dissatisfied with the situation of today's offensive. However, they seem to have loosened up somewhat, stating that the matter of artillery will be satisfied as soon as possible."

Nagata felt that Lieutenant General Terauchi was indeed reliable when it came to internal maneuvering. The internal discussions within the Manchuria-Mongolia Expeditionary Army headquarters concluded that progress could only be made by relying on powerful artillery; infantry could only play a role when fighting for shattered positions. This fact had been proven countless times on the European battlefields.

Of course, there was another way to use infantry: learning from the German Stormtroopers (*Stosstruppen*), using powerful small frontline units to open breaches.

The most successful use of German Stormtroopers was the "Kaiserschlacht" (Emperor's Offensive) at the end of the Great War in Europe. On the front lines, Germany committed over a hundred thousand infantry organized in the Stormtrooper model to launch attacks. Relying merely on a few small units with limited numbers would have no effect in a massive war involving hundreds of thousands of troops.

The Japanese Army understood Stormtroopers; the General Staff Headquarters possessed the complete organizational model for Stormtroopers, as well as several versions of Stormtrooper combat manuals. But seeing the equipment, numbers, and training time required for Stormtroopers, they had to abandon such plans.

Nagata pressed, "Your Excellency, did the General Staff give a timeframe? After all, we need at least 800 heavy guns."

Terauchi Hisaichi sighed somewhat emotionally. "I heard that the Naval Arsenal has also gone all out to help the Army produce 150mm field guns. I believe it won't be long."

Nagata hoped this would be the case. After all, the Japanese army could not afford to be stalled in the mountains, unable to advance an inch. The greatest pressure right now was not the war itself, but the surging pressure from within the country. No one could withstand such pressure. Of course, if the Emperor, who was considered a living god in the mortal world, were to speak, perhaps it could be withstood. But the Emperor would never speak on this matter, no matter what.

Waking up early the next morning, Nagata received the latest telegram. The Quartermaster Department of the Manchuria-Mongolia Expeditionary Army had actually received a notification that starting today, a dozen or so 150mm artillery pieces would be transported to the front lines every day.

The Quartermaster who brought the telegram thought Nagata would be happy, but he didn't expect Nagata to keep a straight face and order his adjutant to send a reply: "In yesterday's artillery duel alone, the troops lost seventy 150mm guns. A dozen or so guns cannot even satisfy the replacement needs of the Expeditionary Army. Please ensure 100 guns are provided daily; only then can we accumulate enough firepower within a month to destroy the enemy's defense line. I ask the General Staff to reconsider carefully."

Hearing Nagata Tetsuzan's hardline response, the Quartermaster couldn't quite believe it. "Nagata-dono, 100 guns delivered every day... can the homeland really achieve that?"

Nagata answered decisively, "If the quality of the artillery is lowered somewhat, I believe it can be done."

Seeing that the Quartermaster still didn't quite understand, Nagata didn't want to explain, but in the end, he did: "Right now, what we need is to break through the enemy's defense line as soon as possible and retake Pyongyang. As long as we can retake Pyongyang, our mission will be more than half complete. If we cannot do this in a short time, the pressure we bear will only increase. I believe Imperial General Headquarters is actually very clear on this matter."



★


Seoul Counterattack (7)

Volume 3 — Chapter 84

❧ ❧ ❧


In a safe zone twenty kilometers from the front lines, the British and French military observation groups were holding a joint dinner. Outside the tent, the Japanese army was wallowing in the vortex of war, while inside, the British and French officers ate with relaxed spirits. Just a few years ago, the positions of the British and French soldiers versus the Japanese were exactly the opposite. This massive disparity did not make the British and French officers feel any guilt; instead, like the Japanese officers before them, they treated the bloody battlefield before their eyes as a subject for dinner table conversation.

A row of military field tables was arranged in a line, simply lacking a tablecloth. On the left were the British officers, on the right the French. The commanders of both sides sat in the center of their respective groups, facing each other.

Cans were opened one by one by the British officers—either beef or fruit. Accompanied by cheese and cold bread, the quantity was plentiful, yet the sight made the corners of the French officers' mouths twitch upwards as they looked at their own empty plates. It was evident that these French officers had eaten British canned food in the trenches.

Britain had countless "jokes about France," but the British would not actively bring up cuisine in front of the French. Self-knowledge was a trait shared by the upper classes of all nations.

A French chef had already lit Northeast-produced charcoal in a portable stove using solid alcohol also produced in the Northeast, but the French baguettes were set aside and not immediately toasted. The French chef opened a large crate filled with items wrapped in burlap; opening one revealed beef.

Seeing the surprised looks on the British blokes' faces, Major General Louis, head of the French observation group, wore a confident smile. "Although Manchurian-Mongolian beef is not as good as French beef, it is at least edible."

This remark was truly full of French flavor—confidently sharp-tongued. But the aroma of the steak prevented the British officers from retorting for the moment. British Major General James nodded and asked, "These Indian jute bags indeed preserve freshness very well."

Both sides exchanged smiles, temporarily tied.

The French chef was not only skilled at steak; various dishes were brought up one by one. When a fish dish was served, the British officer, Major General James, stroked the beard on his chin thoughtfully. Only after confirming the content of his memory did he ask, "This reminds me of the stuffed carp described by Monsieur Hugo in *Les Misérables*."

Major General Louis smiled knowingly. "Yes, stuffing the carp with minced meat and cooking it whole. The meat comes from Northeast pigs, not rodents."

The British and French officers were all educated upper-class men, and hearing this, they all smiled. In *Les Misérables*, Monsieur Hugo wrote with humor: Some customers came from far away. One morning, Hucheloup had a sudden inspiration; he wanted to introduce this "specialty" to passersby. He picked up a brush, dipped it in a pot of black paint, and since his spelling was as unique as his cooking, he casually scrawled these eye-catching words on his wall: *carpeshogras* (phonetically similar to stuffed carp, but misspelled).

One winter, rain and sleet, acting on a whim, wiped out the 's' at the end of the first word and the 'g' at the beginning of the third word. What remained was: *carpehoras* (which sounded like: carp with rats).

This insignificant advertisement written to attract diners, with the help of the season and the rain, turned into a profound piece of advice...

Since everyone was a peer who had read Hugo's novels, the atmosphere naturally became harmonious. Given that the Frenchmen's proud sharing was also a form of goodwill, the British officers shifted the topic to Japan. "If compared to the Japanese army's food, rat meat carp would also be a delicacy."

Everyone roared with laughter—a laughter of shared feeling. Those almost purely vegetarian rations were truly a torture in the eyes of British and French officers.

Soldiers who have experienced war know that while war is tragic, the battlefield is boring. Facing a table of gourmet food, no one was in a rush; they ate and talked. Major General James sighed, "I didn't expect the Japanese army to actually use 900 heavy guns on the battlefield."

The French officers felt the British bloke was making a fuss over nothing. A Lieutenant Colonel named Malone swallowed the stuffed carp in his mouth and expressed his confusion. "Compared to Bulgaria and Romania, the number of troops mobilized and the firepower of the Japanese army are nothing special. During the Great War, the Bulgarian front maintained hundreds of thousands of troops, and Romania mobilized over two million men. The number of heavy guns in a single battle would also be around 200."

Other French officers added their views. "Bulgaria has a population of 4 million, only one-tenth of Japan's, yet it mobilized up to 1.2 million men. truly astonishing. I remember a novel that seemed to describe a city where only women and a hunchbacked bell-ringer remained. The other men had all died in war, and the men who didn't die on the battlefield but returned to their hometowns were driven away by the women who had stayed behind."

This novel was a bit obscure; although a very small number of officers had an impression of it, they couldn't remember it clearly. French Lieutenant Colonel Malone didn't pick up on this thread. He sighed, "Romania has a population of 7.5 million and mobilized 1.26 million, 10,000 fewer than Bulgaria, yet suffered 620,000 deaths. Those Eastern European countries are all lunatics."

Hearing these figures, the British officer couldn't help but sigh, "Think of those Serbian regicides."

The British and French officers all smiled bitterly. Serbia, with 4.5 million people, mobilized 750,000. Because the war was fought across the entirety of Serbia, according to the country's own statistics, Serbia lost 1.1 million people in the war. Although post-war Serbia preserved its independence, the country was in a state almost equivalent to national extinction.

Major General Louis, head of the French military observation group, was somewhat puzzled. "General James, even Serbia could use over 200 heavy guns in a battle. Why are you surprised by the Japanese heavy artillery group? In my view, this scale of artillery is just meeting the requirements of war. If it were those Jerries, I think they would commit 1,100 heavy guns, or even more, to a battle of this scale."

Major General James did not answer immediately; instead, he raised his glass and drank. French Lieutenant Colonel Malone thought the Major General's view on heavy artillery was a bit baffling, so he offered his own opinion. "Japan possesses the world's third-largest navy. The main guns of its battleship *Kongō* are 356mm. Producing 150mm field guns should not be a technical problem for Japan."

Seeing the topic veering completely off course, Major General James had to explain. "Gentlemen, both Manchuria-Mongolia and Japan have a core national population of 40 million. By European standards, they could completely mobilize an army of 6 million. Even Italy mobilized 2.85 million troops. Manchuria-Mongolia and Japan have each mobilized 2 million troops, which is far from their upper limit. But isn't it a very strange thing for us to use European war standards to measure Asian, yellow-race nations?"

The British and French officers were stunned and fell silent. Some frowned in thought, while others silently continued eating.

At this moment, the French chef had finished all the dishes. The baguettes had also been heated, sliced, and served. Major General Louis silently picked up a piece, dipped it in the sauce of the stuffed carp, and put the bread in his mouth. The crispy crust and the soft, sweet interior of the baguette made Louis, who was in a foreign land, think of his hometown.

Swallowing this mouthful of food, Major General Louis raised his glass, took a sip of brandy, and then asked, "General James, do you believe that current-day Japan already possesses strength surpassing Italy?"

General James shook his head. "What I really care about is China's Manchuria-Mongolia. They actually possess the strength to confront Italy. Although the Manchurian-Mongolian army's artillery is only of 120mm caliber, its range is not inferior to the Japanese 150mm artillery. They also show outstanding performance in army-group level artillery command. Ten years ago..."

Speaking to this point, Major General James was a bit agitated. He raised his glass and took another sip. As the alcohol went to his head, he shook his head and sighed. "Sigh... I don't want to blame anyone, but the synthetic ammonia technology provided by France to China's Manchuria-Mongolia allowed the Manchurian-Mongolian government to acquire the capacity to produce gunpowder and explosives equal to the Germans. It has allowed this war to spiral completely out of control..."

When the French officers heard British Major General James say "I don't want to blame anyone," they knew they were about to be blamed. Unexpectedly, Major General James actually found something to blame them for. Lieutenant Colonel Malone immediately said with a drawl, "Oh... I feel that the munitions orders for which Britain provided funds to Russia played a greater role!"

The atmosphere, which had briefly thawed due to the gourmet food, immediately returned to the usual British-French verbal sparring. Officers from both sides exposed each other's past misdeeds with or without smiles. After a round of sparring, both sides barely reached a consensus. The current out-of-control situation in the Far East should be blamed on the Germans, the Russians, and those short-sighted colonial governors of both sides.

In order to quickly arm the colonial troops sent to Britain and France, these governors placed orders related to military equipment with the Northeast. Quartermaster supplies expanded step by step into military equipment, finally allowing the Northeast to possess its own military industry.

The sound of the night shift artillery exchange between the Chinese and Japanese sides drifted into the tent, bringing a bit of harmony back to the atmosphere between the members of the British and French military observation groups who had temporarily paused their quarrel. A British officer asked, "General Louis, what is your opinion on the organization of the heavy artillery groups on both sides?"

As a general from Europe's number one army power, General Louis listened to the shelling outside and answered leisurely, "According to current intelligence, the Japanese army has no army groups; all heavy artillery is under the command of the Manchuria-Mongolia Expeditionary Army Headquarters. A Japanese heavy artillery regiment has 40 150mm field howitzers, as well as other heavy artillery. The Manchuria-Mongolia Expeditionary Army Headquarters can command 23 heavy artillery regiments, proving they have European-level artillery combat organizational capabilities. The Northeast Army's artillery relies to a large extent on its aircraft superiority... Oh, those damn Jerries!"

The British officers also deeply agreed with this. During WWI, aircraft production by country: Germany 47,300; Austro-Hungarian Empire 5,400; France 52,100; Britain 47,800; Russia 3,500; Italy 12,000; USA 13,800.

The Treaty of Versailles stipulated that Germany could not possess an air force. Germany, which was a major aircraft power during WWI, saw its manufacturing teams suffer massive unemployment. According to intelligence obtained by Britain and France, a German aircraft R&D and manufacturing team had come to the Northeast and began developing and manufacturing aircraft for the Northeast government.

Initially, no one really took this team seriously; after all, it was just a very small team, almost negligible compared to their European and American peers. Yet unexpectedly, this small team produced such outstanding work. Today, during the day, the British and French military observation groups saw with their own eyes how the Northeast Army's monoplanes flew with agility, slaughtering those sluggish Japanese biplanes in the air.

More accurately, those Japanese biplanes, which possessed WWI-level technology, were all shot down by the Northeast Army's aircraft, which were excellent enough to rival the latest British and French planes. This war in the Far East not only had the intensity of the European battlefield, but its combat intensity was also not inferior.

Major General Louis suddenly wanted to ask the British officer about tanks. Back then, Britain had used poison gas and tanks when breaking through trenches, and both had achieved significant results. Poison gas aside—the Japanese side had not widely distributed gas masks. Then one of the remaining choices was tanks.

But Major General Louis did not ask the question. He felt that even if he asked, the British officers would not answer. As for whether tanks would appear, they just had to wait and see. During the four years of the Great War in Europe, all parties had figured out trench warfare. Japan, as Britain's long-term ally, couldn't possibly not have thought of tanks.

At this moment, there was little food left on the table. Britain's Major General James downed the last mouthful of wine and stood up. "General Louis, thank you for your meal. We have discussed a lot today; let's leave some topics for tomorrow."
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Dawn broke. The early morning of January 10, 1923, descended upon the Korean landscape, and the roar of artillery echoed through the mountains. The road leading to Pyongyang was relatively flat, and heavy Japanese artillery fire was pounding this sector ferociously. This area was defended by the Northeast Army's 23rd Army. The Army Group Command had long anticipated that this would be a likely point for a Japanese breakthrough attempt, so preparations were extensive.

Sure enough, once the artillery duel began, the Japanese 6th Division launched an offensive against the Northeast Army along the flatter terrain. The engagement escalated from contact to fierce combat in a very short time. Facing wave after wave of Japanese assaults, the 23rd Army, though under immense pressure, held its defensive line steady. When the 23rd Army's 105mm howitzers, positioned behind the lines, joined the fray, the already grievous Japanese casualties began to mount rapidly, and their ferocious offensive was forced to slow down.

At 9:00 AM, the 5th Army was standing ready in full battle array. Suddenly, an artillery bombardment targeting the 5th Army began. Deputy Regimental Commander Zhuang Pengyun soon received a phone call: the 2nd Battalion, which had taken over the defensive positions from the 3rd Battalion only yesterday, had suffered heavy casualties. The 2nd Battalion's deputy commander was killed in action, and both the battalion commander and the political commissar were seriously wounded. Zhuang Pengyun immediately led the 3rd Battalion, which had withdrawn yesterday for rest and replenishment, to move up and reinforce them.

On the way, Zhuang Pengyun felt puzzled. Were the Japanese intending to use this position as their breakthrough point? From an operational judgment, there was a passage behind this position leading directly to the rear, but it wasn't wide. Moreover, the Northeast Army had already established defensive lines along that passage. It wasn't the optimal location for a breakthrough.

When he arrived at the front lines, Zhuang Pengyun felt he understood. During his time at the military academy, in the artillery courses, instructors would recount various extreme case studies in special lectures. One of them was called "Heavy Artillery Shaving the Mountain."

It was termed an extreme case precisely because even the instructors didn't quite believe such a thing would actually happen, so it was always a very lighthearted class. Zhuang Pengyun felt like he had just encountered it.

This position originally had no particularly critical strategic points. Yesterday's shelling had already destroyed the three key points on the position that posed the greatest threat to the Japanese. The previous commander and deputy commander of the 2nd Battalion had been blown to pieces directly at those key points.

Now, this position was unremarkable, possessing no other characteristics besides a slight height advantage. After this round of shelling, the position was battered and broken, becoming a weak point convenient for a breakthrough.

Watching the Japanese troops beginning their assault, Zhuang Pengyun hurriedly directed the 2nd Battalion to join the defense. An ominous thought popped into his head: *Am I going to die here?*

Just as he was feeling uneasy, the soldiers were stunned to see four peculiar silhouettes emerge from amidst the Japanese infantry. They were machines resembling tortoises, with a track on each side of the lower half, similar to a tractor. On the upper middle section, there was a machine gun firing continuously.

When the Northeast Army's heavy machine guns fired at them, the Japanese infantry immediately scattered away from these iron tortoise-like machines. Some Japanese troops hid behind the machines, advancing alongside the "Iron Turtles" while firing.

Machine gun bullets struck the Iron Turtles and ricocheted off harmlessly. Although mortars fired shells, the Iron Turtles kept moving and were hard to hit. Moreover, they didn't move in a straight line but turned left and right, increasing the difficulty of landing a hit.

They crushed the road surface, crushed the barbed wire, and utilized their height advantage to sweep the Northeast Army trenches with fire. The firepower in the Northeast Army trenches directly facing these Iron Turtles was instantly annihilated.

This was a "tank." Recovering from his shock, Deputy Regimental Commander Zhuang Pengyun immediately realized what his unit was facing. The Northeast Army was also developing tanks and conducting tank training. The tanks used for training were made of wood and canvas mounted on cars. They could be dealt with using stones and pencils, and everyone jokingly called it "sticking a scallion in a pig's nose — putting on a show."

It was only when he encountered a real-world tank that Zhuang Pengyun witnessed with his own eyes that this thing was no joke. His training regulations immediately provided the countermeasure in his mind, and Zhuang Pengyun instantly ordered, "Rifle grenadiers! Prepare anti-bunker rounds! Prepare anti-bunker rounds!"

Receiving the order, the soldiers snapped out of their daze. After rummaging through the artillery ammunition, the anti-bunker rounds were found. To defeat the enemy's thick, fortified bunkers, the Northeast Army had developed anti-bunker rounds. These were metal jet rounds.

However, because this type of ammunition was still somewhat classified, and the Northeast Army didn't have many real bunkers to target, the artillerymen didn't stock many and rarely used them.

Seeing the infantrymen find and equip the anti-bunker rounds, Zhuang Pengyun breathed a sigh of relief. He immediately ordered the machine guns and mortars to focus their full power on the infantry following behind the Japanese tanks. They absolutely could not allow the Japanese infantry and tanks to coordinate.

Under the intense firepower, bullets flew and shells exploded around the Japanese tanks. One unlucky Japanese tank was hit on the upper side of its top by a 60mm mortar shell. With the explosion, the tank shuddered and stopped moving.

However, because the Northeast Army's firepower had shifted targets, their position immediately came under fierce attack from Japanese infantry support fire. The already heavily damaged position was beaten to the point where the defenders could only struggle to protect themselves.

The other three Japanese tanks accelerated their charge. Seeing them crush through the barbed wire, they rushed right up to the front of the Northeast Army trenches. Fortunately, the Northeast Army trenches were relatively wide, and these Iron Turtles couldn't cross them immediately. However, the Japanese tanks turned to find easier crossing points while their turrets rotated in the opposite direction, their machine guns continuing to sweep the Northeast Army trenches.

This was exactly the World War I tactical example studied at the academy: European nations attempting to use tanks to break through trenches and guide infantry to attack deep into the positions.

The infantrymen targeting the armored weapons had already inserted the anti-bunker rounds into their muzzles and moved close to these Iron Turtles. One infantryman raised his rifle and pulled the trigger. The rifle grenade flew out of the muzzle, traveling at a not-so-fast speed toward the Japanese tank. The rifle grenade, no more than 6 centimeters in diameter, hit the tank. The explosion was not violent.

But the tank shuddered once and surprisingly stopped moving and firing.

Seeing that it might be working, other infantrymen quickly followed up, attempting to aim at the third tank. At this moment, the turret of the first Japanese tank, which had been hit on top by the mortar, suddenly rotated. Its machine gun roared again, directly hitting two Northeast Army soldiers whose bodies were exposed. Amidst splashing blood, the two soldiers fell.

Zhuang Pengyun had just briefly reported the tactical situation to the regimental commander and requested reinforcements. As he put down the phone, he saw the two soldiers attacking the Japanese tank fall. Seeing the Japanese swarming toward this breakthrough point, Zhuang Pengyun ordered 2nd Battalion Commander Li Fuguei, who looked somewhat panicked, "Give me a squad of elite troops. You take charge of command. I'll lead that squad to take out the Japanese tanks."

Hearing this order, a trace of shame flashed across Li Fuguei's face, and he hurriedly said, "Deputy Commander, let me lead them."

Zhuang Pengyun was tempted, but in a split second, he felt that there was probably no one in the 2nd Battalion who could complete the task. He shouted, "Cut the crap! Hurry up and act on my orders!"

Soon, a squad of troops began to move, following Zhuang Pengyun. After yesterday's observations, Zhuang Pengyun had confidence in Li Fuguei's command ability. Facing real tanks for the first time, Zhuang Pengyun didn't even have much confidence in himself.

Just as he was leading the special combat unit through the trenches, carrying anti-bunker rifle grenades and approaching the Japanese tanks, he suddenly saw two more soldiers stand up one after another in the trench where the previous two soldiers had fallen. They aimed and fired at the two nearby Japanese tanks.

Two anti-bunker rifle grenades crossed the distance of a dozen meters at a speed visible to the naked eye, successively hitting the two tanks and terminating their movement.

The remaining tank, seeing the situation turn unfavorable, began to retreat. At this moment, the Japanese troops behind them seized the opportunity of this gap to charge up regardless of casualties, killing their way into the Northeast Army's 2nd Battalion trenches. Brutal hand-to-hand combat erupted immediately.
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On the evening of January 10, 1923, at 19:00, Deputy Regimental Commander Zhuang Pengyun received the order promoting him to Regimental Commander. The appointment arrived simultaneously with the order for Zhuang Pengyun's unit, the 1st Regiment of the 1st Division, 5th Army, to withdraw for rest and reorganization.

The unit relieving the 1st Regiment had already entered the position and arranged their defenses. Zhuang Pengyun walked at the very rear of the 1st Regiment. Just as he was about to cross the ridgeline of the high ground, he turned back to look. In front of the pitch-black positions, several teams of Japanese soldiers holding white flags were moving piles of Japanese corpses onto carts and transporting them back to the Japanese lines.

The firelight was very conspicuous in the darkness, and both sides, in accordance with the convention, did not open fire. Regimental Commander Zhuang Pengyun was no longer clear on what remained in his empty mind. After watching for a moment longer, he turned around blankly and withdrew along with the troops.

The troops walked for two or three kilometers along the road and temporarily stopped at an assembly point. No one spoke; no one even wept. Under Zhuang Pengyun's orders, the officers began to assemble their units and count off. Those low voices of counting finally broke the dead silence.

The statistics should have been simple and powerful, but now they became lengthy.

"Report to Commander, I took over the duties of the 1st Battalion Commander during the battle, so I do not know the actual number present before departure. The 1st Battalion originally had 3 infantry companies, 9 infantry platoons, 27 infantry squads, and 9 artillery squads. Now there remain 3 infantry companies, 9 infantry platoons, 21 infantry squads, 6 artillery squads..."

The new 1st Battalion Commander, who had taken charge during the fighting, suddenly choked up. It was only now that the pain brought by the casualties awakened his sorrow, and he choked, unable to continue.

The feeling of grief surged into Zhuang Pengyun's heart along with other sensations. The pain brought by the total annihilation of 6 infantry squads and 3 artillery squads was like a thin thread connecting him to reality, keeping his numb heart from being completely devoid of feeling. Zhuang Pengyun had to use this pain to urge himself to continue working; otherwise, he would not know what else he could do.

The 1st Battalion Commander overcame his brief grief, caught his breath, and continued reporting: "The whole battalion should have had over 390 men. Now there are 173 men capable of continuing to fight. The number of wounded is not yet clear."

The 2nd and 3rd Battalion Commanders reported subsequently. The final numbers impacted Zhuang Pengyun. The 1st Regiment's position, which had been used by the Japanese as a breakthrough point, should have had 1,311 men. Now, among the troops that had withdrawn, only 507 officers and soldiers remained uninjured and capable of fighting. How many died in battle, how many were wounded, how many were missing—there was only an estimated figure now.

As the Regimental Commander, Zhuang Pengyun discovered that he was unclear about the specific whereabouts of sixty percent of the officers and soldiers in his unit. This astonished him. Was he still fit to be a Regimental Commander like this? Why hadn't the division sent someone to execute him yet?

What puzzled Zhuang Pengyun the most was, having commanded troops in battle up to this point and having participated in several hand-to-hand combat engagements, why hadn't he been killed by the enemy? Why was he surprisingly still alive and well?

Perhaps... the person sent by the division to execute him was already on the way. Thinking of death, Zhuang Pengyun suddenly felt a wave of relief. That would truly end all troubles.

With such expectation, Zhuang Pengyun felt he should complete his final tasks before dying. That is, to lead the existing troops back to the designated position in the rear and ensure the safety of these officers and soldiers.

Thus, the three battalion commanders heard Regimental Commander Zhuang Pengyun's calm and powerful voice, "The ammunition has been handed over to the follow-up troops. Order the troops to check their equipment again. Report to me after the inspection is complete."

***

Further back in the Army Headquarters, three division commanders stood before Tang Yanming, Commander of the 5th Army. Every division commander had a face full of exhaustion, but even deeper than the exhaustion was the guilt in their expressions. Finally, the 1st Division Commander forced himself to speak, "Commander, I request punishment."

Tang Yanming shook his head bitterly. "Whether we should be punished is determined by our operational command. As for requesting punishment ourselves—with so many people dead, we are not worthy to say such words."

Hearing Tang Yanming say this, 1st Division Commander Sun Lianhu closed his eyes, his breathing unconsciously becoming heavy. 3rd Division Commander Zhao Guangming pursued his lips tightly, subconsciously clenching his fists in pain.

But the division commanders still forced themselves to break free temporarily from the immense pressure. 2nd Division Commander Li Yong forced himself to speak, "Then, please let me make a report on the 2nd Division's combat."

Tang Yanming nodded and signaled for the three to sit down. None of the division commanders sat. The location of the 2nd Division was not the main Japanese point of attack, and casualties were not heavy. Li Yong briefly introduced the situation of the 2nd Division and spoke no more.

The 1st Division's position was the direction of the main Japanese attack today. Division Commander Sun Lianhu suppressed his emotions and made himself report: "Today, the 1st Division lost approximately 4,000 men. The 1st Regiment, in particular, has basically lost combat effectiveness. The 2nd Regiment also suffered losses reaching thirty percent..."

After stating the casualties, 1st Division Commander Sun Lianhu recounted the process of today's battle. The Japanese chose the 1st Regiment's position as the breakthrough point and launched an attack involving tanks. The 1st Division engaged in close combat with the Japanese three times before finally repelling the Japanese and recovering the position.

"The 1st Regiment performed the best. They not only destroyed four Japanese tanks but also decisively withdrew when the Japanese broke into the position, forming a new defense line. When the reinforcements arrived, they merged with them and launched a very powerful counterattack, retaking the position. In the subsequent seesaw battles, the 1st Regiment participated with full force..."

Speaking to this point, 1st Division Commander Sun Lianhu suddenly could not hold back, and his voice began to tremble. "Commander, I used the 1st Regiment improperly. If I had been able to rapidly mobilize more troops for reinforcement..."

"Now is not the time to consider these things!" Tang Yanming interrupted 1st Division Commander Sun Lianhu with a rough tone.

Seeing that Sun Lianhu's mental state had not yet detached from the battle that had already occurred, Tang Yanming slammed the table in anger and shouted, "The battle isn't over yet! The battle is still being fought! Look at you, acting like cowards. Do you think so many comrades died just for you? What heavenly benefits did we give the comrades? What heavenly grace did we bestow upon them that so many comrades would die for us?! Who among you thinks this way? Tell me! I'll let him get out right now!"

Subjected to such angry scolding, the three division commanders all shook and involuntarily stood up straight.

Tang Yanming continued to scold furiously, "The sacrificed comrades have already shouldered the responsibility! What is this responsibility? They are not fighting for us; they shouldered this responsibility so that their families can live good lives and so that China will not be bullied! Look at your bear-like appearances, crying and sniffling one by one! What are you crying for! If crying could bring people back to life, I would lead you all in crying, and we would definitely cry every single dead comrade back to life!"

Provoked by these words, 1st Division Commander Sun Lianhu could not help but retort, "Report to Commander, we are not crying!"

Tang Yanming did not intend to curse at them, but simply wanted to rouse everyone's fighting spirit as quickly as possible. Since the division commander began to retort, Tang Yanming immediately asked, "Since you aren't crying, then what is your responsibility?"

Sun Lianhu failed to react immediately, but 3rd Division Commander Zhao Guangming already stood at attention. "Report to Commander, our responsibility is to win this battle together with the comrades."

Tang Yanming breathed a sigh of relief internally, but remained stern on the surface. "Correct! Then you all think carefully. In today's battle, the Japanese losses were far greater than ours, yet why do they still want to continue fighting?"

The three division commanders had actually thought about this on the battlefield. It was just that they had never experienced such tragic losses in their own troops, and their hearts could not bear it, leading to a psychological imbalance. Given a wake-up call by Army Commander Tang Yanming, the division commanders all recovered. Even though the sense of guilt still weighed heavily on their hearts, they could continue to fulfill their duties.

Tang Yanming asked the division commanders to come to the map. He pointed to a section of the continuous front line responsible by the 5th Army. "The Japanese have completed their probing; they've even used tanks. Now they are playing fancy tricks, wanting to determine the weaknesses in our defense line and also test their assault capabilities. Once the fancy tricks are used up, the real thing will come. Everyone, point out the weaknesses on the defense line and reinforce them quickly. For those that cannot be effectively reinforced, make targeted contingency plans. A hard battle is coming soon."

1st Division Commander Sun Lianhu felt that his former vanity was completely worthless, so he simply cast it aside. Even so, he asked a question with some shame, "Commander, what about the reserves?"

Commander Tang Yanming did not answer immediately. His gaze was placed on the rear of the position. The main force of the reserves was not in the rear at this moment, but on the coastline of the west coast of Korea.

***

At the Korean Front Command, Deputy Commander and 2nd Army Group Commander Hu Xiushan looked down at the map. Standing beside him was Commander Xu Chengfeng. Chief of Staff Cheng Ruofan was on the phone with Li Zhengqing, Commander of the 4th Army Group on the east coast. Cheng Ruofan could be heard saying, "Commander Li, I have already received intelligence on the enemy's harassment fleet. The current judgment is that the probability of the enemy attacking the east coast is 50%."

Xu Chengfeng couldn't help but turn his head to look. Cheng Ruofan could still speak in such a tone at this time; he didn't know whether to call his confidence firm or say he was heartless. Anyway, if it were Xu Chengfeng, he wouldn't speak like that.

At this moment, Cheng Ruofan was heard saying "Mhm" a few times; he should be listening to 4th Army Group Commander Li Zhengqing expressing his opinion. After listening to Li Zhengqing's opinion, Cheng Ruofan said, "I can confirm, the probability of the enemy conducting a probing attack is 100%. Commander Li, make preparations. Hmm... goodbye."

After speaking, Cheng Ruofan hung up the phone and walked to the map. Xu Chengfeng asked, "You are still this sure?"

Cheng Ruofan tapped the map. "If the east coast is attacked first, then the west coast is being used as the breakthrough point. If the west coast is attacked first, then the east coast is being used as the breakthrough point. However, my judgment hasn't changed. The Japanese will definitely attempt on the east coast, but will definitely break through on the west coast. Their combat power is insufficient to support them expanding their gains after breaking through on the east coast."

Seeing Cheng Ruofan remaining so straightforward and firm, Xu Chengfeng couldn't help but feel a trace of envy. As the Commander, betting the lives of a million troops on a judgment—Xu Chengfeng could not do this, and dared not do this.

Xu Chengfeng was just about to ask Hu Xiushan about his judgment on the Japanese breakthrough point when he saw Hu Xiushan look up and ask, "Chief of Staff, are you still worried about the operational transition?"

Cheng Ruofan nodded. "Our army doesn't have the ability to crush the Japanese frontally yet. The operational transition is our passive point. I am looking at it from this angle, which is why I am somewhat worried. We have already transferred two armies from the rear, but looking at the situation before us, they won't make it in time to plug the gap."

Hu Xiushan thought for a moment and asked, "You mean, the Japanese will launch an all-out attack tomorrow?"

Cheng Ruofan pondered for a moment before answering, "I hope not."

Xu Chengfeng wanted to join the discussion but didn't know what to say. The campaign had been fought to this point, and the chips in both hands were basically clear. There remained only one question, which was what Hu Xiushan and Cheng Ruofan were discussing: When exactly would the Japanese push their chips onto the table, and where would they place them?

The so-called offense-defense transition meant that after the Northeast Army consumed the Japanese to a certain extent relying on positions, they would retreat.

For example, in today's Japanese attack, according to the Northeast Army's rough estimate, Japanese casualties were over 50,000. Through interrogating captured Japanese soldiers, it was found that the Japanese divisions participating in the frontline attacks were not the previous six, but at least ten divisions. The Japanese had about twenty divisions in Korea, and the forces committed to the western line could reach at most eighteen divisions. If the Japanese breakthrough direction was on the west coast, after the Northeast Army fully utilized fortifications to inflict massive casualties on the Japanese, they would choose to retreat.

The first step of the retreat was not the withdrawal of frontline troops, but the mobilization of reserves to implement a powerful counterattack. After repelling the main Japanese attack force, the Northeast Army could retreat calmly.

Of course, the Northeast Army could also complete a phased retreat under high discipline while under constant Japanese pursuit, but the requirements for the troops would be too high. Not to mention the Northeast Army with only six years of army-building experience, even the Japanese Army with decades of experience likely couldn't do it.

But there were plenty of talented people within the Japanese military. Once the Northeast Army began a powerful counterattack, elite officers within the Japanese army would see the crux of the problem. Whether the Northeast Army would repel the Japanese frontally first, or whether the Japanese could seize the fleeting opportunity to launch an attack, Xu Chengfeng could not judge. And according to Cheng Ruofan's feeling, the probability of this happening was quite high.

Of course, the premise for this happening was that the Japanese would launch an all-out attack tomorrow, causing the two armies on the Northeast Army's second defense line to be unable to arrive in time. If another two armies reinforced the front line, the Japanese's last chance would also disappear. This battle would turn into a different kind of situation.

Before Xu Chengfeng could speak, Hu Xiushan picked up a red and blue pencil and drew large blue circles at two locations on the map. Red represented the Northeast Army, and blue represented the Japanese. Xu Chengfeng pressed his hands on the edge of the table, looking down at the two blue circles on the map. These were locations where the terrain was relatively flat. If the Japanese could punch through here, they could break through to the Northeast Army's rear completely without restriction. Precisely because of this, the Northeast Army had deployed very tight defenses here. If the Japanese were to break through from here, it would feel like hitting a wall with one's head.

Hu Xiushan put down the pen and explained, "This is the position where the Japanese are most adept at exerting their combat power. The Japanese should be very clear now that the tactic most favorable to them is the way that fully exerts Japanese combat power. When narrow paths meet, the brave win. Our army's advantage is the model of army building and the strategic advantage gained by striking first in this war, dragging the Japanese into the battlefield we have set up to fight. And our army's disadvantage is that the mid-to-high-level commanders lack experience. Once the burden of battle presses on the mid-to-high-level commanders, their judgment of the battlefield will be somewhat distorted, and they cannot immediately make the best judgment based on the changes in the battlefield. I believe the Japanese have the ability to realize this."

Xu Chengfeng did not answer. Because this was something Xu Chengfeng knew but had absolutely no way to change. Six years was enough to cultivate thousands of excellent battalion and company-level commanders, and many outstanding regimental commanders had also emerged. However, division-level and army-level commanders required time.

Even Xu Chengfeng himself did not consider himself an excellent Commander-in-Chief. As Hu Xiushan said, all the current strategic advantages of the Northeast Army were achieved by unexpected active attacks, not because the Northeast Army possessed such absolute strength.

Thinking of this, Xu Chengfeng said, "Then let us send a telegram to the Chairman."

Hu Xiushan nodded, and Cheng Ruofan also nodded. If He Rui agreed with their judgment, they could use this judgment as a basis to coordinate the subsequent troop arrangements.

The Northeast Army Korean Front Command was sleepless all night. The Japanese Manchuria-Mongolia Expeditionary Army Headquarters and the 2nd Manchuria-Mongolia Expeditionary Army Headquarters also worked through the night.

In the Manchuria-Mongolia Expeditionary Army Headquarters, Nagata Tetsuzan stood beside Commander Terauchi Hisaichi, handing order drafts one by one to Terauchi Hisaichi. Terauchi Hisaichi signed them one by one with a resolute expression, while Okamura Yasuji directed the staff officers to send out the numerous orders quickly.

And at Nagasaki Port in southern Kyushu, the 2nd Manchuria-Mongolia Expeditionary Army Headquarters was located within the naval port. Commander Suzuki Kantaro and Deputy Commander Ugaki Kazushige, two Lieutenant Generals, were smoking and had even stopped talking. Only when subordinates came with various sailing preparation documents would the two stub out their cigarettes and begin work.

The 2nd Manchuria-Mongolia Expeditionary Army Chief of Staff Ishiwara Kanji was standing in front of several blackboards, arms crossed, looking at the data and judgments on them one by one. Ishiwara Kanji no longer knew whether he was asleep or awake; anyway, even in his dreams, his mind was filled with various war scenes.

There was only one chance; this was Ishiwara Kanji's judgment. The biggest obstacle now was instead Commander Lieutenant General Suzuki Kantaro.

This Lieutenant General had been a torpedo boat captain during the First Sino-Japanese War and became famous for leading torpedo boats into the Weihaiwei anchorage to sink the ironclad *Dingyuan*. After graduating from the Naval War College, he served as an instructor at the school and a military attaché in Germany. During the Russo-Japanese War, he served as the Commander of the 2nd Fleet Destroyer Squadron. Since 1914, he had successively served as Vice Minister of the Navy in the Okuma Shigenobu Cabinet, Principal of the Naval Academy, and Military Councilor.

Undoubtedly, neither Ugaki Kazushige nor Ishiwara Kanji was qualified to speak loudly in front of this veteran. Ishiwara Kanji felt that Lieutenant General Suzuki still cared too much about the importance of the Navy, so he had considerable doubts about the amphibious landing that spared no cost. So when the moment for the desperate strike arrived, there was no guarantee whether this Lieutenant General, who seemed to have agreed with the operational plan, would pull some petty tricks.

But this was no longer important. Ishiwara Kanji had already experienced the panic and regret of missing the opportunity in his nightmares. When he woke up and found that it was just a new nightmare, he would feel an incomparable sense of rejoicing.

Since the nightmare had happened so many times, it was time to let the Great Japanese Empire have a good dream for once.

Time had unknowingly reached 4:00 AM on January 11. The two Lieutenant Generals were already drowsy. Their adjutant walked in at this moment. "Report, Your Excellencies, the scheduled time for the Manchuria-Mongolia Expeditionary Army's operation has arrived."

At this moment, on the Korean front, countless artillery shells tore through the sky, blasting from the Japanese side toward the Northeast Army's defense lines.



★


Seoul Counterattack 10

Volume 3 — Chapter 87

❧ ❧ ❧


At 4:00 AM on January 11th, at Airport 413, located 60 kilometers south of Pyongyang Airport, Korean laborers dragged heavy stone rollers off the runway. Large grains of salt had been crushed into small pieces under the rollers, shattering and mixing with the layer of ice on the rough concrete runway. Another group of Korean laborers, brooms in hand and led by ground crew, cleaned the salty slush from the runway.

The snow had stopped. Thanks to the continuous spreading of salt to melt the snow over the past few days, the runway's operation had not been affected by the weather. Although saltwater would corrode the concrete runway, no one cared about such things at this moment.

The hangars were brightly lit; the aircraft had completed maintenance and were ready to sortie at any time. When the telephone rang, Wang Congye, the commander of the 18th Flying Group at Pyongyang Airport, had just woken up. Wang Congye grabbed the phone, and after exchanging the password, he received orders from the Air Force Command of the Korean Front Headquarters: "Take off 20 minutes before dawn."

Putting down the phone, Wang Congye didn't need to check the schedule. He called the meteorologist in the control tower directly. "This is Wang Congye. What's the weather today?"

The meteorologist had already received the latest forecast and immediately replied, "East wind today. Sunny, or cloudy."

A bit of cloud cover was better than none. Flying above the clouds would allow the planes to conceal themselves well. As for the possibility of veering off course, it was completely non-existent under the current circumstances.

The order was relayed to the flying group, and the pilots immediately began preparations. As everyone ran to their stations, Political Commissar Sun Rusong asked, "It seems the situation at the front is urgent."

Taking off before dawn was considered a night takeoff, but the difficulty was far lower than a night landing. Wang Congye was quite confident. "This time we can bomb the Japanese army to our heart's content."

Just as Wang Congye knew his flying group would, the fleet took off smoothly. Wang Congye piloted the last plane to take off. After ascending, he checked his watch; it was exactly 20 minutes before dawn.

***

In the air, it was already dawn, and the flight formation could see the brilliant morning light on the horizon. Although the snow-covered earth below was dim, roads could still be faintly distinguished. After flying for more than ten minutes, the rising sun illuminated the cockpit. Due to the angle of vision, the sunlight was blinding, and all pilots put on their sunglasses. A few minutes later, the pilots took them off again. They had arrived at the battlefield.

On the snow-covered Korean landscape, a zone dozens of kilometers wide presented a dark color. One didn't even need to see the flashes of explosions and smoke on the ground to clearly analyze that this place was different. The movement of millions of troops had even changed the proper appearance of the terrain, turning the natural scenery into a hellish landscape.

The lead fighter planes wagged their wings, issuing commands. Fighter squads began to occupy various positions in the air, leaving space for the bombers to drop their payloads. The clumsy bombers flew almost in a straight line, their bomb bay doors opened, and bombs were pushed out of the bays one by one, falling toward the Japanese positions.

There was no need for particular accuracy. Just looking at the ant-like crowds surging on the ground, every bomb would be effective in inflicting casualties.

Nagata Tetsuzan, Chief of Staff of the Japanese Manchuria-Mongolia Expeditionary Army, had absolutely no reaction upon hearing the news that the Northeast Army Air Force had begun bombing. Over the past two days, the Japanese infantry had gone from being somewhat surprised by aerial strikes to being quite indifferent to being killed by bombs.

Compared to the Northeast Army's heavy artillery, field guns, and machine guns, these few bombs amounted to nothing. Thousands of people died every day; the number of deaths from bombing was negligible in the overall ratio.

Nagata Tetsuzan asked, "Are our reconnaissance planes ready?"

Okamura Yasuji immediately replied, "Observation points have recorded the arrival time of the Northeast Army's aircraft fleet. When they run out of fuel and fly back, our reconnaissance planes will rush to the battlefield."

Nagata nodded and paid no further attention to the air force. The staff officers beside him, however, inevitably felt some anxiety. Japan didn't have many planes to begin with, and losses in air combat were heavy. The resources invested in each plane were significant, and the production cycle was quite long. At the current rate of loss, Japan would have no usable planes left in a few days.

But there was really no way to mention such things, because what limited the number of Japanese planes was not the battlefield, but the fact that the Japanese aircraft factories behind the battlefield were too few, the workers lacked experience, and efficiency was too low.

***

At this time, the battle reports from the first wave of attacks had been transmitted back. The staff officers also tossed the trivial matter of airplanes aside. Compared to the casualties in land warfare, the losses of Japanese Air Force pilots, if not rare as phoenix feathers and unicorn horns, were at least a drop in the bucket.

When Nagata saw the news that four regiments had been wiped out within an hour, his expression remained unruffled. He stood up and handed the report to Commander Terauchi Hisaichi, then continued his work as Chief of Staff.

Commander Terauchi Hisaichi's heart was in turmoil. Unlike Nagata Tetsuzan, a pure elite officer who had always worked in the General Staff and the Ministry of War, Terauchi Hisaichi had served as a division commander. Three regiments had already been wiped out, meaning the total loss would be equivalent to a division. Terauchi Hisaichi knew very well how majestic and powerful a division of over 27,000 men looked when lined up for inspection.

But Terauchi Hisaichi knew even better that this was an inevitable loss. Since they had chosen to break through in flat terrain where the Japanese army could exert its combat power, they would inevitably encounter fierce counterattacks from the Northeast Army, which had calmly set up defensive positions. Casualties of over 20,000 men were not considered high for this fight-to-the-death battle.

Okamura Yasuji had also left the headquarters at this time to send out the latest orders. The latest order required the Japanese heavy artillery group directly under the command of the headquarters to dump all shells onto the breakthrough point, aside from necessary counter-battery fire. As for the 'trivial matter' of being bombed by the Northeast Army, the heavy artillery group should try not to mind it.

This slight change in the Japanese artillery was immediately felt by the Northeast Army's heavy artillery group. The heavy artillery unit reported to headquarters immediately. The Korean Front Command issued an order right away: "Heavy artillery group, your secondary mission is to suppress enemy heavy artillery. Your primary mission is to attack the enemy infantry assault clusters. In particular, prepare firepower to provide fire support at any time when cooperating with our infantry's counterattack to retake positions."

In the headquarters of each corps of the Northeast Army, intelligence staff officers held the newly received telegrams, running swiftly to the combat departments that needed to be notified, delivering the news in the fastest possible time.

Every piece of news represented a position of this corps on the front line. These positions had once been built to be impregnable; no matter how many infantrymen charged up, it would be suicide. Now, these positions were so broken that their original appearance could not be discerned. The bare positions were full of huge craters blasted by Japanese 150mm artillery, and conversely, few corpses could be seen. Because the corpses, like the ground, had been turned into debris.

The width of the position under Japanese attack was about three kilometers. The number of officers and soldiers continuing to defend each position was less than half of what it was before. The Japanese skirmish lines rolled forward in front of each position. From an hour ago until now, the troops couldn't remember how many Japanese attacks they had repulsed, nor did they remember how many replacement troops had been sent up. Because the intervals between Japanese attacks were very short, everyone felt that the Japanese were attacking continuously and had never stopped.

Rifle barrels radiated heat, and machine gun barrels were so hot that no one dared to touch them. Some officers and soldiers who accidentally touched the machine gun barrels would scream from the burns.

***

Defending the breakthrough gap was the 23rd Corps. The Corps Commander looked at the battle line on the map, which had clearly curved inward, and had made up his mind. He heard the Chief of Staff ask, "Commander, should we send up the reserves?"

The 23rd Corps Commander turned his head. The Chief of Staff saw the Commander's eyes, which seemed to be burning, and understood that the Commander wanted to make a ruthless move. Sure enough, the Commander said, "Send a telegram to headquarters. Our corps is considering giving up part of the broken positions to attract the Japanese to concentrate, and we request headquarters to provide artillery coordination to conduct heavy artillery bombardment on the Japanese forces entering that area."

Upon hearing this, the Chief of Staff immediately asked, "Commander, if the Japanese continue to assault fiercely while we retreat, can we hold?"

This was actually not a question, but an objection. The 23rd Corps Commander answered immediately, "We have enough replenishment troops behind us, as well as two divisions of reserves sent by headquarters. The Japanese can't punch through. But if we resist stubbornly like this, it will actually make the Japanese feel they have a chance. Since the Japanese are so stubborn, let them taste..."

Just as he finished speaking, there was a loud noise near the headquarters, and the ground shook violently. The electric lights inside the shelter all swayed wildly.

The 23rd Corps headquarters was only three kilometers behind the defense line, well within the range of Japanese shelling. In fact, the Commander had wanted to place the headquarters just one kilometer behind the defense line. But this position was too far forward. If the corps headquarters was only one kilometer from the line, then the division headquarters would have to be placed inside the line. So the Chief of Staff tried his best to persuade the Commander not to do this. The experience of the past two days proved that having the command post too far forward was too dangerous. But some distance did not affect command.

The 23rd Corps Commander waited for the surroundings to quiet down a bit, then asked again immediately, "Does the Chief of Staff disagree with this view?"

Various response tactical plans were formulated by the staff department to begin with, so the Chief of Staff couldn't say he disagreed. He could only answer, "I will send it to headquarters now."

The Korean Front Command received the telegram. Hu Xiushan thought for a moment and replied: "Reply to the 23rd Corps headquarters: Command agrees to their plan and will provide them with the contact method for an artillery brigade."

The staff officers immediately went to execute the order. Commander Xu Chengfeng and Chief of Staff Cheng Ruofan of the Frontline Command couldn't intervene. Directing Hu Xiushan's troops over his head would incur resentment.

Moreover, Xu Chengfeng and Cheng Ruofan had their own work to do. The two looked at the latest situation laid out on the map by the staff officers. The Japanese onslaught was undeniably fierce, but after fighting for more than an hour, the Japanese had only made the battle line feel slightly interlocked. As for the overall battle line, the Northeast Army still maintained its continuity, and the line was even very flat.

The battle report stated our casualties were over ten thousand. Facing such a complete defense line, the Japanese casualties must be much greater. At least in the current battle, there was nothing to evaluate.

Cheng Ruofan spoke up, "Commander, how about ordering the fighter planes to strafe in a dive?"

The air force liaison officer next to him immediately looked nervous and excited upon hearing this. This tactic had been proposed by the air force, so there was nothing improper about Cheng Ruofan giving the order. But the air force knew its own business very well; low-altitude strafing would greatly reduce the safety of the pilots. The air force liaison officer couldn't help but feel heartache for his air force personnel.

Xu Chengfeng agreed to Cheng Ruofan's suggestion immediately. Whether air force strafing could inflict heavy casualties on the Japanese army could be proven on the battlefield now. If it could block the Japanese, that would naturally be best.

Soon, ground marker panels were laid out. The air force units over the battlefield received the signal. 18th Group Commander Wang Congye immediately moved the control stick, wagging the plane's wings to signal his wingman to follow. Immediately, he pushed the stick, and the plane spiraled and dove down.

The altitude went from 1500 meters to 1200 meters, to 1000 meters, to 500 meters. Everything on the ground became clearer and clearer. When the plane's altitude reached 200 meters, Wang Congye's excellent vision allowed him to see clearly the patches of corpses on the ground, and the Japanese troops charging over the corpses toward the Northeast Army positions.

From a high altitude of over a thousand meters, these people were almost invisible; even if seen, they were no bigger than ants. Even at 200 meters, people were still ant-like.

At this moment, the plane had reached a suitable position. Group Commander Wang Congye continued to push the stick down. The plane dove, and in Wang Congye's eyes, the ground approached rapidly, as if he were about to drive the plane headfirst into the earth.

Just as the earth was approaching fast, Wang Congye pulled up the control stick. At this time, the plane was less than 100 meters from the ground, and the people in his field of vision finally looked like people. Wang Congye clearly saw that the ground was covered with dead and wounded Japanese soldiers, as well as running Japanese soldiers. The earth beneath his feet seemed not to be made of soil and rocks, but paved by humans, paved by corpses.

Pressing the machine gun firing button, the machine guns on the plane flying at a shallow angle to the ground opened fire fiercely. Wang Congye focused most of his attention on piloting the plane and didn't notice how many Japanese soldiers he had hit.

All Wang Congye saw in his eyes was the constantly approaching sea of corpses. The sound of machine gun fire roared in the cockpit, interwoven with the sound of gunfire and artillery from outside the cabin, making Wang Congye's blood boil. It wasn't until he could see the Japanese military caps clearly that Wang Congye pulled the plane up.

Upon returning to the uncrowded air, Wang Congye felt his heart beating as if it were about to jump out of his chest. However, a feeling of returning to the living after walking before the gates of hell made Wang Congye unable to resist cursing aloud, followed by a loud laugh.

When he could laugh, Wang Congye felt he had sobered up again. He hurriedly looked back to check on his wingman, only to see that the wingman was actually at a high altitude, about 300 meters higher than himself. It seemed the comrades in the wingman aircraft hadn't dived as low as he had.

Flying back to high altitude, he saw that the bombers in the group had already begun to return, while the fighter planes, in groups of four, began to dive and strafe. although everything on the ground became small again, the image of flying at low altitude over the sea of corpses remained deeply in Wang Congye's mind. Wang Congye couldn't imagine how many people had died in the battle so far.

In the headquarters of the Northeast Army and the Japanese Army, officers of general rank didn't actually care much about how many people had died. Because this was no longer important.

Nagata Tetsuzan knew very well before the battle that Japanese casualties in the ensuing battle would definitely exceed 200,000. But this didn't matter. If they couldn't break through the Northeast Army's defense line, if they couldn't break through the defense line with fierce attacks but instead attacked slowly, the number of Japanese who would die on this defense line in the future would definitely exceed one million.

Because Japan could absolutely not accept the Northeast Army occupying northern Korea. Moreover, the Army Ministry's intelligence department had received news that the Northeast Army had invited Kim Gu, a very radical member of the Korean Provisional Government in exile in Shanghai, to Tianjin for an interview.

If the Northeast Army were allowed to stay in northern Korea for a year, a Korean government capable of self-rule would appear in northern Korea. At that time, the Northeast Army could withdraw a considerable number of troops back to the Northeast and march into the pass. This Korean Provisional Government would be capable of conscripting hundreds of thousands of troops to assist the Northeast Army in combat. He Rui could then go to China's capital and take over power in North China. Once he possessed half of China, within half a year, He Rui would become even more terrible, even more invincible.

Therefore, no matter how many people died, He Rui could not be allowed to take root in Korea. Nagata Tetsuzan was very clear about this and had long made the resolve to pay the price of hundreds of thousands of Japanese lives. This was not only Nagata's view but also the consensus of the entire Army, Navy, and the Japanese upper echelons.
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Twelve divisions launched a full-scale offensive, with six divisions held in reserve, ready to commit heavy forces at any breakthrough point to immediately shatter the enemy defense line.

Lieutenant General Hoshino Shōzaburō, commander of the 9th Division, understood exactly what his division was to do from the moment he received the operational orders. At 10:00 AM, a communications officer strode into the division headquarters and handed over the order from Army Command. After reading it, Division Commander Hoshino reviewed the critical sections again before handing the document to his Chief of Staff, saying, "Chief of Staff, Headquarters wants us to complete our troop replenishment right here on the positions."

The Division Chief of Staff took the document and glanced at it, instantly grasping the intent of the Manchuria-Mongolia Expeditionary Army Headquarters. Completing replenishment at the front lines meant the troops had to maintain constant combat pressure. They could not give the Northeast Army any respite to redeploy forces to reinforce the main Japanese direction of attack.

Knowing they were participating in a campaign involving eighteen divisions, the Chief of Staff felt a palpitation. After four hours of fighting, he had already sensed just how bloody this super-scale campaign was, judging by the ceaseless stream of casualty reports and the extremely limited distance of advance.

Since Headquarters had ordered it, and the Division Commander had understood, the Chief of Staff asked, "If the Commander permits, I will arrange it immediately."

Division Commander Hoshino paced a few steps with his hands behind his back within the headquarters before ordering, "Have the regiment of the 2nd Brigade that is currently attacking continue to maintain the offensive. Continue probing for weaknesses in the enemy positions. Force the enemy so they cannot withdraw a single soldier."

"Yes," the Chief of Staff replied.

As the Chief of Staff left the headquarters to receive the replacement troops, he saw several European officers being escorted towards the rear by Japanese soldiers. Walking with them was a team of Korean porters pulling carts piled high with Japanese corpses. They were likely being transported to the rear.

The Chief of Staff frowned and ordered his adjutant, "Hurry up and send these observers to the rear. Afterwards, even if Headquarters orders it, do not allow these people to come to our division."

These foreign observers were led by the French Major General Louis. Seeing the Japanese so eagerly 'escorting' his party away, Major General Louis found these Japanese officers quite amusing. Did they not know how miserable the war in Europe was?

The Japanese 9th Division was established in Kanazawa, Japan, in 1896. A standing division of the Imperial Japanese Army consisted of two infantry brigades, totaling four infantry regiments, plus artillery, cavalry, engineer, and transport regiments, with a total strength of about 22,000 men.

Because the Japanese Army implemented a regional conscription system for reserve personnel, the area where each Army division was stationed in peacetime was also the home of its officers and men and the source of its replenishment troops. The 9th Division was stationed in Kanazawa, Ishikawa, and Fukui in peacetime, and most of its personnel were from these areas. Since the Japanese Army often referred to divisions by their location or commander's name, the 9th Division was also known as the "Kanazawa Division."

Everything he saw before him did not make Major General Louis and the officers of the French Military Observation Mission look down on the Japanese Army. Major General Louis actually rated the Japanese 9th Division quite highly. The French Military Observation Mission, including Lieutenant Colonel Malone, held the same view.

Of course, the French Military Observation Mission was also very envious that the Japanese Army could fight in a battlefield environment like Korea.

The environment of the European battlefield was far worse than that of Korea. especially since the main combat areas were the plains and lowlands of Europe, where the water table was high and there were many rivers and swamps. If trenches were dug slightly deeper, water would likely seep in. The land was only truly dry for a short three or four months of the year. For the other months, especially from late autumn to spring, soldiers had to fight almost soaked in the muddy water of the trenches.

Compared to the European theater, the environment in Korea, where one didn't have to fight treading in muddy water even after winter snows, was already enviable. At least the wounded officers and men wouldn't fall into mud dyed red by their own blood and drown.

A little disdain for the Japanese Army's lack of worldly experience did not affect Major General Louis's careful collection of battlefield intelligence. At the beginning of the battle, Japanese soldiers were carried down by stretcher teams. An hour later, stretcher teams began to be insufficient, and many soldiers were carried down on the backs of medics.

Two hours into the battle, every stretcher of the Japanese stretcher teams carried two Japanese wounded, and they were serious casualties. The lightly wounded could only stop the bleeding briefly and walk down themselves.

Major General Louis watched the teams of Korean colonial porters transporting the wounded under Japanese direction. They transported the wounded one by one with utter submissiveness. That submissiveness came from the heart, because they knew clearly that they were a lower class of people in front of the Japanese. This was much better than the people in the French colonies. This submissiveness, born of a clear consciousness of high and low status, made Major General Louis greatly envious. Thinking back to the people in the French colonies, they were truly wild and difficult to tame.

Leaving the 9th Division's position along a safe passage, Major General Louis stopped and looked back at the distant direction of the Japanese 9th Division. He saw that the movement of personnel in the rear of the position was very orderly. It was evident that the 9th Division had not been thrown into chaos by heavy losses.

This left Major General Louis with some regret. If only there were a French Military Observation Mission on the Northeast Army's front lines as well. With observation missions on both sides, one could more clearly understand the level of understanding of campaign management by the division and corps-level commanders of the Northeast Army and the Japanese Army, and understand the ability of the Northeast Army and the Japanese Army to withstand such high-intensity warfare.

So far, the performance of both sides had been disciplined and proper, possessing the level of the Great War in Europe. As for the heavy casualties, it was not strange at all; a war of this scale should have such a quantity of casualties. If both sides could keep fighting like this, it meant that the war in the Far East had reached the level of the top-tier second-rate Great Powers of the world.

On the eastern part of the entire front, in the sector of the 25th Division on the east coast of Korea, the division commander similarly sent the British Military Observation Mission to the rear on the grounds that 'combat is dangerous.' Major General James, head of the British Military Observation Mission, had views on the war that were basically the same as the French Military Representative Mission.

But Major General James frowned, his mind already considering how to send a telegram to the British military. This telegram had to be sent now. That the level of warfare in the Far East had developed to be comparable to the European War meant that the situation in the Far East was already out of control.

It was almost no longer possible for Britain to determine the fate of the Far East solely by its own military action. Major General James felt there were too many things to report, yet he didn't know how to report them. Like Major General Louis, Major General James couldn't help but hope that the generals of the Northeast Army and the Japanese Army did not yet possess military command skills comparable to British generals.

If the Northeast and Japan were still just barbarians who had mastered advanced weapons, it would undoubtedly be a great thing for Britain. As for whether things would go as wished, the subsequent battle reports would tell.

...If the Japanese side was willing to let the British Military Representative Mission see the true battle reports.

Major General James also gazed at the distant battlefield, wanting very much to see with his own eyes what was happening on the Northeast Army's positions.

The Northeast Army's battle line was similar to the Japanese Army's. Although the Northeast Army did not oppress the Koreans as the Japanese did, they still conscripted Korean laborers to undertake part of the transport work.

It was better not to transport the wounded in bumpy trucks if possible, so the Northeast Army provided a large number of handcarts to transport the wounded quickly to dressing stations within one kilometer of the rear of the battle line for emergency treatment, and then quickly transport them to field hospitals.

The field hospitals were in relatively safe mountain hollows. In the mountainous northern part of Korea, such hollows were plentiful. At this moment, handcarts were moving in and out of the entrance to the hollow. Amidst the rumble of artillery, the simply bandaged wounded were sent in. When they left, they were either wounded who had been treated and were being transported to the rear, or bodies of martyrs placed in hemp body bags, sent to the identification center for fallen officers and men.

Whether wounded or martyrs, the Northeast Army did not want to abandon them. Transported to the vicinity of the railway station, after statistics and recording, they would be put on trains arriving from the rear to the front. Train after train arrived from the rear full of officers, men, weapons, and ammunition, and returned full of wounded and martyrs.

The railway from the Yalu River to the Pyongyang defense line was nearly a thousand kilometers long, and the density of trains running on it had reached the upper limit of its carrying capacity. Each train could transport 200 wounded, and there was a specialized car responsible for transporting martyrs. Sixty trains moving from the northeast direction towards the Pyongyang defense line were full of personnel and supplies, and sixty trains moving from the Pyongyang defense line towards the northeast were also full of personnel.

Every minute, trains rumbled forward. Every minute, the railways of Korea maintained a total of 120 trains travelling north and south.

The Northeast Army had deployed 100,000 replacement troops behind the Pyongyang defense line. In three days, the 100,000 replacement troops were almost gone. Most importantly, although some units had reached full strength again through replenishment, such units needed a day of rest and reorganization. The number of these units was too large, so Hu Xiushan began to rely on the reserves to take over the defense line.

The Japanese offensive posture was already extremely clear: to break through the flat areas and attempt to cut off the Pyongyang defense line. Facing a battle line boiling with blood and life, Hu Xiushan still contacted the four corps commanders one by one according to procedure. After the telegrams were sent, Hu Xiushan said to Xu Chengfeng, "Commander, I need a corps of reserves."

Xu Chengfeng didn't even ask, directly inquiring of Chief of Staff Cheng Ruofan, "Which units of the 3rd Corps can be transferred to the 2nd Army Group?"

Cheng Ruofan did not look at the order of battle table and wrote down the designations of three divisions. Xu Chengfeng took a look; this was actually drawing one division from each of the three corps defending the coastline to give to Hu Xiushan as reserves.

Xu Chengfeng said nothing. The remaining corps was the general reserve; this force would only be used at the very end.
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At 11:00 AM on January 11th, the Japanese 27th Division relieved the 6th Division, the "sharp knife" on the main axis of attack, and continued the breakthrough offensive.

Fighting since dawn, the 6th Division had made the greatest progress among all divisions, advancing a total of 1,800 meters. The vanguard of the 27th Division crossed positions covered with corpses and wounded soldiers, passed through trench after trench, and finally reached the 6th Division headquarters.

Initially, seeing corpses—especially in large numbers—Colonel Shiratori Meiichi, commander of the 27th Division's vanguard regiment, felt a palpitation in his heart. But after seeing so many, the feeling faded.

In the frontline less than 300 meters from the division headquarters, the sound of gunfire and explosions was as dense as popping beans. Colonel Shiratori Meiichi entered the headquarters and immediately saluted Major General Yuhara Kanzo, the Division Commander. "Your Excellency, I am Shiratori of the 27th Division, ordered to take over the attack."

"Is that so?" Major General Yuhara Kanzo was bareheaded, not wearing his military cap. Looking at Colonel Shiratori, a look of joy surprisingly appeared on his desperate yet resolute face. "Please, Shiratori-kun, take over the command here."

After speaking, Major General Yuhara Kanzo looked around, picked up his military cap from a corner on the ground, patted off the mud sticking to it, and put it on. Only then did he bow to the Chief of Staff of the 6th Division beside him.

The 6th Division Chief of Staff hurriedly returned the bow. After the formalities, Major General Yuhara Kanzo threw out his chest and said, "You have worked hard up to now. Chief of Staff, I must trouble you with the remaining matters."

With that, Yuhara Kanzo picked up his officer's sword and walked straight out of the command post. The Chief of Staff looked pained but stood still without saying a word. Colonel Shiratori Meiichi, standing nearby, didn't know what was happening and could only watch.

Not long after, the sound of gunfire ahead suddenly intensified. The 6th Division Chief of Staff, his expression full of pain, walked back to the command desk and said, "I am temporarily assuming command of this division. Colonel Shiratori, let us proceed with the work as soon as possible."

Only then did Colonel Shiratori Meiichi realize that Major General Yuhara Kanzo had gone out to join the final charge. Moved, Colonel Shiratori Meiichi tentatively asked, "Chief of Staff, may I ask how many troops are left in the 6th Division?"

The 6th Division Chief of Staff looked bleak. "Those inside the command post are all the mobile troops currently available."

Colonel Shiratori Meiichi was startled and quickly ordered his troops forward to take over the 6th Division's battle line.

Fifteen minutes later, Major General Yuhara Kanzo, who had been hit by three bullets but was miraculously still alive, was brought back by the troops sent by Colonel Shiratori Meiichi. Perhaps bolstered by the spirit of the Division Commander personally leading the charge, the remnants of the 6th Division launched a final attack that pushed the battle line forward another 100 meters, approaching two kilometers.

However, by current general military standards, the defensive depth was around five kilometers. That is to say, at the cost of almost total annihilation, the 6th Division had only completed two-fifths of the objective. The remaining three-fifths would have to be truly completed by the 27th Division, or the troops that would relieve them.

Inside the headquarters of the Manchuria-Mongolia Expeditionary Army, Nagata Tetsuzan, directing the operations of eighteen divisions, stood up involuntarily after seeing the report and exclaimed loudly, "Commander, the bravery and tenacity of the Kumamoto Division reminds one of the heroic feat of resisting Saigō's great army inside Kumamoto Castle back then."

Terauchi Hisaichi looked at the casualty report and could only nod and sigh barely. According to the battle report, when the 6th Division was withdrawn, it could no longer be considered a "remnant unit," but rather the "wreckage" of a unit. Of the 6th Division's two brigade commanders, one was dead and one wounded. Of the eight regimental commanders, five were dead and three wounded. Eighty percent of the battalion and company commanders had died in battle. The entire unit had only 1,000 officers and men uninjured. Rough statistics showed the 6th Division had suffered nearly 40% deaths and missing, and 60% wounded.

The 6th Division (Kumamoto) and the 2nd Division (Sendai) were known side-by-side as the two strongest and most combat-effective elite units in the Japanese Army. Its predecessor was the Kumamoto Garrison established in 1873. During the Satsuma Rebellion, this unit was besieged in Kumamoto Castle by the Satsuma troops led by Saigō Takamori, and withstood Saigō's tide-like attacks with sheer will. With the army reform in 1888, the Garrison was renamed a Division, and the Kumamoto Garrison became the 6th Division.

Nagata Tetsuzan did not care about the fate of the 6th Division; he said this entirely to boost morale. Seeing Terauchi Hisaichi's reaction, Nagata struck while the iron was hot. "Your Excellency, the 6th Division possesses the spirit of the War God Nogi Maresuke; we should request a commendation for the 6th Division."

Terauchi Hisaichi was of noble birth and very clear about politics. Hearing Nagata say this, he immediately understood. Terauchi Hisaichi's expression instantly became impassioned. He stood up and ordered his adjutant, "Immediately telegraph Imperial General Headquarters, and at the same time inform all divisions of the 6th Division's heroism. At this time, the Army should have the courage to serve the country for three lives..."

Seeing Commander Terauchi acting according to the direction he pointed out, Nagata did not interfere further, but listened respectfully. When Commander Terauchi finished speaking, Nagata walked out using military affairs as an excuse. Okamura Yasuji followed him out. Nagata whispered, "Ask Ishiwara when the 2nd Command Post prepares to attack?"

Okamura hurriedly asked, "Do we need to urge Ishiwara to move?"

Nagata Tetsuzan shook his head. "No. I believe Ishiwara-kun can correctly judge the timing for deployment."

Okamura's brow was already furrowed. "Nagata-kun, if we keep fighting like this, we will inevitably fail to break through the enemy's defense line."

Having said this, the anxiety-filled Okamura looked at Nagata, hoping Nagata could immediately propose a countermeasure. Unexpectedly, Nagata's expression remained unchanged as he said calmly, "The performance of the Northeast Army's division and corps-level commanders in the first two days proved they lack war experience. But our judgment was not comprehensive. In trench warfare, where the space for free decision-making is not large, the performance of the Northeast Army generals can be considered qualified. That is to say, the probability that the headquarters previously judged we could penetrate the Northeast Army's defense line through frontal assault has become very low. Now we can no longer withdraw; we can only force the Northeast Army to continue fighting. By attacking at all costs, we force the Northeast Army defense line to move their reserves, creating conditions for Ishiwara-kun's landing."

Okamura actually understood that this was the only way for now, but at this moment, Okamura was truly unwilling to pin all expectations on Ishiwara's judgment of timing. If there was the slightest error in this judgment, the whole game would be lost.

Just as he wanted to say something more, he saw Nagata Tetsuzan composed and self-possessed, not affected by the unfavorable war situation at all. Okamura surprisingly could not speak. After hesitating for a moment, Okamura replied, "I will go arrange the breakthrough troops now."

War is like a meat grinder, constantly devouring flesh and life. Across the entire battle line, various Japanese divisions attacked continuously, attempting to find gaps in the Northeast Army's defense line. The Northeast Army units also focused intently on dealing with the Japanese attacks.

The entire 250-kilometer-long battle line was not like a pool of stagnant water, maintaining a clear distinction. Instead, it was like the waves of the sea, rising and falling. The Japanese units, as the attackers, pushed forward continuously, only to be pushed back by the Northeast Army.

At the positions selected by the Japanese army as breakthrough points, the troops of both sides were like ice and snow thrown into a boiling hell-cauldron—rising, falling, spinning, melting rapidly, and finally disappearing completely into the bloody, boiling cauldron.

At 11:30, in the headquarters of the 2nd Manchuria-Mongolia Expeditionary Army located on the Combined Fleet flagship *Kongō*, Ishiwara Kanji finished reading the latest battle report and immediately stood up, walking to Commander Suzuki Kantarō and Vice Commander Ugaki Kazushige. "Your Excellency Commander, Your Excellency Vice Commander, the time to strike has arrived!"

Vice Admiral Suzuki Kantarō looked at Ishiwara Kanji and did not answer. Lieutenant General Ugaki Kazushige couldn't help but ask, "Why do you judge so?"

Ishiwara Kanji answered decisively, "Analyzing the latest battle situation, the Northeast Army has already seen the hope of victory. In at most another twelve hours, our troops attacking frontally will be exhausted and unable to sustain the offensive. At that time, as long as the Northeast Army launches a comprehensive counterattack, they can repel our army. This subordinate believes the Northeast Army will not let this opportunity pass."

Lieutenant General Ugaki dared not fully believe Major General Ishiwara Kanji's judgment. The battle reports were not being read by Ishiwara alone; the entire 2nd Manchuria-Mongolia Expeditionary Army headquarters was reading them. Every officer working in the headquarters could see that the Japanese offensive had begun to develop towards a spent arrow, but no one dared to make a judgment on when the Northeast Army would use their final reserves.

Because the Northeast Army could completely choose not to use the reserves and just rely on cobbling together frontline troops to tough it out.

Just as Lieutenant General Ugaki hesitated, Vice Admiral Suzuki Kantarō, who had been silent most of the time, spoke. "Since the opportunity for battle has arrived, let the troops depart."

Lieutenant General Ugaki had no choice but to nod. But the unease in his heart grew stronger. There was only one chance to win; if they failed to grasp it, the Japanese army would have to wait months before launching another amphibious landing, or potentially lack the power to launch another landing operation at all.

The transport fleet had long been cruising at sea 200 kilometers away from Pyongyang. Once the order was given, thick black smoke soon poured from the smokestacks of all transport ships. All boiler dampers were opened, and stokers shoveled coal desperately into the boiler fuel intakes.

The Japanese army judged that the Northeast Army's air force had a range of only a little over 300 kilometers, so they parked the fleet at the 200-kilometer mark. At this time, observers on all warships strained their eyes searching the sky for Northeast Army planes, ready to issue warnings to the command bridge at any moment.

Also at 11:30, Xu Chengfeng ordered another corps to reinforce the Pyongyang defense line. Chief of Staff Cheng Ruofan did not object, but still offered a plan to draw one division from each of the three coastal defense corps.

This time, even Xu Chengfeng felt it was unacceptable. "Chief of Staff, if we do this, our coastal defense strength will be hollowed out."

Cheng Ruofan replied calmly, "Since it must be hollowed out, then treat the coastal defense forces as warning units. As long as we still have a corps of reserves in hand, a coastal defense division can serve the function of a warning unit. Once the troops begin reinforcing, the coastal defense units will no longer serve a coastal defense function."

Cheng Ruofan's judgment left Xu Chengfeng speechless for a moment. It took half a minute for Xu Chengfeng to catch up with Cheng Ruofan's train of thought. Xu Chengfeng answered decisively, "Let's do it that way!"

Hu Xiushan was actually somewhat torn inside, but he knew even more clearly that as the battle situation became clearer, even if the choices exceeded pre-war predictions, they had to proceed. Since Cheng Ruofan had already completed his adjustment in understanding the current war situation, Hu Xiushan saw no reason to object. He said, "I agree."

High-level commanders rarely rely on improvisation in their views on war. *The Art of War* states: "He who makes many calculations before battle will win; he who makes few will lose. Much calculation brings victory, little calculation brings defeat; how much more so with no calculation at all! By observing this, the outcome is apparent."

Sun Wu, this great military strategist, earnestly exhorted later generations studying his military works: "To predict victory before war is because planning is thorough and conditions are sufficient; to estimate little chance of victory before war is because conditions for victory are few. With sufficient conditions, the chance of victory is great; with insufficient preparations, one will fail. Let alone having no conditions at all! I observe war based on these, and victory or defeat becomes clear."

The Northeast Army implemented Sun Wu's philosophy in formulating strategy and campaign arrangements. In strategic considerations, there was absolutely no laziness.

The ongoing campaign did not go beyond the possibilities of the Northeast Army's campaign simulations. Even the seemingly sudden change in the use of reserves did not exceed previous arrangements.

Orders were conveyed to the troops guarding the coast in moments. All three corps had contingency plans. Upon receiving the order, although the three corps commanders could not quite understand the headquarters' intention, they immediately issued orders according to the plan.

At 12:03, troops from three divisions withdrew from their positions respectively and, following the arranged routes, rushed to the front line in reinforcement formation.

At 12:30, the rearguard units of the three divisions had already left the coastal positions.

The Northeast Army stationed in the Yongchon Plain north of Pyongyang was the 7th Corps under the 3rd Army Group. Behind the 7th Corps station, jeeps equipped with radio direction-finding devices began routine patrols.

At 13:30, just as a radio search jeep drove to the rear entrance of the position, the needle on the instrument suddenly jumped. The listening operator wearing headphones shouted in great surprise, "Report, unidentified radio signal received in the rear!"

The vehicle commander couldn't believe it for a moment. The war had been fighting for months, and the listening units had been conducting routine searches every day without ever receiving an unidentified signal. Hearing the operator say this, the commander immediately asked, "Is there a mistake?"

The listening operator had never encountered such a thing either, and the signal had only sounded a few times before suddenly falling silent again. The operator couldn't help but doubt if he had made a mistake. The vehicle stopped at the entrance to the position, and was running low on gas. The operator dared not say he had definitely monitored it, and could only answer, "The monitoring instrument definitely moved just now. Our instrument was just serviced; it should have received some signal."

There were a large number of signals being transmitted in Korea every day now. If one said they received a signal, it wouldn't be strange. The commander finally ordered, "Let's go back first."

Lieutenant Okada Taichi had already stopped transmitting. A few months ago, during the Japanese army's great rout in Korea, he had followed Lieutenant Colonel Ishiwara Kanji's orders to take a radio, and with the help of Japanese intelligence personnel in Korea, lay in ambush in northern Korea with several soldiers.

Lieutenant Colonel Ishiwara Kanji had not ambushed just one small squad, but several. The leader of each small unit was a member of the "Future Society" in the Japanese military. Everyone was willing to accept such orders because they believed in the Future Society leader, Ishiwara Kanji, regardless of life or death.

For the past few days, according to the codebook left to Lieutenant Okada Taichi, Ishiwara Kanji required the squad to continue maintaining radio silence while observing the Northeast Army's movements at the designated location. Once large-scale movement of the Northeast Army was discovered, record it. After receiving new orders, begin transmitting at the time stipulated by the new orders. After that, transmit once every 10 minutes.

At this moment, the first transmission had ended. Lieutenant Okada Taichi walked in the mountains, panting, observing the distant Northeast Army positions with binoculars.

While observing, he heard a subordinate ask, "Lieutenant, ten minutes are up."

Lieutenant Okada Taichi ordered, "Transmit!"

After issuing the order, Lieutenant Okada Taichi continued to observe the Northeast Army positions. Amidst the clatter of the telegraph key hitting the button, Lieutenant Okada saw several Northeast Army vehicles—which looked quite good—drive out of the Northeast Army positions, splitting into several routes and driving towards his location.

A thought suddenly popped into Lieutenant Okada's mind: *Could they have discovered us?*

But Lieutenant Okada was not particularly worried. After all, he was just a small squad, hiding far away in the mountains. How could the Northeast Army possibly know where he was?

Another twenty minutes passed, and after sending two more telegrams, Lieutenant Okada heard the commotion of troops rushing towards him from a distance. It seemed he had indeed been discovered!

Without time to figure out why he was discovered, Lieutenant Okada immediately ordered, "Kinoshita, you and the telegraph operator move the radio; try to send one more! The rest follow me; lure the enemy away!"

The Northeast Army moved extremely fast. In just a few minutes, they were chasing towards Lieutenant Okada, who had intentionally exposed his tracks. Just as they were about to catch up with Lieutenant Okada's group, following several sharp whistle blasts, at least half of the pursuing troops turned around and chased in the direction of the radio.

Lieutenant Okada was now certain that the Northeast Army definitely had equipment to pinpoint radio signals. But understanding this was useless now. Although there were not many pursuers behind him, a squad of Northeast Army soldiers had already circled around to intercept in front.

Fight to the death with the Northeast Army? After this thought emerged, Lieutenant Okada immediately remembered Ishiwara Kanji's instruction: "If you encounter a situation where you cannot fight, please surrender immediately. Although He-kun is very cruel to the Japanese army, he is very lenient towards surrendered soldiers. Since Okada-kun has already undertaken such dangerous work, please be sure to come back alive."

Thinking of this, Lieutenant Okada ordered his subordinates, "Put down your weapons and prepare to surrender."

With that, Lieutenant Okada set an example by taking out his weapon and throwing it on the ground, then raising his hands and walking out from behind the tree where he was hiding. Before walking towards the Northeast Army to surrender, Lieutenant Okada looked back at his subordinates. He saw looks of astonishment and loss on their faces, but no one refused. Under Okada's gaze, the soldiers all threw down their weapons and followed Lieutenant Okada with their hands raised.

When Lieutenant Okada and the others knelt on the ground with their hands behind their heads under the guns of the angry Northeast Army soldiers, Okada felt quite terrified in his heart. He could understand the importance of the intelligence, which was why he had disregarded life and death to undertake such dangerous work.

Presumably, the Northeast Army was also very clear about this, which was why they were gnashing their teeth in anger. However, no matter how angry the Northeast Army was, just as Ishiwara Kanji had said, they did not shoot prisoners. for a moment, Okada was somewhat surprised; if their positions were swapped, Okada feared he wouldn't be able to suppress his anger and would kill someone.

On the battleship *Kongō*, all hesitation disappeared from Ishiwara Kanji's expression. Not only Ishiwara Kanji, but Vice Commander Ugaki Kazushige's face also showed only fortitude. He requested of Commander Suzuki Kantarō, "Commander, the landing that follows is entirely up to you."

Vice Admiral Suzuki Kantarō truly hadn't expected that Ishiwara Kanji had actually planted a dormant asset during the collapse of the Japanese army in Korea months ago, and now these small squads actually risked death to send out radio signals. Judging from the squad's position, Ishiwara Kanji's judgment of the war situation was surprisingly accurate... as if Ishiwara Kanji had seen and heard it personally inside the Northeast Army headquarters...

Previously, Commander Suzuki believed in Ishiwara's ability, and although he looked cold, it was somewhat of an act. Now, Vice Admiral Suzuki felt somewhat in disbelief. Steel his heart, Vice Admiral Suzuki ordered, "Fleet, advance to the landing grounds. Order the *Hōshō* to launch all planes for comprehensive reconnaissance. Tell the pilots that the heavy burden of the Empire is entirely entrusted to them."

Before WWI, battleships carried reconnaissance planes, and Britain even developed early aircraft carriers. But the true aircraft carrier was the *Hōshō* developed by Japan. The Japanese army had suffered a big loss before, so for this naval sortie, they brought the *Hōshō* along.

Reconnaissance planes took off from the *Hōshō* one after another. At this time, the landing fleet was less than 50 kilometers from the target, the Yongchon Plain. Sailing at full speed, the main fleet responsible for clearing the beachhead could arrive within an hour.

At this time, the Northeast Army's Korean Front Headquarters had already received the news. Xu Chengfeng only felt his head buzzing. He had calculated everything, but he hadn't expected the Japanese army to actually seize the Northeast Army's only flaw.

However, Xu Chengfeng quickly calmed himself down. If he had sent out the last corps in hand earlier, the headquarters would truly have no moves left. Now there was still one corps that could be thrown into battle. Xu Chengfeng knew that the Japanese army had not yet gained the advantage.

At this time, Cheng Ruofan asked, "The telegraph is connected. Commander, apart from reporting the war situation, do you have anything else to ask?"

Xu Chengfeng answered decisively, "Please ask the Commander-in-Chief if we can implement Option Zero?"

Cheng Ruofan couldn't help but sigh, but didn't speak to stop him. He quickly wrote the draft telegram and had the communications officer send it. Soon, the reply arrived. He Rui's reply asked only one question: "If the enemy breaks through the coastal defense positions, can our army complete a new defense line within 10 kilometers behind the enemy landing ground?"

Xu Chengfeng hadn't expected He Rui to ask such a question, but he also understood that He Rui did not want to adopt "Option Zero." The so-called Option Zero was to use planes loaded with large amounts of explosives to ram Japanese capital ships.

This was a very cruel and extremely inhumane plan, and Xu Chengfeng himself disliked it very much. Although the Air Force had also modified planes, they had not organized pilots specifically to execute this order. At most, they had selectively paid attention to some pilots.

Just as Xu Chengfeng was torn, Cheng Ruofan spoke up. "I believe we can do it. Moreover, the troops implementing the counterattack have already been sent out; it is now impossible to call them back. Since that is the case, let's fight this battle with all our might. We still have seven divisions—one division plus one corps to hold out. As long as we determine the direction of the Japanese landing, the other two divisions can also provide support. We can hold it."

Xu Chengfeng turned to Hu Xiushan, asked, "Xiushan, what do you think?"

Hu Xiushan was silent for a moment before answering, "According to the current situation of the frontline troops, we can completely defeat the Japanese troops at the breakthrough point and inflict heavy damage on this part of the Japanese army!"

Although Hu Xiushan's answer did not directly address the question, it made his attitude extremely clear. Xu Chengfeng knew it was time for him to make a decision. For a moment, Xu Chengfeng wanted to send another telegram to He Rui, asking He Rui to decide.

But Xu Chengfeng overcame this impulse. Although his heart felt like it was crushed by a giant boulder, Xu Chengfeng still ordered, "Telegraph the Commander-in-Chief: Our army can build a new defense line."
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By around 15:00 on January 11th, the battlefield situation had become completely clear.

Under the cover of naval gunfire from the main Japanese fleet, the landing craft of the Japanese amphibious forces charged directly onto the beaches. Once the flat-bottomed boats ran aground, unable to advance further, the vanguard troops leaped into the seawater. Ignoring their soaked uniforms and the adverse effects of the freezing dampness that would follow, they continued their fierce charge toward the coast.

These flat-bottomed landing craft, which had struggled to cross the sea to the landing point, had a shallow draft. Even after beaching, they could float again with the rising tide, assuming the task of transporting heavy weapons.

Defending the Japanese landing zone at the Longchuan Plain coast was the 1st Division of the 7th Army. Ten minutes into the Japanese landing, the 1st Division Commander called the Army Headquarters requesting adjustments. The Chief of Staff answered, and after hearing the division commander out, immediately replied, "The Commander is on his way to you. Speak to him directly."

Just as the 1st Division Commander hung up, 7th Army Commander Li Manlin arrived. Before Li Manlin could speak, a Japanese naval main gun shell exploded less than a kilometer from the division headquarters. It was a 356mm shell; the massive shockwave from the explosion made a report from the division commander unnecessary.

Commander Li Manlin turned to the accompanying staff officer. "How many Japanese warships has the Air Force spotted?"

"Report. More than three Japanese battleships have been sighted. The number of other capital ships exceeds thirty."

The caliber, number, and rate of fire of Japanese battleship guns, and their ammunition load... How many naval guns over 200mm did the Japanese Navy possess, and how much ammunition did they carry? These data points flowed rapidly through Li Manlin's mind. He had made his decision. "From now on, command of the 1st Division is transferred to Army Headquarters."

This was not merely skipping the chain of command; it was taking personal command. The 1st Division Commander's spirits rose, realizing that Commander Li Manlin was preparing for a desperate fight. Together with the other officers of the division headquarters, the 1st Division Commander saluted Li Manlin and replied loudly, "Yes! Command of the 1st Division is now transferred to Army Headquarters."

Li Manlin immediately assigned the upcoming tasks. "The artillery positions must maintain maximum distance from the landing Japanese forces. The three regiments of the 1st Division must delay the enemy, withdrawing in phases. You must ensure the enemy does not advance more than five kilometers within three hours. Before coming here, I received notification from headquarters that reinforcements are on the way."

The 7th Army Headquarters immediately relayed the action of taking over frontline command to the General Headquarters. Commander-in-Chief He Rui received the telegram only a dozen minutes later. Inside the General Headquarters, officers, including Acting Chief of Staff Zhong Yifu, saw that the Northeast Army's supreme commander, He Rui, remained composed and completely unaffected. The uneasiness in everyone's hearts was slightly alleviated.

He Rui was, in fact, affected, but he tried his best not to show it. After signing a few documents, he got up and went to the smoking room to light a cigarette. For security reasons, the smoking room facing the General Headquarters courtyard had no open windows; only a few exhaust fans drew the smoke out and brought fresh air in.

At this moment, He Rui could finally calculate the current situation with a relaxed mind. In his view, the Japanese army had reached the limit of its capabilities, and the Northeast Army had also reached its current limit. The strength of both sides was waxing and waning.

Over the past three months, and especially in the last month, all provinces bordering the Northeast had relaxed border controls. The Northeast Government successfully recruited laborers for farms and ranches from nearby provinces, greatly alleviating the labor shortage in the Northeast.

Sales of Northeast products to the pass (China proper) surged, increasing by 30% compared to the same period last year. On one hand, due to the publicity of newspapers like the *Northeast Daily*, patriotic citizens in the pass were assured that the Northeast Government would never solicit funds or donations, nor use patriotism as a gimmick to obtain funds. Therefore, based on simple patriotic sentiments, the public purchased large quantities of goods produced in the Northeast. On the other hand, the provinces bordering the Northeast Government had all lowered or even abolished the likin tax on Northeast goods, making the local sales price of Northeast products much lower.

According to statistics from the Northeast Government led by Wu Youping, the profit from these sales amounted to several million silver dollars. Compared to donations of money and goods, this trade revenue was not only substantial but also a very stable source of financial resources. especially in metal products; the steel industry in the Northeast had developed very rapidly in recent years, and its profit growth was extremely fast. If the current sales volume could be maintained in the coming year, the Northeast Government's projected production capacity of two million tons of steel could be fully absorbed.

He Rui dared not let his emotions immerse in the good news and pulled his thoughts back to the war. The current performance of the Northeast Army also satisfied him.

From squad and platoon to battalion and regiment-level operations, the Northeast Army's new tactics had not only been fully verified for effectiveness but also proved that the battalion and regiment-level combat units had mastered the new infantry tactics and could utilize them effectively.

Division and army-level commanders lacked war experience, but the current battlefield situation meant that army and division-level combat units mostly assumed the work of completing the operational arrangements of the headquarters, effectively avoiding the challenge of free choice on the battlefield for these units.

From the perspective of executing operational orders, the performance of the Northeast Army's army and division-level combat units was passable. The Japanese division and brigade-level combat units did not gain the upper hand in the war.

In terms of command capability at the headquarters level, Xu Chengfeng, Cheng Ruofan, and others had already understood through two campaigns how a campaign involving one million troops on both sides should be conducted and completed.

Nearly eight years had passed since they became He Rui's comrades. The Baoding Military Academy was considered a junior college, but now these young soldiers possessed the academic ability of a doctorate in military science. They relied on their own understanding and cognition of military affairs and possessed the ability for independent learning and development.

It is easy to get a thousand soldiers, but hard to find one general. The growth of excellent generals was undoubtedly the guarantee for the continued healthy development of the Northeast Army in the future.

He Rui had intended to smoke only one cigarette, but ended up smoking two before returning to his office to continue working. If Xu Chengfeng and the others could hear He Rui's inner thoughts, they would probably be very confused.

Because Xu Chengfeng and the others did not feel that they had grasped the full picture of the war. Even Cheng Ruofan, who made precise predictions about the war based on intuition, felt that his intuition could no longer provide clear guidance. As for Hu Xiushan, who relied on careful research and meticulous work to complete operations, the so-called future was not within the scope of his thinking at all.

Xu Chengfeng asked Cheng Ruofan, "Ruofan, can you coordinate the retreat of the entire army well?"

Cheng Ruofan did not answer immediately. A vast amount of information flowed through his mind at high speed. At this point, it was impossible to cover everything. Cheng Ruofan could only answer based on experience and judgment, "I can do it."

At this moment, Cheng Ruofan guessed that Xu Chengfeng was going to personally command the fight against the Japanese landing forces. Although Cheng Ruofan did not agree, he would not stop him, so he urged, "Based on the movement direction of the second line of defense, as long as the seven divisions can hold off the Japanese army from now on, within twelve hours, this line of defense will be impregnable."

Xu Chengfeng turned to ask Hu Xiushan, "Xiushan, can the 2nd Army Group successfully complete the tactical arrangement?"

Hu Xiushan answered directly without thinking, "I will command from the front. The 2nd Army Group can withdraw."

With both the new classmate and the comrade expressing their stance, Xu Chengfeng put on his military cap. "Then, the headquarters is temporarily handed over to Chief of Staff Cheng Ruofan. I will go to the anti-landing frontline to coordinate and command the various units. Communication Department, ensure the flow of liaison information."

The comrades in the headquarters saluted Xu Chengfeng, then continued to work hard within their respective responsibilities.

At this time, Ishiwara Kanji had transferred to a small boat of less than 50 tons, leading the temporary staff personnel towards one of the landing targets, a small fishing village on the seaside of the Longchuan Plain. Where there is a fishing village, there is a harbor. The Japanese army dispatched six divisions this time; naturally, it was impossible to make all six divisions jump into the sea for an armed swim. Armed swimming was adopted for the frontal attack on the Northeast Army's coastal defense positions in the Longchuan area, but most Japanese troops still had to land through ports of various sizes.

Traveling on the sea in the small boat, the bumps were palpable. At this time, the sky and the coast were ablaze with brilliance. Reconnaissance planes and fighter jets from the Japanese aircraft carrier *Hōshō* flew constantly, engaging the Northeast Air Force with the determination to die, and were shot down one by one.

Incorporated into the sequence of the Japanese 2nd Manchuria-Mongolia Army Headquarters, four battleships formed the outermost circle, bombarding the Northeast Army's coastal defense line with 356mm naval guns. Every shell hit turned everything within a twenty-meter diameter on land into dust.

The cruiser formation was in the inner circle of the battleship formation, bombarding fiercely with 252mm naval guns. When the Northeast Army breached the Kwantung Leased Territory, they used 255mm siege mortars. Now, dozens of siege guns equivalent to 255mm mortars were bombarding fiercely.

Some destroyers provided maritime security patrols for the battleships and cruisers according to navy regulations, while others used 150mm and 120mm naval guns to provide fire cover for the landing Japanese troops.

Even small gunboats carried out artillery attacks in the near-shore area, which already counted as direct-fire shelling. The armor of the small gunboats could not withstand the Northeast Army's 120mm heavy artillery bombardment at all, but they used their ability to move constantly to provide fire cover for the landing Japanese troops as much as possible.

Ishiwara Kanji's landing was very smooth. As soon as the temporary staff disembarked, they set up a temporary communication station to coordinate and unify the command and liaison of the landed troops, and to act as an advance party for the Deputy Commander, Lieutenant General Ugaki Kazushige, who led the landing headquarters to command on shore.

Ishiwara quickly received the first batch of intelligence, information he had no opportunity to receive while at sea. The Northeast Army's counterattack fire on the Japanese frontal assault was weakening rapidly. It could only cause trouble for the landing Japanese troops and could no longer pose a comprehensive threat.

Sensing the smugness in the landing commanders' reports, Ishiwara Kanji coldly ordered the communications officer: "Inform all landing units that the weakening of enemy fire is only because they are preparing a new line of defense. Commanders are requested to quickly establish naval gunfire spotting communications to better coordinate with naval shelling. Commanders, please understand that naval shells are not infinite. Soon, the density of naval shelling will decrease."

Recording the order, the Japanese communications officer's face turned serious. Ishiwara Kanji's warning was not a rebuke, but a precise description of the future. The success of the landing was already a reality, but a successful landing did not equal a successful operation. The combat mission of the 2nd Manchuria-Mongolia Expeditionary Army was to breach the Northeast Army's rear defense line, thereby cutting off the Northeast Army's communication lines, allowing the Japanese forces from two directions to coordinate and annihilate the Northeast Army's heavy troop concentrations.

At this time, Nagata Tetsuzan, commanding the frontal battle, had already received news that the vanguard landing troops of the 2nd Manchuria-Mongolia Expeditionary Army had completed their landing. Less than half a minute after receiving the news that Major General Ishiwara Kanji, Chief of Staff of the 2nd Headquarters, had landed with the temporary staff, Okamura Yasuji, Chief of the Operations Section of the Manchuria-Mongolia Expeditionary Army Headquarters, had already placed a summary of frontline news before Nagata Tetsuzan.

A total of eighteen divisions were employed in this operation. At this moment, apart from one division in reserve in Nagata Tetsuzan's hands, three divisions had been unable to withstand the attrition and had to be withdrawn. The fourteen Japanese divisions continuing on the front line were distributed across a 250-kilometer wide front. These fourteen divisions had fought for almost a whole day. Around 16:00, without exception, they all reported to the headquarters that they had encountered a strong counterattack from the Northeast Army and the front line was truly unable to hold. Fourteen division commanders requested reinforcements from the headquarters or asked the headquarters to allow the division to 'reduce attack intensity'.

Okamura Yasuji was already very clear about the current battle situation. The telegrams sent to Nagata Tetsuzan were already the second round; some were even the third round of requests for help from the frontline Japanese divisions.

The division commanders did not fail to understand the stage the battle had reached. As long as the Japanese army could withstand the Northeast Army's counterattack, they could firmly bite the Northeast Army, making it impossible for them to retreat.

However, every Japanese division had launched attacks against the Northeast Army's well-constructed defense system for almost a whole day. Casualties and fatigue were constantly accumulating, and they were indeed exhausted. The Northeast Army, relying on their defense system, still had the strength to launch a counterattack.

Before the landing of the Japanese 2nd Manchuria-Mongolia Expeditionary Army, these counterattacks by the Northeast Army would have been to drive the Japanese out of their positions and prepare for tomorrow's battle. Now, the Northeast Army must have known that the 2nd Manchuria-Mongolia Expeditionary Army had begun landing. Such a decisive counterattack must be to repel the Japanese army with all their might in order to retreat smoothly.

The reason Okamura Yasuji remained silent was that he knew very well that Nagata Tetsuzan, Chief of Staff of the Manchuria-Mongolia Expeditionary Army, was also very aware of this.

Nagata looked grim but did not speak immediately, so Okamura could only wait. After thinking for a moment, Nagata submitted the report to Lieutenant General Terauchi Hisaichi, Commander of the Manchuria-Mongolia Expeditionary Army. Lieutenant General Terauchi also fell silent, as he was equally aware of the current situation.

This was no longer the era of the Russo-Japanese War. At that time, the scale of war was not comparable to the present, and the war was dominated by mobile warfare rather than the current trench warfare. In mobile warfare, commanders could make choices based on the battle situation when seeing an unfavorable turn. In trench warfare, eighteen Japanese divisions were gathered on a 250-kilometer-long front, leaving absolutely no room for the division commanders to exercise free will.

Attacking forward would meet the enemy's infantry support artillery, as well as the obstruction and killing of barbed wire and machine gun positions. Staying put meant suffering fierce bombardment from the enemy's heavy artillery. Those field positions were useless in the face of heavy artillery bombardment; the officers and soldiers frantically digging field positions were only subjected to unilateral slaughter.

Lieutenant General Terauchi Hisaichi spoke. "Telegraph all division commanders: Our army has completed the flank landing, and the enemy's retreat is about to be cut off by our army. At this moment, every division commander must display the courage of General Nogi Maresuke's 'human bullet' attacks and mountains of corpses and seas of blood. Smash the enemy's counterattack with a fierce offensive and annihilate them in one stroke."

Okamura Yasuji's expression changed. He understood that Lieutenant General Terauchi Hisaichi had no intention of forcing the division commanders to fight to the death. Sending such a morale-boosting telegram alone was useless to the frontline commanders. The only way to truly inspire morale was to temporarily relieve those division commanders who had lost the will to attack and let senior commanders in the army who dared to fight become acting division commanders.

Otherwise, Lieutenant General Terauchi Hisaichi, who had been promoted from Major General to Lieutenant General less than half a year ago, could not command this group of division commanders.

Seeing that Chief of Staff Nagata remained silent, Okamura couldn't help but suggest, "Should we add a clause at the end of the telegram stating that if they fight bravely, the headquarters will request credit for them directly from the Emperor?"

Lieutenant General Terauchi Hisaichi remained silent. Nagata Tetsuzan spoke up. "Every division commander is fighting bravely. If we request credit, naturally we request credit for all division commanders."

Seeing that Nagata had no intention of applying pressure either, Okamura could say no more. After a while, a new battle report arrived. The 27th Division, which had replaced the withdrawn 6th Division and continued to attack at the breakthrough point, had requested reinforcements for the fourth time. Nagata took Okamura to the Operations Section to adjust the situation of the 27th Division.

On the way, Okamura asked, "Nagata-kun, if the enemy opens up a distance, they will definitely retreat."

Nagata Tetsuzan looked composed. "The war is just beginning. We have held Seoul. As long as we can retake Pyongyang, we will have achieved a result sufficient to explain to the nationals. Destroying the unity within the army for this little result would be detrimental to the war that follows."

Okamura knew this, and seeing that Nagata had made a decision, he mentioned it no more.

Looking up from the sky, it was always clear and cloudless. But in the eyes of the Northeast Army and the Japanese Army on the ground, it was completely different.

The air was filled with the smell of gunpowder smoke and blood. The smoke of explosions under the clouds and the black smoke of burning flammable materials ignited by artillery fire made the battlefield a gray haze.

The Northeast Army had deployed eight armies, twenty-four divisions, on the Pyongyang defense line. behind the line were 100,000 replacement troops. Now, another six divisions, equivalent to two armies, had been drawn from the 3rd Army Group. Ten armies, 400,000 men, plus 100,000 replacement troops meant the Northeast Army should have had 500,000 troops on the front line.

However, the actual number remaining on the front line was only a little over 300,000. After three days of fierce fighting, Northeast Army casualties reached nearly 200,000. The only advantage was that the defender's troop efficiency was high. Except for battlefields where fighting was particularly intense, the Northeast Army still managed to send the wounded and most of the martyrs' remains to the rear, loading them onto trucks and trains.

For months, trains had been arriving at a frequency of every 30 minutes, two military trains at a time, each with four carriages.

Due to the sheer number of wounded, the four-carriage trains no longer carried just 200 wounded and martyrs' remains. Each train had four carriages, and three of them were packed with 500 or more wounded. The remains of martyrs were stuffed into the carriages until they could hold no more before waiting for the next train.

Fighting from 7:00 in the morning to 17:00 in the evening, only 30,000 wounded and 20,000 martyrs' remains had been transported away. There were still as many as 100,000 remaining wounded and martyrs' bodies that had not been moved. In the headquarters of the 2nd Army Group, the Chief of Staff asked Hu Xiushan, "Commander, just the wounded and martyrs' remains will take 20 hours to transport at the current speed. This has already affected our army's retreat speed. Can we temporarily bury the martyrs' remains and come back for them later? This would save some time."

Hu Xiushan replied immediately, "No! Let four military trains arrive at once, and we can compress the time to 10 hours."

The Chief of Staff felt Hu Xiushan's request was excessive but didn't know how to persuade him. Hu Xiushan's tone remained calm. "Our army can fight until now because the officers and soldiers know that while it's unavoidable that those blown to pieces or missing cannot be brought back, as long as we are fighting as an organized and disciplined unit, no one will be left behind. It's not that we don't have a way now, and the Japanese combat effectiveness is just so-so. Within ten hours, the troops can retreat by forced march at night. If we let the officers and soldiers see that we are leaving behind so many when retreating, everyone's psychology will be affected."

The Chief of Staff could find no other reason, so he could only say, "Commander, there must be artificial lighting every hundred meters along the railway."

Hu Xiushan immediately expressed his agreement. "Part of the retreating troops will move now, retreating along the railway. I emphasize again, the Japanese army is not as strong as they boast!"

Just as Hu Xiushan judged, when the Northeast Army launched counterattacks with squad tactics, the Japanese troops interlocked with the Northeast Army could not hold. Especially in such dense formations, it was difficult for the Northeast Army to infiltrate, but the impact caused by each infiltration far exceeded that on a battle line where there was space.

Even if some frontline Japanese troops were not affected, there were always Japanese units that would be. Especially after a whole day of bloody fighting, even if the Japanese troops had received training against Northeast Army squad infiltration before the war, in the current state of extreme physical exhaustion and mental torture, the number of Japanese soldiers reacting chaotically increased greatly.

In the end, those exhausted Japanese division commanders had to order their troops to stop attacking and withdraw gradually to prevent Northeast Army squad infiltration with a stable and continuous defense line.

The Northeast Army also quit while they were ahead. After restoring their positions as much as possible, the Northeast Army continued to strike at Japanese positions and organized their night defenses.

At this time, the Japanese 2nd Manchuria-Mongolia Expeditionary Army had also paid the price of several thousand casualties to force the Northeast Army back four kilometers. However, advancing further was like hitting an iron plate; they could not conquer it.

Because the depth of the Longchuan Plain along the coast was limited, Japanese battleships had to sail in a safe water depth of 11 meters and had to retreat to further waters at night. Coupled with the retreat of the Northeast Army's defensive troops, the battleships could no longer exert their combat effectiveness at night.

In night operations, with rising tides and undercurrents, the accuracy of Japanese naval gunfire dropped significantly, and those cruisers also had to withdraw. Japanese small warships, due to tonnage issues, were more affected by the sea waves and could only withdraw temporarily.

Ultimately, the Japanese maintained only a slow landing for the landing troops, while the attacking troops could only quickly shift to defense.

On this night, if anyone could look down from mid-air, they would see lights like a pearl necklace on both sides of the railway line in northern Korea. On the front line and the flank landing battle line, artillery fire blossomed like fireworks.

Cities in northern Korea were pitch black, with only patrolling troops moving through the streets with lights.

At 3:00 AM on January 12th, the Northeast Army began a full retreat from the Pyongyang defense line. It wasn't that no Japanese troops noticed, but those units were deep in minefields, and the boundary lines between the two sides were subjected to fierce bombardment by the Northeast Army's 120mm artillery groups. This led Terauchi Hisaichi, Nagata Tetsuzan, and Okamura Yasuji to suspect for a time that the Northeast Army wanted to take advantage of the Japanese thinking the Northeast Army's flank was threatened to suddenly launch a large-scale counterattack and rout the exhausted Japanese frontline troops, who had suffered nearly 150,000 killed and nearly 250,000 wounded, in one stroke.

Amidst such tense defense, the Northeast Army's shelling occurred suddenly for ten minutes every half hour.

By 7:00 AM, the Northeast Army artillerymen ended the shelling and began to move according to the retreat schedule. The retreat was not a rout; it wasn't the entire army turning and running toward the Yalu River at a single command.

Various units retreated in an orderly, echeloned manner. Trains and trucks carried out long-distance transport, moving the most exhausted troops and equipment as organized units directly to the Changjin Lake (Chosin Reservoir) defense line, 100 kilometers from the Northeast border, before returning to transport more.

Therefore, the retreat was not chaotic. Instead, because the number of people retreating on foot decreased, the retreat speed became faster.

While the number of troops was still sufficient, large units served as rearguards, destroying the railways and roads left behind as they retreated and laying a large number of landmines.

When Ishiwara Kanji began attempting to break through the Northeast Army's railway defense line on January 12th, he found that this defense line was already impregnable. Because Japanese naval gunfire was insufficient to exert its power, the Japanese troops who had scrambled ashore were not enough to break through alone.

By January 14th, the six Japanese divisions that had expended tremendous effort to barely complete their landing found that the number of enemies facing them was no less than the Japanese army, and the number of 120mm artillery pieces even exceeded that of the Japanese.

!

Ishiwara Kanji had known since a large-scale probing attack on the morning of January 13th that the flank landing had played a role but failed to achieve the ultimate goal of cutting off the Northeast Army's communication lines.

This actually made Ishiwara Kanji much more relaxed. Although the first phase of the campaign did not fully achieve its objective, the second phase was just beginning. The Japanese army still had a chance of victory, and this chance was not small.

On January 15th, the Northeast Army abandoned Pyongyang, which they had occupied for three months. That same day, a small unit of the Japanese 2nd Manchuria-Mongolia Expeditionary Army sailed up the river in small gunboats, arrived in Pyongyang, and planted the Japanese military flag on the city walls of Pyongyang once again.
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