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Chapter 311: Fundamental Divergence (1)

Volume 4 — Chapter 1

❧ ❧ ❧


On January 15, the Imperial General Headquarters in Tokyo received two battle reports.

The Second Manchuria-Mongolia Expeditionary Army headquarters stated in their report that at 16:20 on January 15, the Japanese Navy's Special Naval Landing Forces landed in Pyongyang via small boats and raised the Rising Sun flag near the water gate.

The Manchuria-Mongolia Expeditionary Army headquarters stated in their report that at 16:00 on January 15, the Imperial Japanese Army entered Pyongyang while pursuing the retreating Northeast Army. As the Army was currently searching the city for Northeast Army remnants, they had not yet had time to raise the flag.

This was yet another petty display of the Army-Navy rivalry. The Imperial General Headquarters, well aware that they couldn't waste time on such trivialities, published neither report. Instead, the news focus for January 16 was placed on the upcoming meeting between the Manchuria-Mongolia Expeditionary Army headquarters and the Second Manchuria-Mongolia Expeditionary Army headquarters in Pyongyang.

As the vehicle carrying the Second Manchuria-Mongolia Expeditionary Army command arrived outside Pyongyang, Ishiwara Kanji observed the city through the car window—a city they had abandoned three months ago. A small number of local Korean elites loyal to Japan had organized a reception committee at the city gates with their followers. These people held banners and shouted slogans, making the entrance look somewhat lively. But once the car passed through the gates, the streets were deserted. There were no ordinary citizens to be seen. Squads of Japanese soldiers were setting up billets and stringing telegraph wires, filling Pyongyang with a grim, killing atmosphere.

In Ishiwara Kanji's memory, the Pyongyang of three months ago had at least been a vibrant city, with many panicked citizens on the streets. Now, Pyongyang was like a dead city. Ishiwara believed that any pro-Japanese forces in northern Korea had been completely swept away by the Northeast Army.

The car stopped in front of the Japanese Army's Pyongyang headquarters, where a group of reporters was already waiting outside the cordon. Lieutenant General Terauchi Hisaichi, Commander of the Manchuria-Mongolia Expeditionary Army, and his Chief of Staff, Major General Nagata Tetsuzan, came out to welcome them. After exchanging greetings, Lieutenant General Terauchi smiled and said, "Gentlemen, perhaps we should let the reporters take photos first, so the news can be sent back home as quickly as possible, assuring our citizens that our army has recovered Pyongyang."

No one objected, and the reporters hurriedly snapped photos. After a brief pause, the five commanders walked into the headquarters entrance. A reporter shouted excitedly from behind, "Commander, how is the pursuit progressing with the 700,000 troops?"

The five men ignored the question and went straight inside. Major General Okamura Yasuji, Chief of Operations for the Manchuria-Mongolia Expeditionary Army, along with other officers, was waiting inside. Seeing Lieutenant General Suzuki Kantarō and the others enter, they all bowed in greeting.

The Manchuria-Mongolia Expeditionary Army sat on the left, and the Second Manchuria-Mongolia Expeditionary Army sat on the right of the long table. Lieutenant General Terauchi Hisaichi spoke first: "Your Excellency Suzuki, we are entirely relying on the Navy for logistical transport."

Ishiwara Kanji felt a pang of regret. As the reporter outside had asked, the total number of Japanese troops participating in the pursuit had indeed reached 700,000. However, the 500,000-strong Northeast Army was retreating in good order despite facing 700,000 pursuers. The Northeast Army had destroyed railways and roads; fully restoring the rail lines would take at least several months. With the Japanese Army now in full pursuit, logistical transport was extremely tight.

Vice Admiral Suzuki Kantarō replied politely, "I am a Navy man and do not understand land warfare. Now that the landing operation has concluded, I formally submitted a request to the Imperial General Headquarters yesterday to resign from my post as Commander of the Second Manchuria-Mongolia Expeditionary Army, and recommended Vice Commander Lieutenant General Ugaki to succeed me. I expect there will be news very soon."

The Army generals felt greatly relieved, though Lieutenant General Terauchi expressed regret, as if he truly wished Vice Admiral Suzuki would continue to serve as the Second Expeditionary Army commander.

Vice Admiral Suzuki didn't mind at all. In matters concerning the fate of the Japanese Empire, the Navy naturally had to cooperate with the Army. If the landing operation had achieved all its strategic objectives and resulted in a total victory, Suzuki might have considered continuing as commander to garner more merit.

But resigning now, while the Army still faced bitter fighting, was what Suzuki considered a graceful exit.

Lieutenant General Ugaki Kazushige had already received hints from insiders at the Imperial General Headquarters and knew they had basically agreed to this arrangement. Since Vice Admiral Suzuki had mentioned it personally, there were no more concerns. Ugaki asked directly, "I wonder what plans the Manchuria-Mongolia Headquarters has for the subsequent campaign?"

Lieutenant General Terauchi immediately replied, "According to reconnaissance, the enemy has already constructed a second defensive line in Korea. We absolutely cannot give the enemy time to calmly organize their defense. We must pursue closely and crush them in one stroke."

Having said this, Terauchi felt some regret. It would have been better if the Second Manchuria-Mongolia Expeditionary Army could have been disbanded and absorbed into his own command. However, judging by the current situation, Lieutenant General Ugaki had no such intention.

This wasn't hard to understand. Retaking Pyongyang was already a massive military achievement. Vice Admiral Suzuki's resignation meant he was destined for promotion to full Admiral. Consequently, Lieutenant General Ugaki's chances of being promoted to full General in the short term were slim—unless he could establish further merit in the upcoming battles. Only then could he be promoted to General alongside Terauchi Hisaichi.

Such calculations didn't mean there was internal conflict within the Army; in Ugaki's position, Terauchi felt he would have done the same. At this moment, Lieutenant General Terauchi only hoped to drive the Northeast Army out of Korea as quickly as possible. Although recovering Pyongyang was a great merit that could quell domestic dissatisfaction with the Army for a short time, the pressure on the Army remained immense. As long as the Northeast Army wasn't completely expelled from Korea, the Army's shame could not be fully washed away.

Of course, there were people in the world who acknowledged that the Japanese Army's performance had been excellent. For instance, in Seoul.

Major General James, head of the British Military Observation Mission, listened to the various noises of a city teeming with manpower outside his window, feeling slightly irritable. But this irritability didn't stop him from finishing the final part of his report.

"...The Japanese Army and Navy are now capable of executing large-scale formation warfare, and their strength is not far behind the first-rate European powers. This gap primarily stems from the disparity in industrial strength between Japan and Europe.

"As the opponent of the Japanese forces, the Northeast Army's performance in the war has been in no way inferior. In particular, their military operation of organizing a retreat of 500,000 troops over 400 miles (approximately 640 kilometers) demonstrated organizational capabilities that surpass even those of the Japanese Army.

"That the Northeast Government has built a command system capable of successfully directing the retreat of 500,000 modern troops within ten years is shocking and unsettling. Judging by the war situation so far, the Japanese Army has not found a means to defeat the Northeast Army. And it is likely that the Northeast Army does not yet possess the optimal means to fully utilize its own combat power.

"Even though the war has not yet ended, I still recommend trade controls on materials that aid the Northeast's war capabilities. Only in this way can the balance of power be maintained for a longer period..."

After finishing the report, Major General James felt he had finally completed a task, yet his mood didn't lighten. The military strength demonstrated in this Far East war completely exceeded imagination. Even if Britain were to dispatch an army of 500,000 to the Far East, they might not necessarily fight any better. Whether Britain admitted it or not, the Far East had completely broken away from Britain's direct control. Furthermore... for British military power to continue existing in the Far East, they would have to do their utmost to seek cooperation and compromise with the local powers.

This realization made Major General James extremely unhappy.

He wasn't the only one unhappy. In Tianjin, Mo Yang, the bureau chief of the *Northeast Daily* Tianjin station, was holding a press conference.

The reporters below the stage thought there would be big news and listened with bated breath. After ten seconds or so, they realized that *Northeast Daily* was simply reprinting news reiterating the Northeast Government's policy on donations and reminding the public that any individuals or organizations soliciting donations under the banner of the Northeast Government were scammers. This was an old tune, and the reminder brought knowing smiles to the reporters' faces.

When Mo Yang finished announcing the main content of the press conference, the reporters began to ask questions. They knew that a veteran journalist like Mo Yang certainly wouldn't divulge any military secrets—and indeed, Mo Yang himself probably didn't know the real military secrets. So they attacked from the flanks, trying to fish for information.

No matter how they asked, the answers were always the official line. Finally, a reporter with close ties to the Beiyang clique asked a direct question: "Director Mo, Japanese newspapers are saying that the Northeast Army has been beaten back by the Japanese Army for over a thousand *li*. How credible is this news?"

A sigh rippled through the reporters. This news wasn't a secret; it was public knowledge. But no other reporter had dared to ask so 'frankly'. Especially since, according to the battle reports previously released by the Northeast Army, they had indeed retreated over a thousand kilometers from the Pyongyang defense line. Even the reporters with the most confidence in the Northeast Army could only interpret this as 'gathering strength for a counterattack', but they couldn't possibly consider this retreat a victory.

The reporters quieted down instantly, everyone staring at Mo Yang to see if he would answer.

Mo Yang's expression remained unchanged, calm and composed. In truth, he was somewhat displeased, though not intensely so. He would have preferred to wait a while before addressing this, but since someone had asked so bluntly, he might as well answer now.

Composing himself, a professional smile appeared on Mo Yang's face. "Japanese newspapers are written for the Japanese. Asking us to verify the credibility of their news—you'd be better off asking the Japanese. After all, it's their newspapers writing it."

Hearing Mo Yang's lighthearted response, the reporters couldn't help but laugh.

The reporter who asked the question looked somewhat embarrassed. Being close to Beiyang, he naturally didn't care for the Northeast Government. His question had indeed been slightly ill-intentioned. Even so, the reporter wasn't a traitor—at least he didn't consider himself one. He certainly couldn't admit to agreeing with the Japanese reports.

Amidst the awkwardness, Mo Yang put away his smile. "I believe my colleagues have compared the reports from the Northeast Government and the Japanese Government. It's impossible for Japanese newspapers to contain not a single word of truth. By comparing both sides' reports, one can analyze a great deal. As for those analyses, that depends on your own perspectives, gentlemen."

Hearing this, the reporters requested again to hear Mo Yang's analysis of the war situation. But Mo Yang wasn't going to take the bait. Even if he emphasized that his analysis didn't represent the Northeast Army's operational intent, seeing the name "Mo Yang of *Northeast Daily*" would make people assume it had an official element.

Facing the eager reporters, Mo Yang replied politely, "Gentlemen, today's press conference ends here. Goodbye."

Mo Yang was afraid of his name appearing on war analyses, but some people weren't. Inside the headquarters at the Changjin Lake defense line, Xu Chengfeng, Cheng Ruofan, and Hu Xiushan even held a special meeting to decide what kind of situation analysis and action plan to submit to the General Command.

Cheng Ruofan took the initiative: "I suggest our troops launch an active offensive when the Japanese arrive at the defense line and their footing is unstable."

Xu Chengfeng and Hu Xiushan looked at Cheng Ruofan with bright eyes. Xu Chengfeng asked, "And then?"

Cheng Ruofan had already considered the entire campaign arrangement and answered immediately, "If the Japanese are repelled by us and our advance reaches 50 kilometers, we withdraw. If we encounter stubborn Japanese resistance within 50 kilometers, we also withdraw. Regardless of the scenario, we then retreat from the second defense line across the Yalu River, back into Northeast territory."

Hu Xiushan gave a rare, slight nod. Xu Chengfeng didn't question it but asked for the reasoning: "Why this arrangement?"

Facing Xu Chengfeng's query, Cheng Ruofan immediately gave his answer: "We must maintain the initiative in the campaign. The Japanese have proven with facts that they have the capability to sustain 700,000 troops in frontline combat in the short term. What our army needs most right now is time to digest and absorb everything learned from this campaign. Entangling with the Japanese at the Changjin Lake line carries the risk of heavy sacrifices if the Japanese attack with full force. To avoid such a passive situation, withdrawing to the Yalu River defense line is the best choice."

Xu Chengfeng continued to ask, "Is the report written?"

Cheng Ruofan shook his head. "I want to return to Shenyang personally to report to the Chairman."

"Haha!" Xu Chengfeng laughed. "I'm the commander; if anyone goes, it's me. Ruofan, you have too many insights in your heart and want to have a comprehensive exchange with the Chairman. So do I."

Seeing his thoughts exposed by Xu Chengfeng, Cheng Ruofan didn't back down. "I'm the Chief of Staff; I set the plan. Let me make the report."

Seeing Xu Chengfeng and Cheng Ruofan fighting over the matter, the usually taciturn Hu Xiushan spoke up. "Why not invite the Chairman to inspect the front lines?"

Xu Chengfeng and Cheng Ruofan both froze and looked at Hu Xiushan. They saw Hu Xiushan picking up his teacup and drinking slowly, as if he hadn't said anything just now. Xu Chengfeng and Cheng Ruofan looked at each other, walked to their respective field desks, and started writing reports at the same time.

He Rui agreed to Xu Chengfeng and Cheng Ruofan's plan but refused to inspect the front lines. It wasn't that He Rui didn't want to have a deep exchange with Xu Chengfeng and the others, but rather that he believed young soldiers needed practice to verify their gains.

The mere fact that the three of them could make the decision to withdraw to the Yalu River line based on 'maintaining initiative' proved that they no longer cared about the loss of a single city or territory. For a commander, this was a very important perspective.

In history, Xiang Yu, the Hegemon-King of Western Chu, won every one of his seventy-plus battles, but one defeat at Gaixia cost him everything. Liu Bang, facing Xiang Yu, lost every battle, yet through a decisive engagement, he completely secured victory.

From a strategic perspective, Xiang Yu was already failing politically and strategically; he tried to reverse the disadvantages of strategic failure through tactical victories. Even though Xiang Yu's martial prowess was peerless and his tactical level extremely high, he ultimately suffered a crushing defeat and cut his throat at the Wu River.

He Rui firmly believed that the Northeast Government possessed political progressiveness, full economic vitality, and strategic initiative. Japan would only be continuously weakened. So even if Xu Chengfeng and the others returned directly to the Yalu River line now, He Rui wouldn't consider their choice problematic.

As for launching a counterattack, that was a tactical action. Strategy is victorious because it is correct; tactics are correct because they are victorious. He Rui felt the odds of winning this tactical counterattack were high, but that was all. As for what exactly would happen, He Rui wasn't a fortune teller who could predict the future with ironclad certainty, so he could only wait for the results.

But this was merely a tactical action; even if it failed, it wouldn't impact the strategic advantage. At this moment, He Rui preferred to let the young frontline commanders exercise their subjective initiative. To say something ominous: even if they were defeated, it would be a good experience for the troops' growth.

And He Rui had another matter to attend to at the moment. When the U.S. Ambassador visited, he had expressed a view on continuing to expand trade. Now, American merchants had arrived with letters of introduction from the U.S. Ambassador, and both sides were negotiating the purchase of American copper ore. Chilean copper mines were currently controlled by the British, and at this stage, they were not a reliable source of copper for the Northeast Army.

In comparison, American copper mines were a very stable source. Copper was not only a war material but also crucial for industrial production. So, he indeed had to stay in Shenyang to keep an eye on this matter.
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Chapter 312: Fundamental Divergence (2)

Volume 4 — Chapter 2

❧ ❧ ❧


When the document requesting the merger of the two headquarters from the Manchuria-Mongolia Expeditionary Army Commander arrived in Tokyo, the streets of Tokyo were already bustling. Even in wartime, the Japanese public was excited by the result of recapturing Pyongyang. The Tokyo government also felt it appropriate to organize a lantern procession to relieve the oppressive atmosphere.

Upon hearing the news, Tokyo citizens began busy preparations. The vast majority prepared outing clothes and lanterns, but some muddle-headed hooligans tried to locate where Chinese residents lived in Tokyo, organizing groups to storm them.

Fortunately, these hooligans were a minority. Those around them who weren't so muddled told these fellows, "The newspapers have already said that the government has rounded up all Chinese in Japan and sent them to Hokuriku for concentrated detention."

The hooligans, learning there were no Chinese in Tokyo to beat up, were quite disappointed. Someone suggested going to the place in Hokuriku where the Chinese were detained to express their patriotism by beating them.

This time, even those who had reminded the hooligans stayed silent. If these fellows wanted to go to Hokuriku to storm a concentration camp guarded by the army, let them go. At least after this lot was arrested, the streets would be much quieter.

Near dusk, the police chief of the district where Mitsuko's home was located personally visited. He politely expressed his view, "Mrs. Morita, if you have nothing to do tonight, please rest early."

Mrs. Morita hurriedly bowed and replied, "Thank you for your concern, Chief. We will absolutely not go out today."

The police chief had long heard that the Morita family was not arrogant and was quite harmonious with their neighbors. Having had more contact recently, he was certain Mrs. Morita was not someone who didn't know propriety. He stood up to take his leave. As they stood, Mitsuko handed the chief a small burlap sack.

In the alley, the chief opened it to look. Inside were two packs of Siping brand cigarettes and a box of matches. For the chief, such a gift wasn't of great value, but the attitude was what he was pleased to see. The Morita family had entered high society because of their acquaintance with He Rui, but now their protector was the war hero Major General Ishiwara Kanji himself.

Now Major General Ishiwara appeared more and more frequently in the newspapers, and the national evaluation of him was excellent. The chief already respected Major General Ishiwara, especially after reading in the news introducing the Major General that his father was a local police chief. This gave rise to a feeling of closeness.

Since Major General Ishiwara was protecting the Morita family, the police chief was also happy to occasionally come and look after them.

At night, Tokyo's streetlights were all lit. People carrying various lanterns walked the streets. The sound of wooden clogs on the pavement was like tiny drumbeats, converging into a thunderous drumming. Every Tokyo citizen participating in the lantern procession sincerely looked forward to the Japanese army's victory, whether to demonstrate Japanese power, to extract territory and reparations from China, or simply expecting life to get better after the war ended. The Tokyo citizens' expectations for victory were all the same.

There was no violence. Even the pickpockets chose not to work today. After all, after three months of general mobilization, everyone's pockets were empty. The people coming out for the lantern procession likely didn't even bring their wallets.

Inside the Army Building outside Sakurada Gate in Tokyo, field grade officers of the Imperial General Headquarters who weren't so busy stood at the windows, watching the lights that looked like stars fallen to earth. The hostility accumulated due to the war was gradually fading. The generals, who had actually stood together at the conference room windows to gaze at this beautiful street scene when the procession began, had now sat back in their seats. Amidst the fog of cigarette smoke, they discussed the issue of whether to merge the two headquarters.

General Yamanashi Hanzō, the Minister of War, was satisfied that the Army had fully taken control of the two expeditionary army headquarters. General Yamanashi did not want to create complications at this time. If the Japanese army reached the China-Korea border, a merger would certainly be necessary to unify the next phase of operations. Forcing a merger now would only affect the progress of the war.

However, Chief of the General Staff Lieutenant General Suzuki Sōroku had a slightly different view. He suggested to General Yamanashi, "Your Excellency, could we order the Second Manchuria-Mongolia Expeditionary Army Headquarters to temporarily assist the Manchuria-Mongolia Expeditionary Army Headquarters in operations?"

In Japanese, 'assist' had several meanings. At this moment, no one misunderstood Lieutenant General Suzuki's view. This assistance meant the Second Manchuria-Mongolia Expeditionary Army Headquarters would take orders from the Manchuria-Mongolia Expeditionary Army Headquarters.

Now, those in the Army who supported Lieutenant General Ugaki found this somewhat unacceptable. As for the Navy, they stood with Lieutenant General Ugaki. The Navy didn't care about Lieutenant General Ugaki; just now, the Second Manchuria-Mongolia Expeditionary Army Commander, Vice Admiral Suzuki (Navy), had just resigned and handed command to the Army, and now someone in the Army was causing trouble. If the Second Headquarters was abolished before recapturing Korea, wouldn't that wipe out the Navy's contribution?

Of course, the opponents had sufficient reasons. "The Second Headquarters' troops are operating on the flank and need the mobility to seize opportunities. If they are placed under the command of the Manchuria-Mongolia Expeditionary Army Headquarters, their advantages cannot be utilized."

General Yamanashi Hanzō did not reach his current position because of a simple and cute personality. After listening to these opposing reasons, General Yamanashi determined the attitudes of the various parties.

Lieutenant General Terauchi Hisaichi came from nobility and had many supporters. Lieutenant General Ugaki Kazushige was also a very active person. After graduating from the Army War College as a 'Sabre Group' member, he utilized the Satsuma-Chōshū rivalry to climb steadily. He had even created a 'Ugaki Faction'.

The reason Lieutenant Generals Terauchi Hisaichi and Ugaki Kazushige were appointed commanders of the two Manchuria-Mongolia Expeditionary Army Headquarters, rather than so many other division commanders, was due in no small part to the power of their respective supporters behind them.

General Yamanashi spoke. "Now, both headquarters must obey the orders of the Imperial General Headquarters to continue attacking the enemy and drive them out of Korea as soon as possible. After completing this mission, the two headquarters will merge."

This order was reasonable, and no one opposed it. Generals of different factions within the Army decided to convey hints of the current situation to the two commanders on the front line. Although the Manchuria-Mongolia Expeditionary Army Headquarters had the advantage, as long as Lieutenant General Ugaki established enough merit, he was not without a chance to become the future commander of the Manchuria-Mongolia Expeditionary Army.

At about the same time, the operational plan drafted by the Northeast Army's Korean Front General Command had been submitted to the General Headquarters and approved.

Front Line Commander Xu Chengfeng immediately issued an order: "Northeast Army Military Commission / Northeast Army Front Line General Command / 1923 Order No. 18 / Top Secret, circulate at corps-level command.

"The Japanese army continues to pursue our forces. The Front Line General Command judges that the Japanese army is under immense domestic pressure and must obtain results to answer to the Japanese public. Therefore, the Japanese army is compelled to engage our forces. Since the Japanese army can no longer plan its campaign strictly according to military science, this gives our forces the opportunity to counterattack."
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Chapter 313: Fundamental Divergence (3)

Volume 4 — Chapter 3

❧ ❧ ❧


Commander of the 7th Corps, Li Manlin, had a lean physique and sharp features. At 9 AM on January 18th—33 hours after the Front Line Command had issued its operational orders—he had already led the 7th Corps' advance units by train to a position approximately 200 kilometers south of the Changjin Lake defensive line.  During the Northeast Army's withdrawal, they had destroyed all airfields about to fall into Japanese hands, completely demolishing the runways. At this moment, all the skies over northern Korea were under the wings of the Northeast Army Air Force. When the retreating blocking units were still 20 kilometers from the 7th Corps' assembly point, the Air Force had already sent its third message to the 7th Corps headquarters.  Twenty kilometers of mountain roads in northern Korea would take infantry about two hours to traverse. Li Manlin and the Chief of Staff once again studied the maps. The unit pursuing this particular Northeast Army column was the Japanese 29th Division, under the Second Expeditionary Headquarters' order of battle. The 7th Corps and the Japanese 29th Division had clashed during the Ryongchon landing operations. This unit attacked with great determination—blocking them had cost the 7th Corps' 1st Division dearly.  The 7th Corps command quickly reached a decision and immediately telegraphed the Front Line Command. Less than five minutes after the telegram was sent, a reply arrived: "The Front Line Command approves the 7th Corps' operational plan and reminds the 7th Corps once more that your plan is quite bold. The Command has made corresponding troop deployments based on your plan. May your unit fight bravely and demonstrate our army's combat effectiveness."  At that moment, below the hill where the command post was located, the blocking unit's trucks hauling 120mm artillery were the first to withdraw from the south. Following behind were gun carriages pulling 75mm rapid-fire guns and heavy mortars, the sturdy carriages packed with soldiers hitching rides. After the troop transport trucks in the middle of the retreat column passed, the Northeast Army cavalry bringing up the rear shook off the Japanese and caught up.  On the map, there was a road about 20 kilometers west of the 7th Corps that led directly to the 7th Corps' rear. Not only did the Northeast Army's maps show this road—the maps used by the Japanese 29th Division under the Second Manchuria-Mongolia Expeditionary Force also had it.  Major General Yoshioka looked at the fork in the road. The 29th Division he commanded could choose any of the roads ahead, or split into two columns and reconvene at the northern junction 30 kilometers from the fork.  Soon, two new reports reached Major General Yoshioka. On the narrower but straighter road, Japanese forces had encountered bombardment from Northeast Army 120mm heavy artillery and couldn't advance. On the wider but more winding road, the Japanese vanguard had easily repelled the Northeast Army and was pursuing along the road.  Major General Yoshioka had been leading his troops in pursuit for seven days. Hearing this news, he thought briefly and ordered: "The enemy with the 120mm heavy artillery must be the main force. Two regiments from the 1st and 2nd Brigades will come under Division command and advance along the unobstructed road. The 2nd Brigade commander will lead the remaining two regiments to pin down the enemy while our Division's main force attempts to outflank the enemy's 120mm artillery position."  The Division Chief of Staff felt this might be a trap. In every previous blocking engagement, the other infantry units had only withdrawn after the Northeast Army's heavy artillery had retreated. Now it was reversed—something wasn't right. The Chief of Staff suggested: "Division Commander, the main force has been pursuing for so long. Perhaps we could first send one unit ahead while the rest take a brief rest."  Major General Yoshioka immediately asked the Chief of Staff: "We've been pursuing for seven days, employing every offensive measure, and not once have we been able to break through the enemy's blocking forces. If the enemy has indeed set an ambush this time, they must have deployed a substantial force. If our army dispatches large units on both flanks during the pursuit, we might turn the enemy's ambush against them and engage fully. The units catching up behind can then encircle the enemy. Otherwise, we're just chasing behind the enemy, driving them back into their fortified defensive lines—completely useless."  The Chief of Staff still felt this was too reckless and asked: "Should we report to Headquarters?"  At the mention of Headquarters, Major General Yoshioka's mind conjured the baby face of Second Headquarters Chief of Staff Ishiwara Kanji. In terms of ability, Yoshioka acknowledged that Ishiwara was quite formidable. However, during the landing operations, Ishiwara had ordered Yoshioka to withdraw just when he was about to break through the Northeast Army's defensive line. Yoshioka believed the Northeast Army line really couldn't have held—it wasn't the trap Ishiwara claimed.  Now, even Yoshioka himself recognized that the enemy likely had an ambush prepared, so naturally he wouldn't be easily defeated. What bothered Yoshioka most was that many of Ishiwara's judgments seemed based on the premise that "the Japanese Army is inferior to the Northeast Army," which filled Yoshioka with distrust toward Ishiwara.  Since the Chief of Staff was so cautious, Yoshioka asked: "According to regulations, our army reports to Headquarters every hour. The last report was just sent, correct?"  "...Yes." The Chief of Staff's answer was somewhat hesitant. He had already guessed what Yoshioka intended to do.  As the Chief of Staff expected, Major General Yoshioka ordered: "The Division moves out immediately. Report the Division's actions in the next scheduled transmission."  Ishiwara Kanji's reaction was just as Yoshioka had anticipated. One hour later, when Ishiwara received the telegram, his first thought was: "The 29th Division has already broken away from the line." At this moment, the 29th Division was 20 kilometers from the nearest 35th Division, which was itself being blocked by the Northeast Army during its pursuit. There was no way to quickly turn and level the line.  "Send a telegram to the 29th Division!" Ishiwara's voice was full of anger. The communications officer immediately took out his notebook. Ishiwara paced with his hands behind his back, wanting to sneer in his fury. Ever since he had accepted Nagata Tetsuzan's advice about "a gentleman is watchful in solitude" three months ago, Ishiwara hadn't sneered in a long time. Now he finally forced himself to hold back.  Calming down, Ishiwara turned to Commander Ugaki Kazushige: "Commander, my apologies—this subordinate was too agitated. Please allow me to issue orders directly to the 29th Division and the relief forces."  Though Ugaki was quite displeased internally, not a trace of displeasure showed in his expression. After two months of working together, Ugaki fully recognized Ishiwara's military capabilities—yet he also had to reluctantly confirm that Ishiwara was absolutely not a qualified subordinate.  With Ishiwara's understanding of military affairs, at a headquarters-level command structure like the Manchuria-Mongolia Expeditionary Force, Ishiwara could competently serve in any position from Chief of Staff to Division Commander. This should have made him a talent any faction would dream of having. However, Ishiwara often forgot that he lived in normal human society. In normal human society, what truly determined a soldier's future was precisely the time outside of war.  But now was the time to utilize Ishiwara's military abilities. Ugaki didn't believe his life's endpoint was as an Army Minister or Chief of the General Staff. Ugaki believed he should become Prime Minister of Japan. Only in that position would Ugaki have the opportunity to realize his ambitions.  With the tolerance befitting one who employs talent, Ugaki calmly replied: "The Commander approves the Chief of Staff's request."  Having received permission, Ishiwara turned and dictated loudly to the communications officer: "Headquarters surmises that the 29th Division command believes the enemy will set an ambush and wishes to engage through an active offensive. Headquarters judges that the 29th Division is about to come under enemy attack. Therefore, Second Headquarters orders the 29th Division to immediately halt its advance and establish defensive positions on nearby high ground, in order to fully demonstrate the 29th Division's combat effectiveness in the coming battle."  The communications officer finished recording Ishiwara's order and looked at him with astonishment. The content of this order defied description. If events truly unfolded this way, it meant Ishiwara's understanding of both enemy and friendly forces far exceeded everyone else at Second Headquarters.  "Go send it quickly!" Ishiwara ordered. Without paying further attention to the communications officer, he bent over the map searching for the latest positions. Moments later, Ishiwara found his target. He called loudly to another communications officer: "Order Major Aizawa Saburo to lead his unit immediately to Height 401. He doesn't need to worry about anything else—just take Height 401 and hold Height 401. That completes his mission."  Almost simultaneously, at the Korean Front Line Command, Chief of Staff Cheng Ruofan also issued orders: "Order the 3126th Regiment to take Height 401 and hold it. Order the nearby 4429th and 1319th Regiments to move toward Height 401. If the 3126th Regiment captures Height 401, they will accept 3126th Regiment command on site and establish a defensive position. Also prepare a withdrawal route."  Commander Xu Chengfeng studied Height 401. This high ground was located 10 kilometers from the Japanese 29th Division's flank. Holding Height 401 would prevent other divisions from the Second Manchuria-Mongolia Headquarters from reinforcing the 29th Division. According to the map, the Northeast Army's 7th Corps was preparing to launch an offensive against the 29th Division—not an ambush, but a frontal assault.  At 11:42 AM, Major Aizawa Saburo led his regiment through the cold Korean mountains in winter. Height 401 was now visible ahead. As a member of the "Japan Future Society," Aizawa hadn't expected to be promoted from lieutenant to major within three months. And after the unit's officers fell while leading charges, he had become acting regimental commander.  After battle after battle, Aizawa no longer harbored the slightest doubt about Ishiwara's command abilities. Upon receiving orders, he acted with full effort. "Faster! Pick up the pace!" Aizawa shouted, urging the unit forward.  The regiment had been force-marching for a long time; everyone was gasping for breath. White vapor from their mouths and noses swirled around the soldiers' heads, growing ever thicker.  At that moment, a scout running toward them shouted as he reached Aizawa: "Report, Regimental Commander Aizawa! Enemy forces spotted ahead—they're also contesting Height 401!"  Aizawa immediately felt his trust in Ishiwara was justified. If the enemy was also fighting for Height 401, this location must be important to both armies. Regimental Commander Aizawa bellowed: "All units, discard anything unnecessary! Double-time—we must take that height first!"  Canteens, cotton overcoats—the Japanese discarded all encumbrances and quickened their pace toward the height. On the other side, the Northeast Army had also spotted the Japanese racing for the height and likewise increased their speed.  When the 4429th and 1319th Regiments arrived at Height 401 half an hour later, they found vicious hand-to-hand combat raging on and around the height. According to the Northeast Army's infantry manual, close combat was only to be used in the most desperate situations. From the look of Height 401, there were no constructed fortifications at all—most likely both sides had exchanged fire using the terrain, then the Japanese had charged into the Northeast Army's positions and initiated melee combat.  The two regiments didn't pause for an instant, immediately launching their assault on the position. At the same time, large numbers of Japanese suddenly appeared from another direction—some charging toward Height 401, others angling across to try to block the two Northeast Army regiments' reinforcement.  Moments later, on the new front line, both sides were locked in fierce combat. Neither side could gain the upper hand.  The Northeast Army's radios were distributed down to every regiment, so the Northeast Army Front Line Command received the news before Ishiwara. Xu Chengfeng tossed aside his red and blue pencil and sneered. Then he laughed several times, venting his frustration. Xu Chengfeng praised: "No wonder the Chairman has mentioned Ishiwara Kanji several times. When he organized the Pyongyang withdrawal, we thought he was merely quick-witted, extremely cunning in battle, slippery as an eel. We didn't expect his abilities to be far more than that!"  Cheng Ruofan wasn't so unhappy. Having finished reading the latest battle report, he ordered the radio operator to telegram the 7th Corps: "Since you've already gained the advantage, do not launch an assault against a Japanese division command that has already prepared for a desperate defense. Annihilate the disorganized Japanese as quickly as possible, then immediately withdraw. The three regiments contesting Height 401 will conclude combat within 20-30 minutes and disengage from the Japanese. The 7th Corps Command is advised to take note."  After Cheng Ruofan finished issuing orders, Xu Chengfeng laughed: "I'm afraid the 7th Corps won't be happy."  "Unhappy?" Cheng Ruofan wasn't unhappy at all. "If they're unhappy, they can take it out on Ishiwara Kanji later when there's an opportunity. The Japanese 29th Division suddenly shifted from aggressive reconnaissance to consolidating their position and defending in place—that must be Ishiwara's order. If things had followed the original trajectory, the 7th Corps could have completely shattered and devastated the Japanese 29th Division. I believe Ishiwara has already understood our tactics. He's truly talented."  Hearing Cheng Ruofan's high praise for Ishiwara, Xu Chengfeng nodded and asked: "Ruofan, are you looking forward to a showdown with Ishiwara?"  Cheng Ruofan answered frankly: "If the opportunity arises, I certainly won't let it pass."  After praising Ishiwara, Cheng Ruofan's tone carried a hint of sympathy: "But a commander like that, unable to fully demonstrate his abilities given the current unfavorable strategic situation—that's actually a blessing. Making our troops fight mountains of corpses and seas of blood against a respectable opponent... I'd rather launch easily victorious attacks against incompetent enemies."  Xu Chengfeng was rather shocked. Was he really saying this so openly? But after a moment, Xu Chengfeng also nodded approvingly. As soldiers, when reading famous historical battles and feeling excited, it was fine to yearn for magnificent campaigns and boast a bit.  *The truly skilled warrior wins no great fame.* As soldiers, to look forward to mountains of corpses and seas of blood for one's own satisfaction was already a moral crime!  Cheng Ruofan's mentality was the healthy military mentality, and this made Xu Chengfeng quite admiring.  Cheng Ruofan continued sighing: "*The highest form of warfare is to attack strategy itself; the next, to attack alliances; the next, to attack armies; and the lowest is to attack cities.* To reverse the political passivity caused by strategic passivity, the Japanese government must keep attacking until they can't anymore. Excellent soldiers like Nagata Tetsuzan and Ishiwara Kanji must understand this, yet are powerless to change it. What will they do next?"  Xu Chengfeng couldn't answer this question. He looked toward the other senior commanders in the headquarters and saw everyone going about their own business—not a single person attempted an answer. Xu Chengfeng understood their reaction. Rationally analyzing an ongoing enemy was inherently difficult. Not to mention, no one really knew what would happen.  Half an hour later, the Japanese 29th Division's barely stabilized position suddenly came under fierce bombardment from Northeast Army 120mm artillery. Division Commander Major General Yoshioka gripped his saber tightly, preparing to face the Northeast Army's general assault. At this moment, his heart was full of shame.  He hadn't listened to Chief of Staff Ishiwara's advice, believing that as long as he was careful enough, he could see through the Northeast Army's ambush. The result was such great losses. It made Yoshioka regret and feel ashamed.  That the Japanese Army had such an enormous gap with the Northeast Army in mountain warfare also filled Yoshioka with shame. That the Imperial Japanese Army had fallen so far behind—Yoshioka truly couldn't accept it.  Yet as the bombardment continued, the Northeast Army withdrew like a receding tide, quickly vanishing in their retreat direction. As the units needing cover reached safety, the Northeast Army's 120mm artillery groups also ceased firing—presumably also beginning their withdrawal.  Just as the 29th Division command suspected some trick, the radio received a telegram: reinforcements from the 35th Division would arrive in approximately one hour. Only then did Division Commander Yoshioka understand—the Northeast Army's withdrawal was to avoid unplanned combat. This discipline exerted pressure on Yoshioka no less than the Northeast Army's combat effectiveness itself.  With the Northeast Army's level of organization and discipline, only by cornering them with nowhere to escape might annihilation be possible. To achieve this, the Japanese Army would have to prepare extremely thoroughly.  News of the 29th Division's severe blow quickly spread throughout the Second Expeditionary Force Headquarters. All six divisions in the Second Expeditionary Force's order of battle now dared not break away from the line in relentless pursuit. Instead, they advanced northward maintaining a tight, continuous front.  The two Chiefs of Staff, Cheng Ruofan and Ishiwara Kanji, coincidentally praised each other:  "For the Japanese Army to restore all units to full strength while their supply lines continuously extend and they maintain the offensive—truly remarkable."  "For the enemy to complete reorganization so quickly—they are indeed a great enemy of the Empire."  As the strategically disadvantaged party, Ishiwara didn't dare openly praise the Northeast Army, and his tone inevitably carried a sour edge.  At this time, excluding the five divisions that had suffered heavy losses in the Pyongyang campaign and four reserve divisions not participating in the pursuit, the Japanese pursuit force consisted of 17 divisions from the Manchuria-Mongolia Expeditionary Force and 6 divisions from the Second Manchuria-Mongolia Expeditionary Force—23 divisions totaling 600,000 troops.  The Northeast Army's Western Front with five corps and Eastern Front with four corps—360,000 troops in total—continued their gradual withdrawal according to the operational plan, maintaining continuous contact with the Japanese.  One hundred fifty kilometers took both sides three days. During those three days, no matter what provocations or lures the Japanese attempted, the Northeast Army continued its withdrawal with a discipline the Japanese found "nauseating." Only when Japanese provocations went too far would they respond with 120mm heavy artillery bombardment against overly forward Japanese units.  At noon on January 23rd, the sky was overcast, and snow-bearing clouds were gradually building. Nagata Tetsuzan, who had appeared calm for over ten days but was inwardly extremely anxious, immediately suggested to Manchuria-Mongolia Expeditionary Force Commander Terauchi Hisaichi: "Commander, the enemy's air force can no longer conduct reconnaissance on our forces. Though the enemy will certainly consider that we might launch a fierce attack, we can use this opportunity to attack. Once we meet resistance, we begin withdrawing, drawing the enemy toward our prepared counterattack positions."  Terauchi Hisaichi's eyes lit up. These past days he had been under enormous pressure from Imperial Headquarters. The questions asking "After more than ten days of pursuit, why haven't you been able to defeat the enemy in the pursuit campaign?" were already considerable pressure.  Those who had supported Terauchi, hoping he could achieve greater military merit to surpass Second Expeditionary Force Commander Ugaki Kazushige and be promoted to general first—their eager expectations created even greater pressure for Terauchi.  While many favored Terauchi, he wasn't their only choice. If Terauchi didn't win the competition, at least some current supporters would choose more valuable candidates. After recovering Pyongyang, Terauchi probably wouldn't need to commit seppuku to atone. Yet the pressure from the possibilities for his future position made Terauchi increasingly uneasy.  Hearing Chief of Staff Nagata's suggestion, Terauchi asked: "Is this Okamura-kun's proposal?"  "Yes," Chief of Staff Nagata immediately replied. At this point, Okamura had completely aligned with Nagata's side. Even if Nagata publicly stated that Okamura wasn't his man, no one would believe it. That being the case, readily accepting responsibility was the responsible attitude.  At that moment, Xu Chengfeng signed the order: "Approve the 7th, 8th, 9th, 33rd, and 41st Corps to begin the counteroffensive."  Thirty minutes later, the artillery preparation began for the 7th, 8th, 9th, 33rd, and 41st Corps, which had already moved into their counterattack positions. Across a 50-kilometer front, under advancing barrages, 20,000 lead troops from the 200,000-strong Northeast Army began their assault toward selected targets across a 50-kilometer-wide front.  The Japanese reacted quickly. Having pursued through the brutal Korean winter for over ten days and a thousand li, the Japanese heavy artillery groups had managed to bring their guns along with the main force—at the cost of hundreds of dead pack horses and thousands more exhausted.  Facing the Northeast Army offensive, Japanese 150mm heavy artillery groups quickly began their bombardment. Though the five Northeast Army corps encountered resistance in their first wave, they didn't stop. Units continued advancing in highly dispersed combat team formations, quickly engaging the Japanese vanguard that had been swept by Northeast Army barrages.
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Snowflakes drifted down from the crimson clouds, leaping from the cloud layer towards the ground. Such weather greatly affected visibility, which also gave the Northeast Army's infantry infiltration tactics more room to play.

On a 50-kilometer wide front, the Northeast Army's 5 corps faced the Japanese Army's 6 divisions. 200,000 against 210,000; the Northeast Army was not at a disadvantage. As expected before the battle, the Northeast Army's progress in the first two hours was quite smooth. The Japanese army had not expected to encounter a sudden frontal counterattack. Although they immediately organized resistance, they still fell behind, retreating continuously under the Northeast Army's fierce attack.

However, by the 4th hour, the Northeast Army felt something was wrong. The Japanese army had actually established a very solid and tight defense line in the rear, resisting the Northeast Army's infiltration operations.

The Japanese 6 divisions, which had been beaten into chaos at the front, withdrew into this defense line. Coincidentally, all 5 corps sent out elite squads to capture prisoners. Although they paid a not insignificant price, they still obtained the answer through interrogation. It turned out that Ishiwara Kanji, Chief of Staff of the 2nd Expeditionary Army, had arrived with two divisions to join the battle. This defense line was formed by the 2nd Expeditionary Army together with the reinforced Japanese troops.

With the situation having changed so much, the Northeast Army immediately acted according to the prior plan, did not continue the attack, and instead retreated immediately.

The Japanese army obviously didn't understand why the Northeast Army acted this way, nor did they send troops to pursue. This allowed the Northeast Army to withdraw from the battlefield smoothly. A battle that should have been a great victory ended so anti-climactically.

Regardless of the reason, since the battle was over, the Frontline General Headquarters ordered, "The whole army retreats, return to the Yalu River defense line."

Since the Japanese army had no ability or desire to attack at this time, the Northeast Army retreated to the defense line in an orderly manner, began boarding trains at the railway station, and executed the order to withdraw across the Yalu River.

Two days later, the train transporting the Frontline General Headquarters passed the Yalu River. The snow had stopped, but the sky was still gloomy, appearing as if it might snow again. Xu Chengfeng looked at the river water outside the window, which presented a dark color, and remained silent. When the train passed the railway bridge, Xu Chengfeng finally said: "I originally thought that crossing the bridge was taking the initiative, only now do I know that crossing the bridge can also be taking the initiative."

Cheng Ruofan wanted to say something, but coughed as soon as he opened his mouth. When the coughing stopped, Cheng Ruofan smiled bitterly: "I'm going to quit smoking in the future. Smoking like this, my life will be gone."

Xu Chengfeng nodded in agreement. But without the stimulation of cigarettes, who knew how many times they would have fallen asleep directly while working.

The Japanese army, having suffered a painful blow, moved much more slowly. They reorganized for a day first, then cautiously approached the Chosin Reservoir defense line. After confirming that the Northeast Army was not defending the line to the death, they continued to advance cautiously. It was not until January 31st that the Japanese vanguard troops arrived at the Yalu River.

February 1, 1923. After getting up and eating a little, Ishiwara Kanji went straight to the Joint Headquarters. He had an important thing to do today and had to leave as soon as possible.

Before entering the headquarters, he saw the staff officers outside the headquarters bowing respectfully with faces full of joy, "Your Excellency, good morning!"

Ishiwara Kanji knew that news had been received in Japan over the past two days that the Japanese army had recovered the entire Korea within a month. It was truly a nationwide celebration. However, in Ishiwara Kanji's heart, this matter counted for nothing at all; what he had to do today was the most important.

Entering the Joint Headquarters, other generals were already inside, surrounding Nagata Tetsuzan and saying something. Seeing Ishiwara Kanji enter, Nagata Tetsuzan quickly greeted him: "Ishiwara-kun, you're finally here."

Ishiwara Kanji quickly apologized, "Sorry, I was studying the map yesterday and didn't notice the time."

At this time, the voice of Terauchi Hisaichi, Commander of the Manchuria-Mongolia Expeditionary Army Headquarters, sounded behind the generals, "Since everyone is here, let's read the Imperial Rescript!"

The generals immediately lined up, and Nagata Tetsuzan beckoned Ishiwara Kanji to the first row. A spot had already been saved for Ishiwara Kanji right next to Nagata.

Terauchi Hisaichi's adjutant picked up the official document and read aloud, "Imperial Rescript of His Majesty the Emperor. This time, the Empire was shamelessly attacked by the Manchurian-Mongolian government, and Korea almost fell. The officers and men of the Manchuria-Mongolia Expeditionary Army and the 2nd Manchuria-Mongolia Expeditionary Army fought bravely, defeating the shameless enemy..."

At the time of victory, documents like rescripts are full of clichés. Ishiwara had things on his mind and didn't listen much. However, the Imperial Rescript was not long. After the reading was finished, Ishiwara followed the Lieutenant General in raising his hand and shouting, 'His Majesty the Emperor, Banzai, Banzai, Banzai!'

After the three cheers of Long Live, it was the order from the Imperial General Headquarters. First was the commendation from the Imperial General Headquarters to the Expeditionary Army, followed by the promotion orders for the main generals. Commanders Terauchi Hisaichi and Ugaki Kazushige, both Lieutenant Generals, were promoted to Army Generals. Vice Admiral Suzuki Kantarō was promoted to Admiral. Nagata Tetsuzan and Ishiwara Kanji were promoted to Army Lieutenant Generals.

As for the promotion of other generals, field officers, and company officers, it was still under evaluation and was not announced at this time.

The generals immediately applauded to express their congratulations. Major General Okamura Yasuji turned his head slightly to look at Nagata and Ishiwara. He saw that Nagata Tetsuzan looked calm and composed, while Ishiwara Kanji seemed to be thinking about something. Neither of them showed any smugness because of the promotion. Okamura Yasuji couldn't help but feel some admiration and loss in his heart.

Becoming an Army Lieutenant General meant one could serve as the Chief of General Staff at the center, the Inspector General of Military Training, or as a commander of an expeditionary army sent abroad, or commander of various regional headquarters. All could be assumed by an Army Lieutenant General. Nagata and Ishiwara were less than 40 years old, yet they relied on military merit to be promoted to Army Lieutenant Generals. Their future was truly limitless.

Okamura knew that as a member of the Ishiwara faction, he probably had no hope of being promoted to Lieutenant General this time. But as Ishiwara rose, Okamura would inevitably be reused, and he would have every opportunity to become a Lieutenant General before the age of 40. It was just that compared with these two brilliant colleagues, Nagata and Ishiwara, Okamura inevitably felt a little lost.

The commendation order was expected by everyone, and the 5 people promoted were worthy of their names, so the headquarters was naturally harmonious. After accepting everyone's congratulations, Ugaki Kazushige, Commander of the 2nd Expeditionary Army, said to Ishiwara Kanji: "Ishiwara-kun, I have something to discuss with you."

Following General Ugaki Kazushige outside, Ishiwara heard Ugaki say: "Ishiwara-kun, I have been informed that if I choose to return to Tokyo, I will serve as the Inspector General of Military Training. I have decided to recommend General Terauchi to serve as the commander of the merged Manchuria-Mongolia Expeditionary Army. How about it, Ishiwara-kun, will you return to Tokyo with me?"

The Inspector General of Military Training is directly subordinate to the Emperor and is fully responsible for Army education. Except for the Army War College, other military schools and military education are under his responsibility. That is to say, all officers are his students. The personnel arrangements for military academy students after graduation are also handled by him. He is one of the three giants of the Army, alongside the Army Minister and the Chief of the General Staff.

Ishiwara Kanji answered without hesitation: "Congratulations on your promotion, Your Excellency. Although this subordinate is grateful for your high regard, I wish to remain on the frontline to fight."

General Ugaki Kazushige cherished talent too much, which was why he gave Ishiwara Kanji this opportunity. Since Ishiwara Kanji refused, Ugaki Kazushige didn't say much more. He only said: "Then I look forward to more outstanding performances from Ishiwara-kun on the battlefield."

Ishiwara Kanji didn't think about anything else at all. He called Nagata and Okamura out and said: "I'm going to the Yalu River. Will you two go together?"

Okamura knew what Ishiwara wanted to see and remained silent. Nagata answered decisively: "Naturally, we will go together."

Since the Northeast Army withdrew from Korea, the Japanese army had stationed heavy troops along the border. The headquarters was only 20 kilometers from the Yalu River. The three of them took a car to a highland two or three kilometers away from the river.

The weather today was good, not only cloudless but also windless. The sun shone brightly on the earth, feeling warm on the body. Ishiwara Kanji could see without binoculars that on the other side of the Yalu River lay a long defense line. With the naked eye, one couldn't see the end of the defense line, only its two ends disappearing onto the horizon.

Although the sun felt very warm on his body, Ishiwara Kanji felt as if his blood was about to freeze. He originally thought He Rui would fight a decisive battle with the Japanese army in Korea, but now he understood that He Rui's purpose in attacking Korea was actually for this defense line. Looking at the distinct layers of the defense line, one could feel a chilling murderous aura.

Although Ishiwara didn't know what his expression looked like at this moment, seeing the expressions of Nagata and Okamura, Ishiwara felt that their pale faces should be not much different from his own.

A gust of wind blew across the highland, and all three felt cold, wanting to say something, but unable to say anything.

Ishiwara suddenly understood why Ugaki Kazushige had so decisively given up fighting for the position of Commander of the Manchuria-Mongolia Expeditionary Army. This was indeed a choice a truly smart person would make.

On February 3rd, the Imperial General Headquarters announced the order to merge the two headquarters. At the same time, orders were issued for General Terauchi Hisaichi to serve as Commander, Lieutenant General Nagata Tetsuzan to serve as Chief of Staff, Ishiwara Kanji to serve as Vice Chief of Staff, and Okamura Yasuji to serve as Chief of the Operations Section.

On February 7th, the reorganized Japanese army began a tentative attack on the Yalu River defense line. Ishiwara Kanji watched the attack from the highland. From the moment the artillery duel began, Ishiwara discovered that the Japanese army had no advantage to speak of. The Northeast Army had built a large number of sturdy artillery emplacements on their defense line. These emplacements exchanged fire with Japanese artillery located in field shelters without falling behind in the slightest.

The Japanese troops braved the fierce artillery fire, taking small river-crossing boats or crossing the Yalu River via pontoon bridges to land on the opposite bank. Immediately, the Northeast Army's artillery fire began to sweep across the Japanese landing positions like a plow. Smoke and dust covered the long riverbank, so that Ishiwara Kanji could no longer see the figures of the attacking Japanese troops.

The Northeast Army's Yalu River defense line seemed to be a monster that couldn't devour enough lives. Even if a large number of Japanese troops arrived on the opposite bank, they couldn't shake it. The fierce attack went on for a whole day. By evening, the Northeast Army's artillery fire suddenly turned towards the Yalu River. Moments later, the pontoon bridges erected by the Japanese army on the Yalu River were destroyed by the precise firepower of the Northeast Army's defense line. The landing grounds where the Japanese army temporarily stored ammunition were swept by the Northeast Army's artillery fire. Among them, several giant guns were like monsters; as long as one shell hit, hundreds of square meters of the landing ground were blown beyond recognition.

On the 8th and 10th, tentative attacks continued. Each time ended in the complete failure of the Japanese army. Ishiwara Kanji even saw with his own eyes Japanese heavy artillery hit a Northeast Army artillery emplacement, yet the fortress gun inside that emplacement did not stop firing. It was evident that the sturdiness of the emplacement could completely ignore 150mm shells.

By February 15th, the Japanese army organized a large-scale attack on multiple points across a front of nearly 200 kilometers. The battle was fought for a day and a night. Ishiwara Kanji could only see a very small part of the battlefield with his naked eye. However, from the sound of artillery echoing from the red horizon, it could be confirmed that the Japanese army was engaging in tragic confrontation with the Yalu River defense line at other crossing points.

The battle went from day to night, and continued into the morning of the second day, until it had to end on the afternoon of the 16th.

The loss report didn't have a rough result until the 18th. The Japanese army had a total of 93,000 killed or missing, and 124,000 wounded. Casualties exceeded 200,000. Before the Yalu River defense line, the Japanese army had stationed nearly a million troops, but this one attack alone lost one-fifth of its strength.

When the casualty report was submitted to the headquarters, General Terauchi Hisaichi's face was ashen. He asked loudly: "Nagata-kun, when will the next attack begin?"

Nagata Tetsuzan answered immediately: "Reporting to the Commander, the next attack will begin within 10 days."

"Then prepare quickly, we must break through the enemy defense line and enter Manchuria-Mongolia!" General Terauchi Hisaichi shouted.

"Hai!" Nagata answered General Terauchi's angry shout with a determined look.

General Terauchi's grim gaze swept across the faces of Nagata Tetsuzan, Ishiwara Kanji, and Okamura Yasuji, then he stood up and walked out of the headquarters angrily.

Nagata was about to go to work when Ishiwara Kanji stopped him and asked in a low voice: "Nagata-kun, why attack?"

Nagata Tetsuzan's eyes were like deep pools, showing no fluctuations. His voice was also as cold as ice, "Ishiwara-kun, naturally for the Empire, for victory!"

Ishiwara Kanji felt he might have heard something wrong. According to the analysis of the Northeast Army's Yalu River defense line compiled from the reports of soldiers who came back alive, this defense line was divided into 4 layers.

The first layer was a type of multi-row pyramidal reinforced concrete roadblock. Although called a roadblock, the gaps in between actually allowed infantry to pass through easily. However, this concrete roadblock was 1 meter high, yet unexpectedly could not effectively allow infantry to use it to avoid bullets. The firepower from various Northeast Army bunkers could easily penetrate the gaps between them and hit the approaching Japanese troops.

The second layer was layers of barbed wire and landmines, as well as the bunkers behind them.

The third layer was various infantry artillery and mortar positions hidden behind them.

Until now, no Japanese infantry had been able to reach the third layer of defense positions. What was behind those positions in the large open areas, the Japanese army did not know clearly.

The fourth layer, let's tentatively consider it the fourth layer. That was where the Northeast Army's fortress artillery emplacements were, equipped with a large number of fortress guns. Ishiwara had seen this kind of fortress emplacement hit by a 150mm field gun that had been transported across the river with difficulty, yet it remained unharmed. Instead, the Japanese 150mm artillery was blown to pieces along with the gun crew in the subsequent counterattack.

Given the Japanese army's current strength, it was impossible to penetrate this defense line with infantry. Continuing to implement infantry operations was just sending infantry to their deaths.

Since it was impossible for Nagata not to know this, there remained only one reason, and that was that Nagata Tetsuzan wanted to let the infantry go to their deaths.

"Heh heh!" Ishiwara finally couldn't help but sneer, "Does the Empire that Nagata-kun believes in mean an Empire that ignores the lives of soldiers?"

Hearing Ishiwara accuse him with such harsh words, Nagata Tetsuzan couldn't help but sneer back, "Heh heh! Then what does Ishiwara-kun think the Empire should do? Truce with He-kun?"

Ishiwara Kanji had indeed seriously considered whether to truce with the Northeast Government. Since He Rui was already so powerful, adjusting the relationship between Japan and China and letting the two countries join hands to deal with the Western powers was a very reasonable choice. However, Ishiwara Kanji was also very clear that such a choice would inevitably lead to the failure of Japan's current unwritten continental policy. Many people in Japan would absolutely never accept it.

Although reality was such, the thought that in order to maintain the interests of these people, an unknown number of Japanese troops would die worthlessly in the battle to attack the Yalu River defense line made Ishiwara Kanji feel as if some kind of fire was burning his body.

Seeing Nagata Tetsuzan striding out, with Okamura Yasuji following silently behind Nagata, Ishiwara Kanji couldn't bear it anymore and said loudly: "Chief of Staff Nagata, Your Excellency, this subordinate's health has really been unable to hold up recently, so this subordinate will submit a resignation to Commander Terauchi and the Imperial General Headquarters."

Nagata Tetsuzan stopped, turned back and glanced at Ishiwara Kanji. At this moment, Ishiwara saw disgust in Nagata's eyes, yet Nagata said nothing and walked straight away. Okamura Yasuji turned back and walked up to Ishiwara, saying with a straight face: "Ishiwara-kun, please speak to the side."

The two entered a small office nearby. The staff officers inside hurriedly stood up and saluted. Okamura waved his hand, and with just a sharp look, made all the staff officers stand up and leave the office.

Okamura then asked: "Ishiwara-kun, do you know how much impact your resignation like this will have on the nationals? The confidence that was re-established with great difficulty will likely be shaken again."

"Is that more important than letting nationals die?" Ishiwara asked coldly.

Okamura Yasuji frowned, stared at Ishiwara for a moment, and then asked in confusion: "Ishiwara-kun, if all three of us resign, what kind of decision will the generals sent by the Imperial General Headquarters to the frontline make next? Will it be the decision Ishiwara-kun expects?"

Ishiwara Kanji was shocked. He found that he actually already knew the result; the generals sent again would only make the same decision to continue the attack as Nagata proposed. It was just that Ishiwara had previously wishfully thought that with Nagata and Okamura's intelligence, they would make a different choice.

Now it seems that Ishiwara himself was wrong. Apart from being smarter, Nagata and Okamura were no different from those generals.

Okamura felt that Ishiwara should understand his words, so he continued: "Ishiwara-kun, your talent is outstanding in the Imperial Army. However, if Ishiwara-kun loudly appeals to the Imperial officers about the difficulty and infeasibility of this battle, presumably at least 90% of the officers will agree with Ishiwara-kun's analysis and views in their hearts."

Ishiwara Kanji looked at Okamura Yasuji, waiting for him to say 'However' and what followed.

"However!" Okamura Yasuji continued: "How many people will stand up to support Ishiwara-kun?"

Speaking of this, Okamura Yasuji tried to persuade earnestly: "Ishiwara-kun, if you stay on the frontline, you can prevent those officers whose strength is far inferior to yours from intervening in decision-making, and you can let the Empire suffer fewer deaths."

Ishiwara Kanji was silent for a while, and finally nodded, "I understand."

After speaking, Ishiwara turned and left the office. Okamura Yasuji also followed out and soon arrived at Nagata Tetsuzan's side. Nagata Tetsuzan turned his head and said a sentence, "This person cannot be trusted!"

Okamura agreed deeply with this sentence without a subject, "Exactly so."

Although Ishiwara Kanji no longer wanted to resign at this time, he also reconfirmed his thoughts through Okamura Yasuji's persuasion. The current officers in the Japanese army were all birds of a feather. For them, letting fewer soldiers die was the greatest kindness in their hearts towards the Japanese people. As long as these officers continued to agree with the so-called national policy, they would absolutely never change their policy thinking of letting Japanese people die, absolutely not.

As for whether these officers were smart or stupid, it was irrelevant. If one wanted to save Japan, there was no other way but to eradicate these people.
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On March 2, 1923, Soviet trade representative Nikolaev and his comrades followed Morrison, the Director of the Merchants Bureau, into the Merchants Bureau canteen. The air in the canteen was a mixture of various food aromas. Nikolaev looked left and right; behind each window, there was a dazzling array of fish, meat, pasta, and vegetables. He felt that a canteen displaying such a variety of food had a delightfully luxurious feel.

The lines in front of the various windows were of varying lengths. At the most popular stall, the chef threw many white dough balls into a large pot and stirred them with a huge colander. Before long, the dough balls in the pot floated to the surface. Every Northeast staff member asked for a bowl, though the number of dough balls varied.

Nikolaev really couldn't figure out what was so delicious about the dough balls. As he passed the large pot stall with the dish Morrison had ordered for them, he couldn't help but take a few more glances.

Morrison stopped and said to the shop owner, "Boss, six bowls of *tangyuan*. Six in each bowl."

"Coming right up!" the owner answered cheerfully, and threw the freshly wrapped *tangyuan* into the pot together.

The food was served quite quickly. In this short time, Morrison roughly explained the development of *tangyuan* in China, and at the same time told everyone, "Today is the fifteenth day of the first lunar month, China's Lantern Festival. It is the day when *tangyuan* must be eaten."

Comrade Nikolaev thought hard but couldn't quite understand why festivals, blessings, and specifically shaped foods were so closely linked. Finally, he barely managed to propose an explanation, "Is this like taking Holy Communion?"

Morrison felt that Nikolaev's attempt to explain Chinese culture using European cognition was completely beside the point. However, Morrison could understand why the Soviets suddenly wanted to understand China so much. A month ago, the Soviet representatives' view of the Northeast Government had become cautious. Around February 15, caution had almost turned into pessimism. By February 25, the pessimism gradually eased.

When the Japanese army's second offensive was smashed to pieces in front of the Yalu River defense line, again suffering nearly 200,000 casualties, the attitude of the Soviet representatives returned to the level of a month ago. Not only the Soviet Union, but American merchants also signed a preliminary agreement yesterday with the Northeast Merchants Bureau to exchange pig bristles for copper ore.

After finishing the working meal, the Soviet delegation, who loved sweets, was slightly critical of the *tangyuan*, thinking that the *tangyuan* was too sticky and the sweetness was just a little bit lacking. As soon as he returned to the office, the secretary handed Morrison an invitation letter. The British Consulate in Shenyang was holding a ball and invited the Director to attend.

"I don't have time today. Apologize to the Consul on my behalf, and I look forward to the success of this ball," Morrison instructed.

One big order currently being discussed between the Soviet Union and the Northeast was for the Northeast to import 1.7 million tons of iron ore annually from the Soviet Far East for a period of ten years. The negotiations had been going on for more than a month. At this time, the Soviet delegation was naturally inclined to sign, and the progress was flying. By evening, both parties had completed the drafting of the commercial contract, waiting only to hand it over to their respective superior departments for study.

Morrison's secretary only then conveyed a message to Morrison, "Director, Mr. Victor called you four times this afternoon, asking to have dinner together."

The invitation from the British Consulate could be declined, but Victor's invitation was really not easy to refuse. This guy had cooperated with the Northeast for a long time, had many connections in Britain's Southeast Asian colonies, and provided many trade opportunities for the Northeast.

Looking back at the Soviet comrades who were already preparing to have a good meal tonight, thinking of how bold these guys were when they raised their glasses filled with vodka, Morrison finally decided to finish dinner with Victor. After all, British gentlemen and British football hooligans were like people from two different worlds at the dinner table.

Victor had tawny hair and amber eyes, dressed completely in the style of the Victorian era. Entering the British-run restaurant they had agreed upon, Victor walked to the table, inserted his cane into the umbrella stand beside the dining table, and then smiled at Morrison, who had arrived a few minutes earlier. "Dear Mr. Director, I really didn't expect that you would be willing to grace us with your presence."

Morrison knew that he couldn't hide forever, so he simply waited silently for Victor to explain his intentions first. After Victor sat down, he raised his left hand, and a folded banknote had already appeared in his backward-facing palm. The waiter walked over quickly and asked in a low voice, "May I ask, what are your orders?"

Victor gave instructions in a low voice for a moment. The waiter took the banknote and left quickly.

The British restaurant provided authentic British dishes, so the customers were mostly British and curious Chinese; the usual number of diners could only be described as average. After the war broke out, the number of British customers increased, probably because many Chinese restaurants that the British in Shenyang usually went to had closed for various reasons.

At this moment, the position where the two were sitting was inherently suitable for conversation, and the waiter deliberately avoided this area when showing other customers to their seats, so the two ate a quiet dinner very relaxedly.

When the after-dinner coffee was served, Victor spoke easily, "I had dinner with the Consul two days ago. He started complaining again, saying that the news you told him a few months ago caused him to be reprimanded by the Foreign Office again. Recently, the Foreign Office reprimanded him again because of this matter."

Morrison naturally couldn't apologize for the strategic misdirection, so he replied, "Moving against Japan in order to unify China, this choice might be able to unify China faster. The Consul lacks such judgment; it is not strange to be criticized."

"Hehe." Victor nodded while smiling. "I heard that someone in the homeland proposed that, in view of your outstanding ability, they want to strive for a knighthood for you."

After speaking, Victor looked at Morrison, only to see that Morrison looked calm, without any look of joy or expectation. Victor then asked, "Director Morrison, the situation in the Far East is already out of control. The British Empire needs your help, and I need the British Empire's help, so I was forced to come and pass the message."

Morrison felt that Victor was telling the truth, but he was unwilling to discuss this issue, so he asked, "Then how does the British Empire plan to deal with the situation in the Far East? At least there will be some action commercially, right?"

Victor did not answer the question, but just sighed, "Morrison. I am not a government man, just forced to carry a message for them. So, can we not be so antagonistic between us?"

Morrison's expression also became serious. "Victor. Since you can understand that we are not antagonistic, you shouldn't carry messages for them. I joined the Northeast Government to be the Director of the Merchants Bureau, not to act as a spy or eyes and ears for the government. I don't understand why those people asked you to bring such a question that humiliates me."

In the past twenty-something years, Morrison had been active in China as a columnist and a political broker. So Morrison knew very well that if the Northeast Government unified China, the Merchants Bureau would be a department directly under the jurisdiction of the Premier of the Chinese Government, equivalent to a smaller ministry in Britain, and Morrison would be a 'Cabinet Minister' of the largest country in the Far East.

If he were ordered to visit France formally in such a capacity, the French government would have to fire a gun salute to welcome him. Such an identity would never be granted to a traitor, a betrayer.

Victor also seemed to be very clear about this matter. He was silent for a moment, then asked, "Morrison, I also don't like this imposed mission. How about this, let's exchange views on the matters we are each concerned about. For example, does the Northeast Government regard Britain as an enemy?"

Morrison replied, "Everything that has happened so far proves that the Northeast Government does not regard any country as an enemy, unless those countries treat China as an enemy."

Victor frowned slightly, but continued to ask, "Then, what about the Chinese Eastern Railway?"

Morrison did not answer, but asked, "Then have you received any bans or advice from the British side requiring an embargo on certain bulk commodities in trade?"

"So far, Downing Street seems to be discussing this kind of issue, but there is no result yet. As for the Governors in various places, they have no intention of actively carrying out such actions, nor do they have any strong desire to cooperate with such bans." After Victor finished speaking, he repeated his previous question, "Then what about the Chinese Eastern Railway? What about the Boxer Indemnity?"

"I don't think the Japanese or Italian governments will accept treaties similar to the Boxer Indemnity, but this does not equal the outbreak of a war between countries. How to solve these problems without triggering a tragedy, I think Britain has enough political wisdom to take care of both."

Hearing Morrison's answer, Victor was amused. "Oh, Morrison, your answer is really like a diplomat."

Morrison did not respond with the humility of a Qing Dynasty official, nor even with the humility of a British non-aristocrat, but answered readily, "When I was young, becoming a diplomat was once my ideal. So, to what extent is the British government willing to go to support Japan?"

Victor frowned, "Morrison, you know that I have no close acquaintances among the lords in Downing Street. Please don't make things difficult for me with such questions."

Morrison also felt that Victor probably wouldn't give a correct answer. If Britain already had a clear plan at present, they wouldn't have gone to such great lengths to try to rope Morrison in. Since this was the case, the subsequent conversation was meaningless. Morrison stood up, "Then, I bid you farewell."

Victor hurriedly stood up, "Morrison, if you could make some rational suggestions to Excellency He Rui, do you think Excellency He Rui would accept them?"

"Excellency He Rui is a very wise leader. If they are truly rational suggestions, I suggest you make them directly to Excellency He Rui. Please believe me, Excellency He Rui will absolutely not refuse any rational choice, even if it is a choice he does not like." After speaking, Morrison left the restaurant.

Walking out of the restaurant, Morrison only felt that although the oncoming wind was cold, it also contained the unique scent of spring. Starting from last October, unknowingly, winter had passed. The Goddess of Spring was descending upon the earth with light footsteps.
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The Industrial Department building was located in the Shenyang Administrative District, situated on the street opposite the Northeast Government Office Building, alongside the Water Conservancy Department and Agriculture Department buildings. These structures were all six-story rectangular reinforced concrete frame constructions. In He Rui's view, they were practical, concise, fully functional, easy to build, and had excellent cost control. There was one and a half floors underground, and a parking lot in the back.

When Zhuang Jiaxiong, Director of the Industrial Department, went upstairs, he would sometimes look at the elevator shaft and wonder when they could fill in the gaps in industrial categories like elevators and high and low voltage electricity, as He Rui had discussed.

Of course, this was only occasionally. At least on March 5th, when heading to the conference room, Zhuang Jiaxiong had no mind to think about these things. The first item in the meeting was naturally war requirements. The Director of the Metallurgy Bureau submitted a request, "The troops have proposed prioritizing the production of heavy artillery and replenishing shells. The troops have requested the production of ultra-long-range fortress cannons, and there is a significant gap in the supply of special steel smelting. Our main technical personnel are all conducting research and development on the 6,000-ton hydraulic forging press and other hydraulic equipment. Can we satisfy the current 150mm artillery needs first?"

Seeing Zhuang Jiaxiong did not answer, the Director of the Metallurgy Bureau looked at the Director of the Machinery Bureau. The Director of the Machinery Bureau followed up, "Director Zhuang, this is the plan proposed by the Chairman. We have reached a critical time. As long as we can complete it, the gun blanks for the 250mm fortress cannons can be directly forged. Both quality and lifespan will be greatly improved."

Many other cadres from the Industrial Department participating in this project also supported completing the equipment first and offered their own opinions.

After everyone expressed their views, Zhuang Jiaxiong finally spoke, "If we produce according to the previous methods, it will affect R&D. Then slow down the R&D progress. The first priority is to produce the heavy artillery needed by the troops with guaranteed quality and quantity. This is the urgent task."

Seeing the unwillingness in everyone's expressions, Zhuang Jiaxiong tried to use a gentle tone, "R&D will be delayed by at most half a year. But if we win this battle, we will have plenty of time for R&D. If we try to do it all in one step and lead to a defeat in the war, the time it takes us to salvage the situation might not be half a year or a year, but several years."

Hearing this, the Director of the Metallurgy Bureau bit his lip, seemingly wanting to express that 'it could be completed in the short term'.

Industrial Department Director Zhuang Jiaxiong didn't care if his guess was correct. He didn't give his comrades a chance to voice foolish ideas and said loudly, "If the equipment is not in place on time, it could lead to unnecessary casualties. When considering such matters, life is the limit."

Now the Director of the Metallurgy Bureau lost the impulse to speak. Zhuang Jiaxiong did not dwell on this actually heart-wrenching issue and continued to discuss the subsequent work.

A sudden reduction in war pressure did not mean no pressure. However, in a safe environment, the pressure was actually not that great; the discussions and arguments were merely about which investments took priority.

For example, now that lasers had been developed, the previous optical measurement technology burning magnesium strips was challenged due to insufficient efficiency. However, the advantage of magnesium strip light emission technology remained huge because this set of technology was very mature and costs were controllable. Meanwhile, laser generators still had a lot of content that needed to be perfected to be fully effective and practical.

At this moment, Zhuang Jiaxiong stood on the side of new technology, deciding temporarily not to increase investment in magnesium strip optical measurement equipment, but instead to increase spending on laser technology to ensure that technical R&D could proceed according to the predicted process.

After discussing capital investment in these technical fields, Zhuang Jiaxiong began the next meeting. The first to enter was Feng Qiaonian, Director of the Commerce Department, followed by Morrison, Director of the Investment Promotion Bureau, and the Director of the Foreign Trade Bureau.

The four went straight to the topic. Zhuang Jiaxiong asked, "How many bulk commodities can still be maintained right now?"

Feng Qiaonian pointed at Morrison, "Let him speak."

Morrison immediately stated, "Trade with Britain should be greatly affected. I suggest making preparations regarding bulk commodity trade with the British side. Conversely, we can consider cooperation with the United States on bulk commodities. After our consideration, we believe the only thing we can probably negotiate is coconuts."

The Director of the Foreign Trade Bureau couldn't help but smile bitterly hearing this. China's foreign trade bulk commodities over the past few centuries had been just those few items. Tea, silk, and later tung oil and hog bristles were added. In recent decades, the variety of imported industrial products from foreign countries had increased greatly, turning the trade balance from surplus to deficit.

The US mainland was very far from China; the closer territory was the colony of the Philippines. In the Philippines, searching around for a trade good that could truly be traded in large quantities without restrictions, it turned out to be only coconuts.

Zhuang Jiaxiong took the report and looked at it, praising with some gratification, "This is good stuff! How big can the trade volume be?"

Commerce Department Director Feng Qiaonian sighed, "If it goes very smoothly, maybe one million tons of trade a year?"

Zhuang Jiaxiong actually beamed with joy, "This kind of trade is a mix of civilian and industrial products. One million tons—the Industrial Department can definitely fully digest it."

However, this was the only good news. The four exchanged views for a while and all accepted the conclusion that the layout of the Northeast industrial chain had reached its limit for the time being.

This was an old cliché of a problem. China's geographical location determined that unless China could quickly restore its technological advantage and sell products with unique advantages, it would face a situation lacking 'processing of supplied materials'. Many European countries with land and population far inferior to China could secure a place in the entire circum-North Atlantic industrial zone by relying on processing supplied materials to maintain the industrial chain.

It was unlikely that Britain would ship steel to China and then import steel products from China, and the same was true for other European and American countries. This also determined that China's industrial layout was vastly different from that of European and American countries.

How to deal with such a situation? All four felt their thinking was constrained and the pressure was great. Commerce Department Director Feng Qiaonian even laughed, "If we say there is any industrial product we have now that Europe needs, perhaps it is only fighter jets. It's just that fighter jets probably can't be sold."

Hearing that fighter jets, this industrial product, had become an object of attention, Zhuang Jiaxiong, Morrison, and the others couldn't help but sigh. This type of military equipment was indeed one of the products under China's handful of technological advantages at present. Even though it had only been noticed due to the war in the last few months, some countries were already paying attention and even probing whether they could purchase them.

When would China be able to possess such advantages in a considerable portion of industrial fields?

Although the discussion results were not satisfactory, and the current economic layout and economic scale of the Northeast could not achieve a true breakthrough, Zhuang Jiaxiong felt that the view in his heart was reinforced again. He made a summary, "If we want to expand the division of industrial labor, we must first defeat Japan. As long as we unify China, China itself can accommodate ten times the industry of the Northeast. At that time, our Chinese industry can also become an important factor dominating trade in the West Pacific."

The others also felt there was no other way and rose to take their leave.

American merchants soon received the coconut business. This stuff was everywhere in the Philippines, so it didn't cause any special repercussions in the Philippine colony. Moreover, the Northeast suppressed the price very low, with an attitude of 'sell if you want, get lost if you don't'. So only a few cargo ships collected coconuts as quickly as possible and transported them to China.

However, with the attitude that American merchants would be bastards if they didn't make money when they could, the merchants didn't feel they were being squeezed on price. After all, decades ago, American merchants crossed the Pacific to sell ice to southern China, and they did it anyway. Compared to ice, the transport difficulty of coconuts was much smaller.

Learning that several thousand-ton cargo ships had arrived in the Northeast from the Philippines, British Minister Alston frowned. Suddenly several American ships arriving in the Northeast—what could they be selling? Could it be some war-related materials?

Not only did the British think so, but the Japanese side, upon hearing the news, was also quite tense. But intercepting American merchant ships at sea was a very strong signal. As early as 1913 when the US Great White Fleet circumnavigated the globe, Japan had become reassured about US naval power. Although the Great White Fleet had a large number of battleships, they were all pre-dreadnought battleships and could not contend with Japan's dreadnoughts. But this did not mean that Japan could do whatever it wanted in the Yellow Sea.

It was already mid-April. The Japanese Imperial General Headquarters immediately asked the front-line commander, General Terauchi Hisaichi, when the next round of attacks would begin.

General Terauchi Hisaichi, facing the urging from the headquarters, actually had a calm expression. After two infantry attacks, the Japanese infantry had suffered heavy casualties. After the second attack, not only did the headquarters stop urging for attacks, but the various Division Commanders also changed from a state of excitement to being very rational.

If after experiencing two attacks with a total of over 400,000 casualties, there was still any Division Commander who maintained an attitude of attacking despite the risk of being crushed to pieces, General Terauchi Hisaichi would not hesitate to fulfill this Division Commander's wish for him and his division.

Looking at Lieutenant General Nagata Tetsuzan, known as the 'Wall of the Empire', General Terauchi asked, "Nagata-kun, how are the preparations?"

Chief of Staff Nagata immediately replied, "Reporting to the Commander, as soon as the heavy artillery from the rear arrives, we can attack."

General Terauchi did not see the figure of Deputy Chief of Staff Lieutenant General Ishiwara Kanji, but he did not ask further. He had long noticed that although Nagata and Ishiwara looked harmonious on the surface and cooperated seamlessly, there was actually a deep rift between the two.

What exactly this rift was, General Terauchi did not care. The current situation was already very clear: relying on infantry to fill the gaps with their lives, it was impossible to breach the Yalu River defense line no matter what. Nagata Tetsuzan proposed using a large number of heavy artillery to destroy this defense line. Terauchi Hisaichi also fully agreed.

And General Terauchi Hisaichi already had plans. Regardless of whether the subsequent attacks succeeded, he would leave the position of Commander of the Manchuria-Mongolia Expeditionary Army. The current Minister of War, General Yamanashi Hanzō, was not in good health and had not shown the ability to adapt to the current level of war development. General Yamanashi Hanzō also believed he was not suitable to serve as the wartime Minister of War. With the operation of the forces behind General Terauchi supporting him, it was basically certain that Terauchi Hisaichi would succeed as the Minister of War.

At this moment, the heavy burden of Japan's future pressed on Terauchi Hisaichi's shoulders. General Terauchi had absolutely no mind to focus on the rifts between his subordinates. Moreover, Nagata Tetsuzan was already the recognized leader in the Japanese Army after Terauchi Hisaichi's generation of generals. As for the evaluation of Ishiwara Kanji, in the core circle of the Army and among the core high-level officials of Japan, no one considered Ishiwara Kanji to be 'one of us'.

Of course, this did not affect Ishiwara Kanji's status. Even if he wasn't 'one of us', Ishiwara Kanji was still one of the few famous generals in the Japanese Army. The Army still needed Lieutenant General Ishiwara Kanji to display his strength and would provide space for him to do so... as long as it wasn't a position that held decision-making power.

Terauchi Hisaichi asked, "Nagata-kun, do you feel you have the ability to act as the Commander of the Manchuria-Mongolia Expeditionary Army Headquarters?"

Nagata Tetsuzan's expression remained unchanged, and he replied respectfully, "The Commander of the Manchuria-Mongolia Expeditionary Army Headquarters must be a general of high prestige. This subordinate's resume is not yet sufficient to convince the public."

After confirming Nagata Tetsuzan's view, Terauchi Hisaichi understood that Nagata Tetsuzan had not been carried away by his current status. He knew very well that the war ahead would be very difficult, and the Commander of the Manchuria-Mongolia Expeditionary Army would have to bear the responsibility.

"Then please perform well in the position of Chief of Staff, Nagata-kun," Terauchi Hisaichi replied.

The war between the Northeast Government and Japan seemed to have been forgotten by both sides from March to early May. Just in the early summer on May 1st, inside many gun emplacements secretly built by the Japanese army on the Korean side of the Yalu River, dozens of 200-300mm giant cannons were pushed into position. As the operations were completed, the Yalu River bank, which had been quiet for a long time, trembled slightly again.

At the very front of the Yalu River defense line, the multi-row pyramidal reinforced concrete pile abatis defense system, called 'Dragon's Teeth' by the Northeast Army, was the first to be hit. The reinforced concrete piles of the structure were blown to smithereens directly. Apart from huge craters on the ground, nothing remained. It was as if these objects had never existed there.

And just at this moment, the Northeast Army's 250mm fortress cannons also emitted dull sounds like the roaring of monsters, firing huge shells at the Japanese artillery positions.

150mm field howitzers and 120mm field howitzers were undoubtedly devastating in field battles. However, in front of the power displayed by fortress cannons and siege cannons with calibers over 200mm, they seemed like small water pistols spraying against each other.

Inside Shenyang city, hundreds of kilometers away, those with keen senses could slightly perceive vibrations that ordinary people could not feel. As for the seismograph needles in the Seismological Institute under the Northeast Government's Geological Bureau, they had already begun to swing back and forth with considerable amplitude. The power of the shelling from both sides had already triggered the effect of a micro-earthquake.

This artillery duel lasted less than an hour before it ended, and it was the Japanese army that stopped shelling first. The faces of the Japanese officers and staff officers who had prepared for this artillery duel for two months were very grim. On the contrary, Nagata Tetsuzan's expression remained unchanged. At this point, the Northeast and Japan had shifted from competing in army combat effectiveness to competing in industrial strength.

The performance of the Northeast Army's heavy artillery around 250mm caliber merely proved the bad part of Nagata Tetsuzan's prediction. The Northeast already had the ability to manufacture true fortress cannons; Japan's industrial strength was not enough to overwhelm the Northeast Army.

But this was not enough to make Nagata Tetsuzan make concessions. The Northeast Army had strength, but did they have the corresponding reserves?

Except for those heavy cannons destroyed in the artillery duel, the other heavy cannons were moved backward. Their maximum range no longer covered the Northeast Army's fortress bunker area, but covered the front part of the Yalu River defense line. Nagata Tetsuzan did not believe that the Northeast Army had the ability to manufacture fortress cannons exceeding the range of Japanese heavy artillery. Since they couldn't destroy the Northeast Army's fortresses, how much large-caliber artillery bombardment could the front part of the Northeast Army's Yalu River defense line withstand?

The next day, the shelling began again. This time, the front part of the Yalu River defense line was ravaged and destroyed by the fierce Japanese artillery fire. The shelling did not end until the afternoon.

On the third day, when Nagata Tetsuzan observed from a high place with binoculars, he saw to his astonishment that the small front part of the Yalu River defense line that had been destroyed yesterday had actually been repaired.

The 'Dragon's Teeth' were arranged neatly, and the ground had unexpectedly been filled with earth. Although some incomplete parts left after the bombardment could still be seen, it was still repaired by the Northeast Army.

Nagata's face finally turned grim. He ordered his subordinate, who had a look of disbelief on his face, "Continue bombarding!"

The artillery duel proceeded indifferently. The sound of shelling from both sides rang non-stop like children fighting during the Spring Festival. Yet there were not many casualties.

At this time, Ishiwara Kanji, who was promoting the latest tactical arrangements in the troops, finished a big lecture for junior officers. He walked out of the large tent located in a safe place and listened to the rolling sound of cannons in the distance.

Lieutenant General Ishiwara Kanji did not regret falling out with Nagata Tetsuzan. Even if the method Nagata Tetsuzan chose was the most effective and fastest at this time, and also minimized casualties among officers and soldiers to the greatest extent, Ishiwara Kanji still did not change his judgment of the outstanding personnel in the Japanese army at present.

As long as these people continued to hold power, ordinary Japanese officers and soldiers would be sent to the battlefield to die meaninglessly. The flesh and blood and lives of ordinary officers and soldiers were just bargaining chips in the struggle among Japan's high-level officials. For these officers and soldiers themselves and their families, this way of dying was meaningless.

Although Ishiwara Kanji could not change anything now, at least by improving the understanding of war among grassroots officers and soldiers, and by perfecting the transport and treatment of the wounded in the army, he could minimize casualties among officers and soldiers and let more grassroots officers and soldiers return to their hometowns alive.

The artillery duel thus proceeded. Because no tragic casualties erupted, the news did not pay much attention.

But those who truly knew the trade were shocked by this news. Especially the British military personnel in China; they were made quite tense by this. Even experts in gunnery and artillery like the Commander of the Yangtze River Fleet and the Artillery Training Commander were invited to the capital to attend meetings.
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May. Under the bright sunshine of Spain, the sea breeze blew across the pale yellow sandy beach and into the hotel balcony, making Sir John Jordan feel very peaceful.

Compared to the air in large British cities mixed with the smell of industrial pollution, and the scent of seawater mixed with industrial wastewater, industrially underdeveloped Spain was truly relaxing. Here, there were the minimum services provided by an industrial society, yet also a pastoral landscape. Moreover, there was ample sunshine here, unlike the damp cold of the British Isles.

At this moment, a messenger riding a mule passed in front of the hotel. Seeing Jordan sitting at the table on the hotel balcony, the messenger raised his hand to greet Jordan. Jordan also waved to greet the simple rural messenger.

The messenger stopped in front of the hotel, took a few letters, and walked up to the balcony. "Mr. Jordan, these are your letters."

Jordan invited the messenger to sit down and poured him a glass of wine. He put on his glasses and picked up the letters; some were from his hometown, and some were from the university that accepted his donation of collections. Opening the letter from the university, the university library expressed gratitude to Jordan, thanking him for donating a portion of the materials from when he served in diplomatic posts in the Far East, which gave great help to the university's research on the history of this period, so...

A sound of a car engine came from the distance. This was not common in the rural areas of the Spanish seaside. Both Jordan and the messenger turned to look, only to see a car heading straight for the hotel, kicking up a trail of dust behind it. It stopped in front of the hotel, and two guys who were obviously civil servants stepped out of the car. They were British.

Jordan probably guessed it; his leisurely retirement was over.

The visitors were British Foreign Office personnel. Taking the documents they delivered, Jordan flipped through them for a moment, then looked up. "Does the Foreign Office want me to return to China again?"

"Your Excellency, the Foreign Secretary asks you to return to London." The Foreign Office staff respectfully conveyed the order to the senior predecessor.

Jordan did not answer immediately. If he was unwilling to come out of retirement, the British Foreign Office could do nothing. No normal country would use coercive means to force a seventy-year-old man to fight on the diplomatic front line.

As for whether Jordan himself was willing to come out, that depended on what situation he was facing. Jordan continued to read the documents. The first one was an assessment report written by several British units in China regarding the current war between the Northeast and Japan.

'...Given the current situation, there is no possibility of the Japanese government winning the war. Similarly, since the Northeast Government has no navy, Japan will not be defeated either. Therefore, the Japanese government has the opportunity to choose peace.

In the current war situation, the Japanese government needs to maintain a transport line 1,000 miles (about 1,500 kilometers) long. Every day, the Japanese government is paying huge expenditures. The greater the expenditure, the less likely the Japanese government is to choose peace, rather than the opposite. This war has already become a huge burden for the Japanese government and will likely lead to disastrous consequences for the Japanese economy. ... The Northeast Government is the provoker of the war and has conducted detailed research and preparation for every step of the war. Especially the Yalu River defense line; after invading Korea and annihilating a large number of Japanese troops, making it impossible for Japan to actively sue for peace, they used this solid defense line to force the Japanese army to deploy over a million troops along the Yalu River, unable to advance or retreat.

Recently, the Japanese army and the Northeast Army have engaged in artillery duels between siege cannons and fortress cannons, making the situation even more dangerous and unpredictable. Up to now, the Northeast Government has announced that they have 80,000 dead and missing, and 170,000 wounded. The Japanese army has over 750,000 casualties. Interestingly, the figures announced by the Japanese side are similar to those of the Northeast Army, only swapping the title of the losing side.

According to judgment, our country is more inclined to agree with the figures published by the Northeast Government. ... Japan's population is about the same as France's, but its industrial strength is far inferior to France's. Its capacity to withstand war is also inferior to France's. France belonged to the Entente side during the Great War and could receive support from the Entente Powers. Currently, Japan does not have such military allies and must deal with the war alone. According to analysis, Japan's limit of endurance is roughly one-third that of France.

France mobilized 7.9 million people to participate in the Great War, with 1.24 million killed in action and about 3.8 million wounded. According to the assessment, the limit of casualties the Japanese army can withstand is 420,000 killed in action and 1.3 million wounded, totaling 1.72 million casualties.

The current casualty figures of the Japanese army are approaching the upper limit. ... Over the past few years, the Northeast Government has opened up a huge number of farms and pastures. Even with the continuous war on the front line, the Northeast Government can actually obtain a certain degree of support from the entire China, especially labor support. Due to the terrible management capabilities of the rulers in North China and South China, over 400 million Chinese people live in hardship. The large number of employment opportunities provided by the Northeast Government can change the living conditions of these Chinese people.

In the long run, as long as the Northeast Government does not fail militarily—that is, holds the Yalu River defense line and does not take military risks to counterattack Korea—the balance of power between the Northeast Government and Japan will gradually favor the Northeast Government. Especially since the Japanese government must achieve victory in the war, the Japanese government has to conduct military adventures for the sake of victory, carrying out large-scale attacks on the Yalu River defense line. Once the large-scale attack on the Yalu River defense line fails, the Japanese government's prestige and capacity to endure will be pushed to the limit of wavering. ... Based on the analysis, we have reached the following conclusion. This war will likely last for two years, but it is unlikely to go into the fourth year. The Japanese government is unable to sustain such a high-consumption war.

Once the war ends, the Northeast Government led by He Rui will surely gain huge prestige, and subsequently quickly unify North China.

If the situation in China develops to this stage, the interests of the British Empire in China will be challenged. Especially on the issue of whether the He Rui regime will accept the Boxer Protocol, no optimistic judgment can be made.

The Boxer Protocol is the current diplomatic foundation between Britain as well as the Western world and China. The signing of the Boxer Protocol was based on the extreme political and military weakness of the Manchu Qing government. There is a huge gap between that and the current situation. Whether the Northeast Government can be integrated into the world order through diplomatic efforts based on the Boxer Protocol is a task that must be considered starting now. ...'

After reading the report, Sir John Jordan felt that his energy had been consumed a lot. However, Jordan forced himself to cheer up and read some other reports. these reports were analyses in the political, economic, and military fields. It could be seen that that summary report was derived based on the analysis of these professional fields.

Jordan put down the documents, took off his glasses, rubbed his somewhat sore eyes, and then asked, "I think that the current Minister to China being able to write such a report is enough to prove that Minister Alston has outstanding diplomatic ability. What is the reason for the Foreign Office sending you here?"

The two British Foreign Office personnel who came to persuade Jordan to come out of retirement looked at each other with some difficulty. The leader said, "Your Excellency, the Northeast Government currently actually refuses to conduct any negotiations regarding the political aftermath with Minister Alston. Minister Alston requested London to have you go to China as a Plenipotentiary Special Envoy to coordinate."

Jordan really didn't want to go. As long as he recalled the various things about that little fox He Rui, Jordan felt a headache. All means against traditional Chinese power holders were useless in front of He Rui. He Rui didn't even look much like a European monarch; European monarchs themselves did not possess professional and excellent political, diplomatic, and military capabilities.

Seeing Jordan's expression, the British Foreign Office staff member who came to persuade him simply said, "Your Excellency, recently inflation in Germany has reached an appalling level. The government is contacting the United States, hoping to curb France's extraction of Germany."

Jordan had intended to completely detach himself from politics and spend his remaining years in peace. Hearing this, he had to cheer up. Sir John Jordan, who had been detached from the mundane world for a few months, braced himself and asked, "How bad is the situation?"

"Inflation in Germany is already between several thousand and several tens of thousands of times," the diplomat replied.

Jordan thought he heard wrong. The old man who had stayed in a small town in the Spanish countryside for a few months laughed, "Is it several thousand percent? Or several tens of thousands of percent?"

The two British Foreign Office staff members looked at each other with difficulty again. The leader emphasized again, "It is several thousand to several tens of thousands of times. Not several thousand percent to several tens of thousands percent."

Jordan was stunned. He never expected the changes in the world to reach such a crazy level.

August 14, 1923, the cruise ship Jordan took finally arrived in Tianjin. On the cruise ship, Jordan paid attention to the latest world news every day, hoping that nothing more outrageous would appear.

The silver lining in the misfortune was that the current world at least maintained the basic status quo. The misfortune was that the chaos of the current world had not changed.

The cause of this crisis came from the Treaty of Versailles. France hoped to completely crush Germany through the Treaty of Versailles, making Germany's territory and political structure return to the appearance of 1860. Britain did not want to see France dominate alone, so it pulled in the United States, which was trying to have its own place on the world stage, to join together, and finally came up with the Treaty of Versailles in 1921.

Since the positions of Britain, France, and the United States were different, they could only seek common ground. So they found the final common ground: "Make Germany pay money."

Germany was saddled with heavy debts by the Treaty of Versailles. The Weimar government did not have the ability to repay the debts and began to let things rot in 1922, defaulting on debts by realizing inflation. It not only defaulted on the huge debts imposed on Germany by the Treaty of Versailles but also defaulted on the debts to be paid when the bonds issued domestically during the war reached their redemption period.

Thus, Germany's inflation was no longer a runaway wild horse, but shot straight into the sky like the Northeast Army's aircraft.

The German marks needed to buy a loaf of bread already required a wheelbarrow to push a cart of banknotes. The officials of the German Weimar government, on the other hand, displayed the rigor and efficiency of Germans. They did not waste resources to produce a large number of banknotes but directly stamped the back of the banknotes. Each stamp indicated that starting from Year X Month X Day X, the use value of this banknote increased by XXXX times.

Apart from the crisis in Europe, the situation in Asia did not improve. The Japanese shelling obviously did not destroy the Northeast's Yalu River defense line. Japan organized another attack. Although this attack was initially propagated very grandly in the newspapers, it ended anticlimactically with no follow-up. Presumably, its effect was very terrible.

Jordan understood that this attack made Japan take another big step towards the direction of being unable to hold on.

After disembarking in Tianjin, Jordan met the current Minister to China, Mr. Alston, at the pier. Jordan was not reinstated to his original post but served as the British Plenipotentiary Special Ambassador. In terms of rank alone, he was higher than Minister Alston, but there was no subordinate relationship between the two. Jordan came for a special mission.

Right at the port, Jordan gave Alston a task, "Please immediately telegraph the news of conferring the title of Knight Bachelor to Mr. Morrison. I will represent the British government to personally go to Shenyang to confer the honor on Morrison."

Britain is a country that pays attention to titles and honorifics. Therefore, in interactions with British people, or in our English practice, understanding some knowledge about British aristocratic titles and honorifics is undoubtedly very necessary.

According to British tradition, the Queen (or King) can confer a certain noble title on someone based on the proposal of the Prime Minister, but the number of people receiving the title is limited, about within 20 people per year.

Once he had the title of Knight, Morrison would be a British noble, which could be inherited by his descendants. (Only after 1958 was it allowed to confer non-hereditary "life peerages" on a certain individual.)

Minister Alston went to arrange it immediately. On August 19, Jordan finally arrived in Shenyang. Compared with earlier years, Jordan did not receive any reception specifications exceeding his status. Even regarding the reception specifications, the Northeast Government chose a specification slightly below medium within a reasonable scope.

Jordan did not expect that he would be forced to return less than a year after leaving China. He had mixed feelings in his heart. After several layers of reception procedures, Jordan finally met He Rui. He Rui looked somewhat different from when he last saw Jordan. There were already a few white hairs in his black hair, and there was also exhaustion in his expression.

But overall, this haggardness was unexpectedly quite fitting for He Rui's status and position in the Far East at this time. Shrewd yet weary, noble yet facing difficulties.

Jordan had wanted to say something to He Rui, but seeing He Rui sitting calmly opposite him, thinking that whatever he wanted to say was within He Rui's expectations and calculations, Jordan actually couldn't speak.

After two minutes of silence, seeing He Rui remained composed, Jordan finally forced himself to break the silence, "Your Excellency He Rui, how have you been recently?"

He Rui revealed that kind of seemingly very innocent smile, "Mr. Jordan, I have always been very well. You came from Europe; I would very much like to ask, how is the situation in Germany recently?"

Jordan sighed in his heart. Just as he expected, He Rui knew the world situation very well.
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Since the conversation started with "criticizing France," He Rui's tone was quite relaxed. "Mr. Jordan, the German Weimar government has already laid down and defaulted, creating a shocking hyperinflation. However, I cannot believe that all the responsibility lies with Germany. At least regarding the impact of the German default on the world, I believe France bears responsibility, perhaps even a great deal of responsibility."

As he spoke, He Rui offered Jordan a cigar.

Mentioning France's role in this event, Jordan nodded in agreement, but put down the cigar and asked He Rui for a cigarette instead. Cigarettes were far less smooth and intoxicating than cigars. However, when discussing troublesome matters, even a veteran diplomat like Jordan could not avoid a headache. Smoking a cigarette with a more uncomfortable taste actually helped him discuss the matter with relative composure.

He Rui opened the cigarette case. Jordan took out a brand-new cigarette holder, inserted the cigarette, and continued, "France, for the sake of a few hundred thousand telegraph poles, sent troops to the Rhineland industrial area together with Belgium. I can no longer figure out if France has lost its rationality due to greed, or if they deliberately want to destroy the European economy."

"Are you saying you can't figure out if France is stupid or evil?" He Rui added his own perspective.

Jordan felt this phrasing was truly powerful, pointing out exactly the confusion and unhappiness in his heart, so he nodded. "Yes, stupid or evil. Of course, it's also possible they are both stupid and evil."

He Rui shook his head. "In a sense, I can understand the French government. After all, at present, France has obtained an opportunity to return to the era of Richelieu. Three hundred years ago, it was precisely the Richelieu era (1624-1642) that made France the sole hegemon of the European continent at the time. The cost was that the German region completely turned into a collection of small city-states. From the perspective of geopolitics, this is one of the important conditions for maintaining France's hegemony in Europe. Of course, France doing this now, to use a Chinese idiom, is 'stubbornly conservative and carving a mark on the boat to find the sword' (ignoring changing circumstances)."

"Correct," Jordan agreed. "France seems to think that by allying with Poland, they can simultaneously control Russia and Germany."

"Check Germany and suppress Russia," He Rui laughed.

Accompanying Jordan was Bernard, a Third Secretary of the British Foreign Office. Watching He Rui and Jordan puffing away while happily badmouthing France, he felt a bit dazed for a moment.

In this private meeting, Jordan spoke Chinese, while He Rui spoke English. One could tell immediately that He Rui's English was of the standard type—learned and used, but merely learned and used.

Before coming to China, the British Foreign Office had files on He Rui. However, He Rui's image was considered a mixture of intelligence, barbarism, and power. Third Secretary Bernard thought he would see an Oriental monarch who had received a Western education. But he didn't expect that the man in front of him, speaking instrumental English with stiff but accurate wording, and who had also studied European history extensively, would resemble a European statesman.

Jordan expressed cautious humor regarding He Rui's phrase "Check Germany and suppress Russia." After all, Asians were more suitable for making jokes about such things. In Europe, this involved important history regarding claims of legitimacy.

***

He Rui continued, "Although I do not sympathize with the French government, I sympathize with the French people, just as I sympathize with the German people. The Weimar government's hyperinflation this time may not necessarily succeed in defaulting on the victor's debts. At most, it will force Britain to cooperate with the United States to provide the Weimar government with a way to resolve the debt..."

"Oh? Have you heard some news, Your Excellency?" Jordan hurriedly asked. Since Jordan had participated in the Washington Naval Treaty conference, the British Foreign Office had indeed consulted him on some matters before he came to China.

He Rui explained, "One doesn't need to hear anything. Your Excellency should be very clear about this. The biggest creditor nation now is the United States. Although Japan is also a creditor nation, Japan's current war is already consuming a large amount of the creditor rights in its hands. Perhaps Japan has already started issuing bonds now. truly pitiful..."

Jordan wanted to use He Rui's topic to switch to Japan, but after thinking about it, he decided to continue listening. After all, He Rui did not refuse to chat and actively mentioned Japan, so there would be opportunities to discuss it later. Jordan was genuinely interested in He Rui's views on the German hyperinflation.

Seeing Jordan not taking the bait, He Rui continued, "Britain and France not only have to collect war reparations from Germany but also pay war debts to the United States. Germany has already 'laid down' to default. Naturally, the only one who can effectively solve the problem remains the United States. If the United States invests in Germany to solve Germany's current problems, Germany will have money to continue repaying debts, and Britain and France will also have money to repay war bonds. This is a cycle that benefits everyone. The United States has always looked forward to having its own status and influence in Europe. Next, it depends on whether Britain, France, the US, and Germany can reach a new agreement on this issue."

Jordan nodded slightly. The cigarette had burned to the end. The old man pulled out the butt, attached another one to the holder, and continued to think while smoking.

Third Secretary Bernard, who was accompanying Jordan, completely hadn't expected to hear a plan that was reasonable, highly operable, and took into account the four major countries of the world, thousands of miles away from Western Europe in the East.

In the Foreign Office in London, He Rui's image was that of an Oriental Potentate, and some civil servants even called He Rui "China's Elector." Looking at He Rui through the cigarette smoke, Bernard felt he was seeing a top European power holder. He Rui's conversation was no different from theirs—bright, calm, and explaining profound things in simple terms. This was no Oriental Potentate; this was an Imperial Chancellor, a figure similar to Bismarck.

He Rui did not keep the topic on nations. He sighed, "But while these government matters seem important to me, they are not of much value. I sympathize with the people of Germany and France. The German Weimar government probably cannot default on its external debts through this hyperinflation, but the Weimar government can use this hyperinflation to default on the huge debts the German government owes to the German people. Those German people who bought German war bonds, those tax-paying German people, their life savings will be looted clean in this hyperinflation. It is truly a tragedy."

Jordan did not care about the lives of the German people at all, so he asked, "Your Excellency, where do you think the pitiable nature of the French people lies?"

"After the Great War, the French northeast industrial zone was reduced to ruins, suffering huge losses. At this time, they should have focused fully on people's livelihood. However, the French government used nationalism as an excuse, intending to realize its geopolitical goals. But they didn't expect to fail. Trade between France and Germany has always been close. Does the suspension of German industry only affect Germany itself? I see that French domestic enterprises have also been greatly impacted. The French people suffered over 5 million casualties in the Great War and should have been resting and recuperating to restore production. Yet they have suffered such an undeserved disaster. The French people are pitiful. War causes tragedy, but failing to walk out of the war will allow the tragedy to continue."

Speaking of this, He Rui sighed with compassion for the fate of mankind.

Jordan felt he had to respond, so he asked, "Your Excellency, the Northeast Government is currently at war with Japan. How do you think the tragedy caused by this war can be reduced?"

Seeing that Jordan had finally honestly followed up, He Rui replied with a serious expression, "Mr. Jordan, China is a peace-loving country. The Northeast Government has no intention of invading Japan. The war has reached this point, and Japan has no other possibility of winning. Of course, Mr. Jordan understands the country of Japan; they cannot possibly actively admit the status quo. I have no way either. If other peace-loving countries in the world can make the Japanese government see the facts clearly, admit the status quo, and end the war one day earlier, the Japanese people will suffer one day less. What do you think?"

Jordan only sighed but made no response. Third Secretary Bernard beside him also sighed inwardly. The latest European changes He Rui discussed were indeed European changes—his insight was profound, his understanding thorough, and he could even offer solutions that were both executable and effective.

At the same time, everything He Rui said about Europe had a strong contrast with the current war in Asia. The German government were bastards, the French government were bastards; the German people were pitiful, the French people were pitiful. Similarly, the Japanese government were bastards, the Japanese people were pitiful.

According to He Rui, Japan actively stopping the war would be a good thing for maintaining peace. There was nothing wrong with this statement. However, He Rui had already taken all the advantages on the gambling table of war. Now he wanted to secure his profits and cash out; how could Japan possibly accept that?

But He Rui's words did not make Third Secretary Bernard feel unhappy. From the intelligence Britain currently possessed, He Rui's suggestion was quite valuable. Peace as soon as possible was a relatively wise choice for Japan.

Jordan felt He Rui wanted to use him to pass a message to Japan, which exceeded the purpose of Jordan's trip. So Jordan smiled and said, "Your Excellency, when I arrived in Beijing this time, I met many of our old friends. Old friends say that Your Excellency will be China's leader in the future. I would very much like to hear what Your Excellency's vision for the future China is."

He Rui also smiled broadly. "The future China will inevitably be a peaceful country where the government and people develop the economy together to increase income. Moreover, China will integrate into the world trade system, satisfying its own needs through trade and also contributing to the world's prosperity through trade."

Jordan praised, "That is truly an admirable vision. So how does Your Excellency plan to realize it?"

He Rui switched to another cigarette before saying, "Our Civilization Party already has a platform for this. China's progressive development first needs an independent military force capable of guaranteeing national security, followed by an independent government that exists for development. Those nations that have completed industrialization are all like this, possessing independent national defense, administration, diplomacy..."

The private meeting was very friendly and frank. Afterward, Morrison and the Director of the Bureau of Foreign Affairs hosted Jordan's party, and He Rui went back to his own work due to official duties.

Secretary Bernard felt there was nothing more to say. He Rui had clearly expressed his attitude. Although this attitude would not lead to a war with Britain, it was quite opposed to the best scenario Britain hoped for. However, He Rui's view on joining the world trade system was rational, and Secretary Bernard felt this matter was a bargaining chip for future negotiations with He Rui.

Of course, another thing that concerned Bernard was He Rui's disregard for Japan's fundraising ability. The situation was now very clear; He Rui knew Japan was raising funds in Britain, yet he didn't even mention it. Not only He Rui, but the Northeast Government officials hosting the British representatives also didn't mention it.

Before Bernard set off for China, these matters were considered by the British Foreign Office as one of the many bargaining chips for negotiations with He Rui. Yet, apart from expressing that trade relations were a matter that must be discussed, He Rui completely avoided touching the chips prepared by the British side. This led Bernard to form an unreasonable illusion: had He Rui already received some news from the British Foreign Office?

Third Secretary Bernard of the British Foreign Office guessed right and wrong. He Rui indeed hadn't received any news from the British Foreign Office, but he had other ways of obtaining information. After seeing through the essence of the Weimar government, He Rui wouldn't find the subsequent hyperinflation strange. If hyperinflation didn't occur when the prerequisites were met, He Rui would have found *that* strange.

If the Weimar government didn't default on domestic debts through hyperinflation, its economy would collapse. This kind of collapse would lead to the bankruptcy of both German Junker landlords and capitalists. Then the German workers would overthrow the Weimar government and establish a German Soviet government. At that time, the old German upper class would likely be hung from telegraph poles, fluttering in the wind together with the Soviet government's red flag.

***

After concluding the private meeting with Jordan, He Rui listened to the report regarding Busan Port. The comrade from the External Intelligence Department introduced the recent progress with a regretful tone. "Chairman, the Korean defectors are very dissatisfied with our army's withdrawal from Korea. They are very suspicious of us now, thinking that our prediction of solving the Korean issue in ten years is a kind of deception. They requested to send someone to personally meet Chairman."

"I cannot meet them. Let Comrade Wang Bin meet them," He Rui answered crisply. Seeing the troubled look on the External Intelligence Bureau comrade's face, He Rui explained, "Japan cannot win. Once Japan fails, its domestic economy will enter a stage of severe economic crisis. Since Japan cannot solve the economic crisis, there are only three choices. One choice is to admit that the current Continental Policy has failed and change the Continental Policy, thereby cooperating with China. Then, as cooperation deepens, the issue of Korean independence can be resolved. Another choice is to form an anti-China alliance with foreign countries, then there will definitely be a decisive war within ten years. The defeated side will inevitably be Japan. At that time, the Korean issue will naturally be resolved. The third choice is for Japan to tough it out until its domestic economy completely collapses. At that stage, we in the Northeast only need to provide weapons and military training to the Korean patriots to defeat Japan's colonial army in Korea. At that time, Korea can cooperate fully with China economically, and Korea's strength will soon be improved, no longer threatened by Japan."

Although the comrade from the External Intelligence Bureau was encouraged, he still had a troubled look. He Rui smiled and asked, "Do you think those Korean patriots have too small a vision to understand such a political philosophy?"

"...Yes."

He Rui knew that external intelligence work was not easy to do, and he didn't want his comrades to do things for quick success. "In that case, find Korean patriots who *can* understand this philosophy and cooperate with them. We must never consider controlling Korea as a suzerain state in the future; that is meaningless. In the industrial age, traditional political control or influence control is useless. Japan has controlled Korea for about 30 years; was it of much use? Didn't they still lose the war! There are plenty of people in Korea who want to restore their country. I now propose three requirements. Do not let the Korean patriots have any suspicion that we intend to annex Korea, and we don't have such intentions anyway. Do not let Korean patriots do dangerous work; all we want is the material transport data of Busan Port, not any classified intelligence. We provide funds, but the other party must be people who can understand our requirements. If they cannot understand, they will act recklessly on their own."

After speaking, He Rui added a sentence, "For this operation, safety is the priority. Absolutely do not cause personnel losses."

Under such clear requirements, the confidence of the External Intelligence Bureau comrade recovered a lot. His slightly furrowed brows smoothed out, and the troubled look on his face disappeared. But the intelligence bureau comrade still asked, "Chairman, our explanation for this operation can never satisfy the Korean patriots."

"Then be sure to explain clearly to those people that we have no intention of attacking munitions and supplies in Korea. The reason we want to master the data is to determine the quantity of the Japanese army's logistical supplies. So that when our army counterattacks, we can determine the intensity of the Japanese army's counterattack. This matter concerns the lives and safety of our officers and soldiers; it is very valuable intelligence."

"...Chairman, are these conditions too lenient?" The External Intelligence Bureau felt it didn't seem quite appropriate.

He Rui shook his head. "We didn't have unreasonable demands to begin with, nor did we mean to manipulate them. There's no need to care about those people's thoughts now. When the Japanese army is at a comprehensive disadvantage, those people will naturally see it. At that time, they will truly be willing to cooperate with us. We do not rely on them to defeat the Japanese army, but on ourselves."

With words reaching this point, the comrades realized there was really nothing they couldn't do, so they stood up, saluted, and took their leave.

Just as this wave of work was arranged, news regarding the Beiyang side arrived. Lu Zhengxiang, who stayed in Shenyang for liaison, brought news from the Beiyang Foreign Ministry. "Chairman He, the Foreign Ministry has officially spoken with the Japanese Ministry of Foreign Affairs, proposing to return a batch of injured Japanese prisoners of war now. The Japanese Ministry of Foreign Affairs was vague; in reality, they don't want to accept injured prisoners."

He Rui looked at Lu Zhengxiang's somewhat troubled expression, asked him to sit down first, and then said, "In that case, we will mobilize public opinion and talk about this in the newspapers. We will not only talk about it in domestic newspapers but also in European and American newspapers. We will also drop leaflets on the Japanese positions to let the Japanese army know about this."

Seeing He Rui being so straightforward, Lu Zhengxiang couldn't help but sigh slightly. He knew doing this would be greatly beneficial to the Northeast Government. Those Japanese wounded soldiers had disabling injuries, and the vast majority had their production capacity affected. Sending them back would be a burden on Japan.

From a humanitarian perspective, the Northeast Government stood on the moral high ground. If Japan accepted, they lost the substance; if they didn't accept, they lost face. This was the advantage of the victor; the greater the victory, the greater the advantage. Lu Zhengxiang had never experienced this in his past decades of life.

***

Inside the Japanese Manchuria-Mongolia Expeditionary Army Headquarters, Ishiwara Kanji remained silent, and Nagata Tetsuzan, temporarily acting as the Commander of the Manchuria-Mongolia Expeditionary Army, also remained silent. This silence represented that both men understood He Rui's intentions, so neither was willing to bear the responsibility meaninglessly.

Attending the meeting were not only Nagata, Ishiwara, and others, but the Division Commanders were also present, including some field-grade officers. The generals were silent, as if they hadn't heard anything. Finally, Okamura Yasuji, responsible for reading the agenda, could only continue, "Apart from the prisoner exchange matter, the Imperial General Headquarters asks the Expeditionary Army Headquarters if there are any suggestions on operations. Gentlemen, please speak freely and do not have any concerns."

Ishiwara Kanji wanted to sneer again but kept a cold expression, revealing no reaction to outsiders. At this moment, Ishiwara even felt a trace of contempt for that bunch at the Imperial General Headquarters. They couldn't find a way to break the deadlock themselves, so they started pulling things east and west, even asking the Manchuria-Mongolia Expeditionary Army Headquarters. If the Expeditionary Army Headquarters had its own solution, they would have done it long ago; why would they need the Imperial General Headquarters to ask pretentiously?

Just then, a Lieutenant Colonel stood up impassionedly. "Report, subordinate is Lieutenant Colonel Kurizono of the 12th Division. I have a suggestion to propose."

Okamura Yasuji breathed a slight sigh of relief. It wouldn't be good if no one stood up to speak at all, so he asked, "What is Lieutenant Colonel Kurizono's view?"

Lieutenant Colonel Kurizono puffed out his chest and said with a resolute tone, "The Empire can send troops to occupy Shandong, use Shandong as a base to attack Manchuria and Mongolia. We can even coordinate with the Navy to establish the Bohai transport line and march into Shanhaiguan. Pincer attack Manchuria and Mongolia from two paths!"

Ishiwara Kanji only felt a bit of sadness. The war situation had forced the Japanese army into a situation where a fool like Lieutenant Colonel Kurizono could express foolish opinions, yet the Imperial General Headquarters and the generals still pretended the war could continue. How muddled, how shameless this was.

***

Regarding the act of seppuku, Ishiwara looked down on it. But at this moment, he genuinely hoped this group of generals could bravely commit seppuku as they claimed. Only if these guys all committed seppuku could Japan be liberated from such a dead end.

The Northeast Army guarded the Yalu River defense line, with a stable rear for logistical supply and medical support. Ishiwara felt the Northeast Army could even fully guarantee leave. The Japanese army, however, had to maintain a long front line. The million-strong army ate through resources every day, and the shelling to account to the superiors had to be maintained. Every shell was burning Japanese Yen.

...No, the manufacturing, transportation, and stockpiling of shells had already burned the Japanese Yen. As long as the war continued for one day, the wealth of the Japanese people flowed away in vain for one day, flowing away meaninglessly.

Just then, several other field-grade officers who didn't look smart enough also stood up to speak, saying similar foolish things.

Okamura Yasuji calmly accepted these people's opinions and announced that every division should inquire about views among field and company-grade officers. Officers supporting the opening of a second front must submit a list to the headquarters.

Ishiwara wasn't in the mood to care about these fools, only considering how long the Japanese economy could last.

Being a Lieutenant General had many benefits, such as having a say in battlefield personnel appointments. So, a portion of Future Society members received promotions and could also obtain some data. Based on the data Ishiwara could access, combined with data from the grassroots, Ishiwara felt the Japanese economy couldn't last until June of next year.

By June next year, Japan would exhaust its foreign exchange. Moreover, due to the freezing caused by general mobilization and the grain requisition orders, the domestic economy would suffer. Farmers and workers would fall into a situation where they only had a mouthful of rice to keep from starving due to sharp income reductions. A portion of the displaced people would either starve to death or join the army, sent to the front line to receive a military pay of 3 Yen a month.

The military conference ended in such a depressing atmosphere. The next day, fluttering leaflets landed on the Japanese positions. The Division Commanders, upon learning this, immediately ordered that private collection was absolutely forbidden; leaflets found must be handed over. But the news that the Northeast Army wanted to release a portion of severely wounded Japanese prisoners spread quickly.

In the evening, Lieutenant Colonel Aizawa Saburo of the Future Society found Ishiwara when he came to the headquarters. "Your Excellency, we made inquiries in the army. Soldiers mostly feel we shouldn't accept the wounded. Leaving the wounded in Manchuria and Mongolia to eat can also increase the consumption of Manchuria and Mongolia."

"Oh? Aren't the soldiers worried that our soldiers will be abused over there and not given food?" Ishiwara asked.

Aizawa Saburo hadn't expected such a possibility. He opened his eyes wide, and anger appeared on his face. Ishiwara, afraid Aizawa Saburo would let his imagination run wild, hurriedly said, "Rest assured, Teacher is absolutely not that kind of person. If he really did that, those severely wounded soldiers wouldn't have lived until now."

Hearing this, Aizawa Saburo's expression softened. He told Ishiwara another piece of news. "The headquarters really held meetings in the army, asking those field and company-grade officers who advocate opening a second front. Also, our comrades discussed the current situation with field and company-grade officers. Most field and company-grade officers are very clear that the current Continental Policy has failed."

Ishiwara Kanji wasn't worried that field and company-grade officers didn't even know this. The reason for the investigation was to see if these guys were willing to admit it privately. Admitting the Continental Policy failed didn't equal accepting defeat, but not even admitting it meant someone would still cause trouble.

For the next few days, the Japanese army continued the norm of artillery duels every day while the infantry sat around foolishly. Soon, the Manchuria-Mongolia Expeditionary Army Headquarters sent a batch of field and company-grade officers back to Japan. With a little inquiry, Ishiwara understood. Okamura Yasuji, in order not to cause trouble for the headquarters, sent that group of officers advocating for opening a second front back to Japan.

Ishiwara quite understood this matter and even felt Okamura did a good job. Since these people wanted to shout about opening a second front, let them go back to Japan to shout. If the Imperial General Headquarters was influenced by these people and really ordered the Expeditionary Army to start a war, the Expeditionary Army would just execute it. In the current stage where everyone from top to bottom had no strategy, whoever stirred up trouble had to take responsibility.

Ever since General Terauchi Hisaichi stepped down from the position of Commander of the Manchuria-Mongolia Expeditionary Army, no one had volunteered to take the post. Everyone wasn't stupid; whoever became the Commander had to take responsibility. It was better to let Lieutenant General Nagata Tetsuzan, the "Wall of the Empire," direct the headquarters' operations as Chief of Staff.

Days passed one by one, and soon it was September 1, 1923. At 11:58 AM, it was almost lunchtime. Some soldiers who were physically sensitive on ordinary days felt unwell, with some nausea and slight headaches. Some people felt a sensation like an earthquake, but it wasn't obvious.

At this time, the needle of the seismograph at the Seismological Institute of the Northeast Geological Bureau was swinging wildly. The measuring personnel on duty hurriedly pressed the record button. The paper roll began to turn slowly. On the moving paper, wave strips were drawn. The height of the wave peaks and the sharpness of the fluctuations left the researchers of the Seismological Institute dumbfounded.

According to the swing of the seismograph, a massive earthquake must have occurred somewhere on Earth. The scale of this earthquake was unimaginable. Only after other data arrived could a judgment be made.

***

At 1:10 PM on September 1, the Northeast Government and the *Northeast Daily* released urgent news. The Seismological Institute of the Northeast Government Geological Bureau detected a major earthquake in the Japan region with extreme intensity. According to the earthquake standards established by the Northeast Seismological Institute, the magnitude of this Japanese earthquake might have reached 8.1. (The Richter magnitude scale was created by Charles F. Richter of the California Institute of Technology in 1935).

At 5:00 PM, the Japanese Manchuria-Mongolia Expeditionary Army Headquarters held an intensive meeting. Nagata, Ishiwara, and Okamura gathered together. Although Nagata already had a great estrangement from Ishiwara, he still had to let Ishiwara know the news immediately. He said with a gloomy face, "A major earthquake occurred in Tokyo."

Japan was prone to earthquakes. This news didn't make Ishiwara or even Okamura feel anything strange. Nagata continued, "Tokyo Tower broke into two sections."

The Tokyo Tower of 1923 was a landmark building in Tokyo, Japan, but it was not the one from after WWII in 1957. The main body of the current Tokyo Tower was a white cylinder, 106.2 meters high. However, from the appearance, it didn't look like a tower but a cone. Its base was a spherical outer ring, and inside the tower was a circular dome. It looked like a lighthouse, and the Tokyo Broadcasting Station's transmitters were inside it.

This tower was designed to be very sturdy when built. Nagata, Ishiwara, and Okamura had visited it more than once. Hearing that even Tokyo Tower had snapped due to the great earthquake, Ishiwara's face looked as ugly as it could be.

Okamura's face was equally gloomy, but he immediately said, "I will go order the blockade of news immediately!"

Nagata nodded. "Thank you for your hard work, Okamura-kun."

After speaking, Nagata looked at Ishiwara without saying a word. Ishiwara Kanji, usually full of stratagems, didn't know what to say at this moment. Nagata Tetsuzan said with a solemn expression, "Ishiwara-kun, based on the known situation, a large number of buildings in the Tokyo area have been destroyed by the earthquake. Great fires have started all over Tokyo. Countless factories have been destroyed. It won't be long before the Imperial General Headquarters orders us to launch an attack immediately. I will try one more time, but what I worry about most is that He-kun will definitely not let go of this opportunity. We can no longer retreat. Ishiwara-kun, facing the ensuing bloody battle, please assist me by all means."

Ishiwara Kanji was just about to say something when a communications officer ran in from outside. His voice was agitated and terrified as he shouted loudly, "Report, Chief of Staff! The enemy forces across from us have sent a telegram in the name of the Northeast Army Commander-in-Chief, General He Rui."

Ishiwara Kanji's heart tightened, but he inexplicably gave birth to some expectations. Nagata Tetsuzan ordered loudly, "Read it!"

***

"The Northeast Government informs the Japanese Government. Today, through monitoring by the Northeast Seismological Institute, we learned that Japan was struck by a strong earthquake. The Japanese people are plunged into misery and suffering amidst the natural disaster. Therefore, it is suggested that the Northeast Government and the Japanese Government cease all military actions starting from September 1, 1923, to avoid greater tragedy. At the same time, proceed with the discussion of an armistice agreement. Natural disasters may be hard to avoid, but human calamities can be terminated by goodwill. China has always been a land of propriety and righteousness. It is also hoped that the Japanese Government, which considers itself a civilized nation, will prioritize the lives of the Japanese people, cease fire and make peace, allowing the million-strong army to return home for disaster relief and save the disaster-stricken Japanese people from deep water and scorching fire.

Chairman of the Northeast Government of the Republic of China: He Rui. September 1, 1923, 17:00 sharp."

Ishiwara Kanji couldn't help but heave a sigh of relief. This was the He Rui he knew. Shrewd and cunning, but also possessing the humanity that a human should have.

After listening to the telegram, Nagata Tetsuzan immediately shouted, "Order all radio departments of the entire army: it is forbidden to disseminate this news!"
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Duan Qirui and Xu Shichang’s car drove into a very ordinary *hutong* in the capital. The walls on both sides were peeling, their grey surfaces looking even more dilapidated in the evening glow.

Arriving at the entrance of a courtyard house, the car had just come to a steady halt when guards came out from within to welcome them. The neighbors in the capital had seen enough of the world that although they watched from a distance, no one made a fuss.

The guards led Duan Qirui and Xu Shichang into the main hall, where they saw Zhang Xiluan sitting on a sofa, dressed in a light, warm brocade robe. Seeing the two enter, Zhang Xiluan waved his hand feebly. "Two brothers, no need for formalities. Sit."

At that moment, the chiming clock by the wall suddenly sounded. A small mechanical door opened, and two small birds leaned out from the antique mechanism, chirping seven times before automatically retracting. The small door closed, and the rather old clock struck seven times, reminding everyone in the hall that it was 7:00 PM on September 1, 1923.

President of the Republic Xu Shichang and Premier Duan Qirui sat beside Zhang Xiluan, the Army Minister, momentarily silent. It was Zhang Xiluan who tremblingly raised his arms and commanded, "Brother Xu, Brother Duan, hold my hands."

Seeing Zhang Xiluan’s hair and beard completely white and his face as pale as paper, Xu Shichang and Duan Qirui each took one of his hands, only to feel them icy cold. September 1st was the 21st of the seventh lunar month; the Limit of Heat had just passed and White Dew had not yet arrived, yet Zhang Xiluan’s hands were as cold as deep winter. Both understood that this old man, who had just passed his eightieth birthday, likely did not have long to live.

Feeling the warmth from Xu Shichang and Duan Qirui's palms, Zhang Xiluan sighed and slowly withdrew his arms. "Two brothers, I certainly won't live past this winter. I invited you here today because I assume you have already received the telegram from Brother He."

Xu Shichang sighed without speaking, but Duan Qirui forced himself to reply, "Brother Zhang, we were unconvinced before. Only today do we know that your judgment of character is far beyond ours. The embassy in Tokyo sent a telegram describing the great earthquake. Countless buildings in Tokyo have collapsed, and most of the city has turned into a sea of fire. The Kanto region is Japan's essence; suffering such a catastrophe, it will take years to recover. Brother He said in the telegram that the Japanese army will surely struggle to the death, striving to breach the Yalu River defense line. From last October to now, the million-strong Japanese army has fought for eleven months without breaching the Yalu River line; today, as a spent arrow, they certainly cannot do it. We came this time to ask you, Brother, if Brother He could leave us some dignity."

Zhang Xiluan felt unhappy, but his body was so weak that even the feeling of displeasure was thin. This allowed him to speak slowly and calmly. "Brothers, Brother Wang Shizhen wrote to me saying that Brother He has already discussed your affairs. do you feel that Brother He has treated you unfairly?"

"Brother Zhang..." Xu Shichang wanted to explain.

Zhang Xiluan immediately cut him off. "Listen to me!"

Xu Shichang had to shut his mouth, and Zhang Xiluan asked the previous question again. Duan Qirui replied, "Brother Zhang, Brother Xu and I have no dissatisfaction with Brother He's arrangements. But there are so many brothers in the Beiyang faction, and Brother He hasn't mentioned a word about them!"

Zhang Xiluan wanted to speak but had to pant for a few breaths before continuing. "The way out for the Beiyang brothers is also easy. Brother He, and those young Beiyang brothers who have followed him all these years—whatever treatment they receive, ask Brother He to give the Beiyang brothers the same treatment according to their rank. Do you think that is fair?"

Xu Shichang and Duan Qirui sighed slightly and remained silent. Zhang Xiluan was correct in saying that He Rui and his subordinates were Beiyang. He Rui was of the pure Beiyang lineage. His Minister of Education Zhao Tianlin and Director of Water Resources Lu Daoming were students sent abroad by Beiyang. The Northeast Chief Executive Wu Youping and Director of Industry Zhuang Jiaxiong were university graduates from Beiyang institutions.

Zhou Yinshan, the commandant of the Northeast Army War College, was a student sent abroad by Beiyang and later an instructor at the Baoding Military Academy. Northeast Army generals Xu Chengfeng, Cheng Ruofan, Xu Jia, Zhong Yifu, Hu Xiushan, and Zheng Silang were all graduates of the Baoding Military Academy.

So when Zhang Xiluan said that the people in the Beiyang government in Beijing should receive the same treatment as those of the same rank in the Northeast government, it was indeed very fair. However, this 'fairness' itself was unacceptable to Xu Shichang and Duan Qirui's subordinates.

Zhang Xiluan panted a few more times and ordered his son to fetch a document, which he handed to Xu Shichang. Xu Shichang opened it and saw it was a declaration. Zhang Xiluan announced that he was donating all his land and real estate to the Northeast Government.

Xu Shichang sighed, "Brother Zhang, why is this necessary!"

Duan Qirui took the document, read it, and said helplessly, "Brother Zhang, I know you want to set an example for the brothers. Brother Xu and I, as well as many old brothers, are not unreasonable. If we were asked to donate our land and property to state ownership, there is nothing we couldn't agree to. But with so many people in Beiyang, it is no longer something we can completely control."

Zhang Xiluan chuckled coldly. "Two brothers, I had this prepared two years ago. Releasing it only now was to wait for the brothers to understand on their own. I have few days left to live; I can't wait for them. Two brothers, I will say two final things."

In the eyes of the current Beiyang government, Zhang Xiluan was a very special existence. He was both important and somewhat annoying, because as the connecting point between the old and new Beiyang, he was both useful and useless.

To say he was useless meant that Zhang Xiluan could not promise anything on He Rui's behalf. To say he was useful meant that what Zhang Xiluan promised could be relied upon.

Seeing that Zhang Xiluan truly had few days left, and that He Rui had gained the advantage in the war against Japan at this critical moment, there was little time left for the Beiyang faction to tangle with He Rui. The two wanted to bargain further, but heard Zhang Xiluan say, "Inviting you two here today was because we have been brothers, and we should see each other one last time. I am eighty this year; my death will be a happy ending. After I die, let firecrackers be set off; there is no need for weeping in the mourning hall. Everyone should have a lively banquet and discuss my life. People speak of 'affairs before death, reputation after death'; by that time, everyone will have already judged me. Two brothers, it is late, so I won't invite you to dinner. I am very tired and will go back to my room to sleep."

After speaking, Zhang Xiluan had his son support him as he stood up and walked tremblingly toward the inner room.

Xu Shichang and Duan Qirui could only take their leave. Just as they exited the door, before they could get into the car, someone delivered a letter. Duan Qirui read it by the light of a lantern held by a nearby guard and kicked the car in anger.

Xu Shichang took the letter and his expression changed as well. It turned out that Feng Huanzhang in Shaanxi had telegraphed the whole country, stating that the Northeast Government was fighting a great war against Japan to revive national prestige and expel foreign humiliation. Therefore, starting September 1st, Shaanxi would accept the leadership of the Northeast Government.

Was this the start of the defections? Xu Shichang laughed in extreme anger. "Haha! Good old Feng Huanzhang, well done!"

At this time, He Rui was standing side by side with Wu Youping at the entrance of the Northeast Government building's courtyard. Troops were coming and going around them, sentries were dense, and trucks and cars filled the space in front of the government building. Orderlies were moving a large amount of communications equipment and necessary items onto the vehicles. He Rui was about to personally go to the Yalu River front to command the ensuing war.

While He Rui and Wu Youping were discussing logistics, a signals soldier ran up to deliver Feng Huanzhang's telegram. Shaanxi's surrender did not bring He Rui joy; instead, he ordered his secretary with displeasure, "Publish this in the newspapers tomorrow. At the same time, express the Northeast Government's attitude: The Northeast Government accepts Shaanxi's allegiance, but the Northeast Government now orders Shaanxi to continue accepting the command of the Central Government."

Wu Youping was stunned, then amused. "Chairman, if you do that, neither side will be happy."

He Rui replied unhappily, "We cannot give opportunities to opportunists. Moreover, Feng Huanzhang has already gained benefits by doing this. What more does he want?"

Wu Youping thought about it and felt it made sense. He said, "Chairman, there are no problems with supply in the rear; the front line can fight without restraint."

He Rui nodded. "Mm. I also hope the war proceeds as I expect. End the war early, unify the country early."

Seeing He Rui about to get in the car, Wu Youping called out to him. Under the lights, Wu Youping's eyes were bright. "Chairman, it has been just over eight years since you arrived in Siping. I feel as if it were just a moment ago, yet also like a lifetime has passed. Please be careful on your trip to the front."

Looking at Wu Youping's uncontrollable emotion, He Rui suddenly remembered when he first met him; Wu Youping had been just as impassioned then. Although he hadn't trusted He Rui at that time, he had still come to ask to join.

In the blink of an eye, the youth in his twenties was now a thirty-year-old adult. Seeing the weary look on Wu Youping's face, He Rui patted his shoulder. "Youping, don't worry. Being with the comrades, I am very safe."

After speaking, He Rui shook hands with Wu Youping to bid farewell and got into the car. The lead truck drove out of the gate, followed by several cars of the same model. The convoy headed straight for the train station, preparing to depart on a special train.

He Rui felt no joy in his heart at this moment; his mind was full of the upcoming arrangements. With the war at this stage, although it was still a battle of a million against a million, it was now a political war rather than a military one. Annihilating this million-strong Japanese army could indeed completely reverse the balance of power between China and Japan. But it would not be favorable for future arrangements.

If a political war approach was adopted, He Rui was not sure if the troops had the ability to fight to that precise degree. Moreover, morale was high, and he feared that too many officers and soldiers were looking forward to annihilating the Japanese army.

As for the Japanese Manchuria-Mongolia Expeditionary Army, which faced potential annihilation, Vice Chief of Staff Ishiwara Kanji was loudly questioning the communications officer in the headquarters. "Still no reply from Tokyo?"

The communications officer immediately replied, "Reporting to the Vice Chief of Staff, we are transmitting to Tokyo once every half hour. Up to now, Imperial Headquarters has not replied."

Ishiwara Kanji continued to ask, "Is there any other news?"

The communications officer answered in a low voice, "Reporting to the Vice Commander, there are some clear-code telegrams, not sent to us, but from foreign radio stations in Japan sent abroad. The telegrams say that both Tokyo and Yokohama are ablaze."

Based on incoming telegrams between various military command departments in the Japanese homeland, it was basically confirmed that a major earthquake had occurred in the Kanto region, with heavy losses in Tokyo and Yokohama. In this misfortune, because it was wartime, Japan still had a million troops in the homeland. Although there was brief chaos after the earthquake, the army quickly mobilized to suppress bandits and restore order in various places. By now, cities outside the earthquake zone had stabilized.

These messages filled Ishiwara Kanji's heart with mixed feelings. Japan's industry and commerce were concentrated in the Kanto Plain; this great earthquake had dealt a heavy blow to Japan's industry and economy. The most troublesome part was that the earthquake had triggered a tsunami, causing huge losses to the ports in the Kanto region. The Korean front would not be able to receive material supplies for a short time.

Just as Nagata Tetsuzan had said, it was impossible for He Rui not to see this. If the Northeast Army launched an all-out attack at this time, the Japanese army would have no way to withdraw. Ishiwara Kanji believed that if He Rui wanted to annihilate the Japanese army, he could do it.

Just then, the telegraph officer suddenly shouted, "Excellency, a telegram from Imperial Headquarters!"

Ishiwara Kanji hurriedly waited for the message. Soon, a telegram was handed to him. "Manchuria-Mongolia Expeditionary Army Headquarters: At this time, please attack immediately to make progress, so that the enemy dares not attack our army at this juncture. Additionally, beware of sabotage by Korean rebels."

Ishiwara Kanji was not surprised by the first part of the telegram. Nagata Tetsuzan had long correctly predicted that Imperial Headquarters would issue an attack order. But the second half was truly somewhat strange.

What Ishiwara Kanji did not know was that on the streets of Tokyo and Yokohama, beside blocks where the fires had not yet been extinguished, large numbers of Japanese youth organizations had gathered with weapons. Their leaders held torches and shouted loudly to the gathered radical youths, "The Koreans are planning a riot! They are poisoning the water sources to stop us from disaster relief. Citizens, the time has come for us to rise up! Catch these rebellious Koreans and kill them!"

In the firelight, the eyes of those radical youths flashed with a bestiality triggered by despair, like packs of jackals. Listening to the leaders' incitement, these Japanese youths, who had turned into a mob, raised their weapons together and shouted in agreement.

The leaders wasted no words; lifting their katana, they began to act, heading straight for the Korean gathering areas in various places.

The reason there were no atrocities against Chinese in Japan was that the Japanese government, in its war propaganda, had already let Japanese citizens know that all Chinese in Japan had been arrested. Furthermore, earthquakes were frequent in Japan; even if the Great Kanto Earthquake was extremely violent, it didn't make the Japanese feel that the earthquake itself was abnormal. The bestiality triggered by despair was directed at the Koreans who usually competed with the Japanese for jobs.

Under the total mobilization system, Koreans were also managed and used centrally, and did not live in scattered locations. Unfamiliar with earthquakes and suffering this catastrophe, the Koreans who had escaped with their lives were concentrated in their workers' living quarters.

These Japanese thugs rushed into a Korean labor housing area and began killing without explanation. Screams rang out incessantly, and blood splattered. Before long, corpses of Korean laborers littered the ground.

These Korean laborers belonged to various factory owners. Seeing their cheap labor being killed, surviving factory owners couldn't help but step forward to stop it. The thugs, eyes red with bloodlust, grabbed a factory owner and asked, "Are you in league with the Koreans?"

Some factory owners saw the situation was bad and hurriedly tried to defend themselves. But there were always some stubborn ones who tried to deter the mob with threats of the police. At this time, the police in Tokyo, Yokohama, and other places could hardly protect themselves; how could they have the mind to deal with the mob?

The stubborn bosses' words not only failed to scare the mob but instead incited their ferocity. Seeing that there were valuable goods in the factory, some thugs simply shouted, "We caught one! We caught a traitor colluding with Koreans!"

These factory bosses, who usually exploited and squeezed their workers, were already detested by everyone. Now that someone had shouted a reason to commit violence in the name of justice, the mob swarmed up and killed the boss. Then they rushed into the factory to loot.

The scale of the looting grew larger and larger. Some thugs, high on killing, simply set fires again. The city ruins, which had not been completely extinguished, began to burn once more.

On the morning of September 2nd, the army finally rushed into the city and began to suppress the riots.

On the roof of the Japanese Imperial Headquarters, Colonel Obata Toshishirō held binoculars, watching the army units deploying in the city. These troops were fully armed; if they encountered anyone with a weapon on the street who did not immediately kneel upon command, they opened fire and killed them instantly.

Obata Toshishirō did not care if there were accidental killings among these people. The army's order was to take over the city and completely restore order. No matter how many people were killed, in Obata's view, it was a price that had to be paid to restore order.

The army swept through block after block, seeing corpses of murder victims everywhere, which reinforced the army's view that the city had been taken over by mobs. The bloody suppression unfolded along the roads, extending to the ruins of various factories and shops.

Obata Toshishirō watched for a while, then walked down from the roof to attend the morning military conference. The meeting was very dull; many basic common-sense issues were not mentioned by anyone. This was absolutely not because the officers didn't know, but precisely because they all knew that they couldn't say it out loud.

For example, the tsunami in Tokyo Bay had destroyed the port, and military supplies already produced in the Kanto region could not be supplied to the front... assuming the warehouses in those factories had even been preserved.

To transport via railway to the west coast of Japan would require repairing the railways damaged by the earthquake first. This work could absolutely not be completed in the short term. The million Japanese troops by the Yalu River would have to survive on stored ammunition and supplies for half a month to a month... assuming the Northeast Army allowed them to do so.

After the earthquake, the General Staff worked through the night in the damaged building and finally reached a conclusion that could have actually been determined much earlier: The million Japanese troops on the Yalu River front could not withdraw in an orderly manner.

The Northeast Army had been able to withdraw before because they had only 500,000 troops, were fully prepared, and had a large number of trucks as transport. The Japanese army possessed none of these conditions. Starting a retreat would turn into chaos.

Synthesizing these factors, Colonel Obata Toshishirō found that the Japanese army launching a feint attack at this time was a show of strength by the weak, consistent with the art of war. It was perhaps even the least bad choice in the current situation.

At such a time, there was nothing to discuss. The meeting ended hastily. The only inspiring news was that at 9:00 AM, a portion of the Japanese army had penetrated deep into the disaster area, joined forces on the streets, and established a cordon. At least order in Tokyo would be restored relatively quickly.

While the various Japanese army units were meeting on the streets of Tokyo, the artillery duel between the Japanese and Northeast armies on both banks of the Yalu River had already begun.

At 9:15 AM, the Northeast Government's telegram was sent to the world, primarily hoping that Japan would receive it.

*The Northeast Army was attacked by the Japanese Army at 09:00 on September 2. At a time when the Northeast Army has released tremendous goodwill, the Japanese government, instead of considering the lives of its people and accepting it, has provoked a larger-scale battle to maintain its so-called face. This behavior is absolutely not that of a civilized nation. To punish the Japanese army, the Northeast Army is launching a military operation codenamed 'Cold Water' to carry out a punitive counterattack against the Japanese army.*

Of course, in Operation 'Cold Water', what flew onto the heads of the Japanese army was by no means clear, cool water, but hot artillery shells. By 12:00 PM, Nagata Tetsuzan discovered that the Northeast Army's shelling showed no sign of stopping, and the air raids had become even more intense. The planes in the sky were larger and carried more bombs.

Japanese artillerymen, accustomed to a few bombs falling, suddenly found that what was dropping from the sky was not sporadic bombs, but strings of dozens. Under the Northeast Army's fierce bombardment, the Japanese artillery had to withdraw further, temporarily breaking off the counter-battery fire.

It was also at this moment that Nagata Tetsuzan received a report: The Northeast Army had begun constructing pontoon bridges across the Yalu River.
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From September 2nd to September 6th, Operation "Cold Water" did not stop for a moment. The instant the Northeast Army completed the construction of pontoon bridges across the Yalu River, the Japanese army had to fight on, no matter how much they wished not to. If the defense line were breached by the Northeast Army and another rout to Pyongyang occurred, everyone from the generals in headquarters to the division commanders would have to commit seppuku to apologize for their crimes.

By the morning of September 4th, the roar of large-caliber Japanese artillery was basically unheard on the battlefield. It wasn't because these heavy guns had all been destroyed by the Northeast Army, but because each gun had fewer than three shells remaining. They could only concentrate the ammunition for a few guns in the best condition, to be used only at the most critical moments.

Without heavy artillery cover, the Northeast Army pressed forward step by step. The Japanese could only brave the Northeast Army's shelling in their positions, using small-caliber artillery and machine guns to repel the Northeast Army infantry attacks.

By noon on September 6th, everyone from Chief of Staff Nagata Tetsuzan down to the division commanders had bloodshot eyes. Days of continuous high-intensity combat left these commanders with absolutely no time to rest. Bad news came one after another, causing the mental state of the Japanese commanders to collapse.

On September 3rd, the Northeast Army conducted small-scale airborne operations in the Japanese rear. The airborne squads did not engage in harassment combat but easily completed missions to blow up railways and bridges in the vast space of the Japanese rear. These plans had been finalized back when the Northeast Army occupied northern Korea. After completing a series of sabotage tasks, each squad boarded planes that came to pick them up. Relying on the pilots' exquisite skills and pre-arranged landing sites, they easily flew into the sky and returned to the Northeast amidst the frantic dragnet searches of the Japanese rear guard.

The damage caused by these squads, numbering fewer than a hundred men, was fatal. Nagata Tetsuzan discovered that the frontline Japanese troops had been unable to receive even the artillery shells shipped to Busan and Seoul for seven days.

Afterward, the Northeast Army bombed the Japanese supply lines from the coastline, destroying many transport vehicles moving slowly on the roads. Northeast Army fighter planes strafed the ground, causing personnel losses to the Japanese far greater than those caused by bombers.

Ishiwara Kanji buried himself in maps, desperately trying to find the most effective routes for a counterattack from the various terrains. At this point, heavy artillery ammunition was exhausted. Artillery shells for infantry support were transported to the front purely by manpower, arriving a little bit each day. But it was a drop in the bucket, usable only at the most critical moments.

With no other choice, Ishiwara could only rely on pure tactical skills like attack routes to handle the battle.

At this time, Okamura Yasuji dragged his exhausted body into the headquarters at his fastest current speed. Nagata Tetsuzan immediately stood up, his bloodshot eyes full of expectation.

Okamura Yasuji reported the news with a difficult tone, "Chief of Staff, the Navy has provided all the 100mm naval guns they could offer, as well as all the ammunition. Chief of Staff, ammunition supply has also encountered problems. A team transporting bullets was spotted by enemy planes while approaching the front and came under attack."

Nagata Tetsuzan spoke; his throat was hoarse, his voice so small it was almost inaudible. But from a few notes, Okamura Yasuji understood what Nagata Tetsuzan wanted to ask. He replied, "Chief of Staff, the troops' heavy machine gun ammunition is almost exhausted. Only one-third of the heavy machine guns have one unit of fire left. The soldiers have less than two units of fire for their rifles."

Nagata Tetsuzan sat down dejectedly. At this moment, Nagata was surprised at himself; he, who had always been confident, could actually feel despair. But right now, Nagata felt only numbness and helplessness. The Empire of Japan had done its best, the Army had done its best, and even the Navy had provided all the support within its power.

This failure certainly had the factor of the Great Kanto Earthquake in it. But originally, there had been no need to pay such a great price or take such a great risk. Everything was actually for the Army to prove that Japan's unwritten national policy was still effective. Japan's unwritten national policy referred to the Continental Policy, where Japan would maintain China's divided state, easily obtaining benefits from it, and thereby maintaining Japan's absolute dominant position in the Far East.

The current failure meant that the unwritten national policy had completely failed, and Japan would have to choose a new national policy domestically. Regardless of which policy was ultimately selected, Japan had lost the strategic possibility of preventing China's unification. By the time Japan decided on a new direction, China would inevitably be completely unified by He Rui.

Okamura Yasuji saw Nagata Tetsuzan's despair and could only turn to look at Ishiwara Kanji. "Vice Chief of Staff, do you have any views?"

Ishiwara Kanji raised his head; his bloodshot eyes were still relatively calm. Supporting himself on the table covered with various maps, he stood up somewhat unsteadily. "Okamura-kun, right now if we want to retreat, we can only launch a counterattack. The enemy's attacks on our army have always stopped short of pressing home; they are trying to consume our ammunition. This time, we have only one method: when the enemy attacks, let them into our positions and lure their main force to continue thrusting forward. When the engagement distance is close enough, launch a bayonet counter-charge."

Okamura couldn't help but widen his eyes. Ishiwara Kanji's expression remained unchanged, perhaps even becoming a bit more resolute. "Okamura-kun, I know this is an extremely high requirement for the operations of each division. Many divisions will not be able to hold, but if we don't do this, after one more offense and defense cycle, our battle line will collapse. The fate of the 19th and 20th Divisions will befall us. At that time, our army will very likely be completely annihilated."

Hearing the words "completely annihilated," Okamura shivered violently. Eleven months ago, when Okamura and Ishiwara had advanced against the pouncing Northeast Army and completed that incomparably difficult great retreat, he had not truly despaired. But now, Okamura felt as if his whole body was submerged in ice water; a bone-chilling cold seemed to grip his heart.

At this moment, the field telephones on the table rang frantically one after another. In the distance, the rumble of artillery sounded. Without answering the phones, they knew: the Northeast Army's attack had begun again.
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Chapter 321: Meeting (1)

Volume 4 — Chapter 11

❧ ❧ ❧


"The Northeast Army has retreated... reinforce your defenses." Okamura Yasuji put down the phone and marked one of the many numbers on the paper. These numbers represented unit designations, and now more than half had been crossed off. The Northeast Army currently held the tactical advantage, yet they had chosen to retreat. Those artillery barrages were precautionary blocking fire, not an active offensive.  Nagata Tetsuzan shifted his gaze from the map. The situation was clear—the Northeast Army did not want to engage in a bloody decisive battle—but Nagata still could not be entirely certain of the reason.  Ishiwara Kanji had been deep in thought for a long while. He suddenly stood and said: "This battle must be under He Jun's personal command."  Nagata did not respond to this speculation, which held little practical significance. He watched as Ishiwara picked up his military cap and carefully placed it on his head, saying: "He Jun must have come to the front lines. I must go meet him." With that, he strode out.  Nagata and Okamura exchanged glances. Both wanted to speak, but in the end, neither said anything.  As night gradually descended, the sound of gunfire fell completely silent. Under the cool September night sky, stars shone brilliantly, and the Yalu River returned to calm. After five continuous days of sleepless combat, the small insects that had seemed to completely vanish suddenly reappeared, chirping their various calls. Though the Japanese forces remained on high alert, the soldiers seemed to have been sprinkled with sleep-inducing fairy dust—in camps, in trenches, even at their sentry posts, they fell into slumber while standing.  At 11 PM, a squad of Japanese soldiers arrived with a Northeast Army officer and Ishiwara's adjutant. The Northeast Army officer saluted Nagata. "Chief of Staff Nagata, General Ishiwara is currently drinking with our Supreme Commander, General He Rui. He has sent me to relay a message: tomorrow is the reunion day for the Imperial Japanese Army Academy. He invites our Supreme Commander, General He Rui, to attend the gathering with fellow Army Academy alumni. General He Rui has agreed to participate. General Ishiwara has asked me to inform you that he requests Chief of Staff Nagata to organize the arrangements on the Japanese side."  Nagata did not ask questions, merely responding: "Then please return and inform Ishiwara-kun that since there is a gathering tomorrow, he should drink less tonight."  After the Chinese officer departed under Japanese escort, Nagata questioned Ishiwara's adjutant and confirmed the story was true. After the adjutant withdrew, Nagata smiled wryly: "When it comes to being carefree and uninhibited, I cannot compare to Ishiwara."  Okamura nodded slightly but said nothing. He knew Nagata had already decided to attend this meeting.  At 10 AM on September 7th, bright sunlight, no longer obscured by artillery smoke, spread across both banks of the Yalu River. A group of Japanese officers crossed the crater-pocked earth and arrived at a hilltop on the Korean side of the Yalu. Each wore the Army Academy badge on their chest—the insignia known as the "Tenpo-sen Group."  Looking down from this vantage point, a Northeast Army pontoon bridge was visible nearby. The Northeast Army had already withdrawn from beside the bridge. But in the distance, the silhouettes of Northeast Army units could still be faintly seen. On the Korean side, Japanese forces also maintained their guard.  Characters like Itagaki Seishiro, despite being Army Academy graduates and even He Rui's classmates, had not been invited to this alumni gathering. Even so, many Academy graduates' expressions remained full of hatred. If their sidearms and sabers had not been confiscated upon entry, many hands would likely be gripping their weapons.  Around 10:05, three riders appeared at the far end of the pontoon bridge. From a distance, everyone could see the one on the left was Ishiwara Kanji. Ishiwara had never been skilled at horsemanship, and crossing the pontoon bridge now, he looked rather unsteady.  The three quickly arrived at the meeting venue entrance and dismounted. Major Kuribayashi Tadamichi stepped forward and saluted. His expression had been unfriendly, but seeing that He Rui had actually come, he naturally extended his right hand to take the reins while saluting with his left. "Welcome, senior, to the gathering."  He Rui had never met Kuribayashi Tadamichi, so he asked: "How should I address this junior classmate?"  "Senior, I am Kuribayashi Tadamichi."  "Ah... I've heard of you." He Rui looked Kuribayashi up and down, nodding slightly. Kuribayashi Tadamichi—a Japanese officer who, during World War II, had not actually supported expanding the war's scale. He had not been favored by the Japanese military command and had accomplished little in the war's early phases. However, before Japan's final destruction, Kuribayashi Tadamichi commanded the defense of Iwo Jima. Facing American forces ten times his numbers and with dozens of times his firepower, he fought bitterly for over a month.  After the Battle of Iwo Jima concluded, the statistics showed: from February 19, 1945 to March 26, 1945, the Japanese garrison suffered 22,703 killed and 1,083 captured, totaling 23,786. The Americans had 6,821 killed (including 5,324 Marines) and 21,865 wounded, totaling 28,686 casualties.  This was the only battle in the entire Pacific War where Japanese casualties were fewer than American casualties. It was also the battle that produced the famous flag-raising photograph that would become an iconic image for the US Marine Corps and the American military as a whole.  Nearly one-third of all Congressional Medal of Honor recipients in the Pacific Theater came from the Battle of Iwo Jima, attesting to the battle's ferocity.  Kuribayashi Tadamichi did not understand how He Rui had heard of him, but He Rui's expression was sincere, not false. He answered: "To be known by a senior is a great honor for me."  He Rui patted Kuribayashi's shoulder. "Kuribayashi, you are resolute and intelligent. You never follow the crowd and always stay true to yourself. You will certainly become a great figure in the future."  Hearing the genuineness in He Rui's tone, Kuribayashi could not help but respond with admiration: "Senior is the pride of the Army Academy. I have always admired you." This was not flattery. Setting aside this Sino-Japanese war, He Rui's outstanding academic record, profound insights, and various achievements in developing the Northeast—along with his rapidly rising status—had all impressed his Academy classmates.  Considering this great war, the Northeast Army that He Rui had built and its performance on the battlefield made his Academy classmates hate him while also admiring his power.  By now, the Army Academy alumni who had arrived at the venue came down to receive them. Everyone saw that He Rui and the Northeast Army officer beside him both wore combat uniforms. Under Northeast Army regulations, military uniforms and combat uniforms were of the same design regardless of rank. However, He Rui wore the Army Academy badge on his chest and general's insignia on his shoulders. The officer beside him wore lieutenant general's insignia on his shoulders. Though his face looked quite young and his eyes held some curiosity, his bearing was composed.  "Senior Nagata... Senior Okamura... Homma-kun... Yamashita-kun... Tojo-kun..." He Rui shook hands with seniors and classmates one by one. Many originally wore somewhat awkward expressions, but seeing He Rui's warmth and complete lack of arrogance, the atmosphere gradually became more cordial.  After the greetings, Nagata Tetsuzan smiled: "That He-kun has personally come shows truly admirable courage."  Seeing Nagata challenge him, He Rui was not one to back down. "At present, the Japanese Army is defeated but not yet destroyed. That you gentlemen dared to come first into the artillery range of both armies—that courage is truly admirable. If anything were to happen to you all, it would take the Japanese Army ten years to recover."  Both sides, seeing the other would not yield, could only smile wryly. But the subtle gloom that had hung over them initially had now been dispelled. Nagata said: "He-kun, please follow me in."  He Rui quickly interjected: "Please wait, I've brought gifts." Indeed, the saddles of the three horses had food boxes hanging on the left and four bottles of daiginjo sake bundled together on the right. Junior alumni stepped forward to collect the gifts and followed behind as the group ascended the hill.  Wild trees along the Yalu River banks were not rare, but few had survived the devastation of war. On this hilltop, one tree had fortunately survived. Following Japanese custom, curtains were set up to mark off the gathering space, with this tree standing in one corner of the venue.  With even such simple arrangements, the ruined ground outside became invisible. Blue sky, white clouds, green tree, grass mats spread on the ground, small tables arranged in a row—everyone seemed transported back to their university days, to those times on the Army Academy campus.  After He Rui took his seat, he introduced the Northeast Army general who had accompanied him. "Everyone, this is Lieutenant General Hu Xiushan of our army. Though he is not an Army Academy graduate, I believe you have all heard of him."  All eyes focused on Hu Xiushan. If gazes could reflect sunlight, Hu Xiushan would probably have burst into flames. Finally, Nagata Tetsuzan sighed: "I heard Hu-kun graduated from Baoding Military Academy. That school truly produces heroes."  Hu Xiushan, never one for many words, simply nodded in acknowledgment.  He Rui did not want the conversation to grow cold, so he called out: "Since this is an alumni gathering, according to school rules, we naturally need a duty officer. Who is supposed to be duty officer today?"  This question stumped many people. Homma Masaharu hesitantly asked: "What day of the week is it?"  The assembled officers looked at each other. Everyone knew today was September 7th—if they didn't know that, they couldn't even issue orders. But what day of the week September 7th was—most of them actually didn't know. Finally, Okamura Yasuji answered: "Today is Friday."  Colonel Yamashita Tomoyuki immediately responded: "Friday—isn't that when Tojo is supposed to be duty officer?"  Homma Masaharu also recalled the duty roster from their Academy days and immediately called out: "Tojo! Where is Tojo?"  Tojo Hideki had been sitting in the back. Hearing everyone calling his name, he had no choice but to stand. He Rui also remembered that today was Tojo's duty day. He pointed at the pile of sake he had brought. "Then I must trouble Tojo-kun!"  Tojo had no choice but to lead the lower-ranked alumni in pouring drinks and serving food. When everything was arranged, Nagata said: "He-kun, we are at a disadvantage. By rights, we should have been the ones to seek an audience with you. But since you have come of your own accord, I have something to ask."  "Please speak, Senior Nagata."  "He-kun will certainly unify China. After China is unified, what will Sino-Japanese relations be like?" After Nagata finished, he and the other Academy alumni watched He Rui.  He Rui answered loudly: "Senior Nagata, this current alumni gathering reminds me of my graduation day eight years ago, when I sat beneath the Army Academy tree with editors from the *Gunkon* newsletter and classmates from various years. Senior Nagata was in Europe at the time, and Obata-kun was there then but is not serving now. But Senior Okamura, Homma-kun, Yamashita-kun, Tojo-kun, and Ishiwara-kun were all present. This moment feels exactly like that time. Do you all remember?"  Okamura Yasuji actually did recall that gathering. Hearing He Rui bring it up, he could not help but nod. The others who had attended that day also felt some sentiment. Okamura sighed: "Now that you mention it, He-kun, I remember that what we discussed then was precisely the future of East Asia and Sino-Japanese relations. At the time, I thought He-kun was being presumptuous, but unexpectedly, the current situation is closer to the future He-kun described."  Many of the officers who had come to this alumni gathering had served as editors for the *Gunkon* newsletter or had contributed articles. They had also attended that long-ago discussion. Recalling the past, they were quite moved. But half had not attended, and these classmates asked what exactly had been discussed that day.  He Rui answered: "What was discussed then and what Senior Nagata just asked are actually the same matter. Since Senior Nagata asked first, let me answer him first. Senior Nagata, when Bismarck unified Germany, he first defeated Austria, then France. The predecessor of today's Germany—the German Empire established in the Hall of Mirrors at Versailles after the Prussian-led North German forces defeated France—continues to this day. What I am doing is merely learning from Bismarck's strategy of that time. Only by stopping Russia, Japan, and other neighboring powers from interfering with Chinese unification can China be unified smoothly. Therefore, my answer to Senior Nagata is: future Sino-Japanese relations must naturally learn from Germany's experience and lessons. We absolutely cannot walk the old path of Franco-German enmity. We must pursue friendly cooperation together."  Nagata's expression showed no dismissiveness. His bright eyes fixed on He Rui. "He-kun, since you have proactively mentioned Franco-German relations, how can you be certain that Sino-Japanese relations will not follow those two nations down the path of enmity?"  He Rui answered: "This brings us back to what I discussed with our classmates eight years ago. The problem Japan faces is not how to fight China, but how to make Japan prosperous and its people wealthy. Now that China and Japan have fought this war, aside from exhausting both nations' finances and making the people's lives even more difficult, it has done nothing to help either country. This is true not only for China and Japan, but also for France and Germany. Both nations are now mired in debt with depressed economies. Germany is currently falling into the crisis of hyperinflation."  Seeing that Nagata was truly listening, He Rui continued: "More than 2,500 years ago, Laozi understood: The Way of Heaven reduces what is excessive and supplements what is insufficient; the way of humanity reduces what is insufficient to add to what is already excessive. Human civilization, whether in Western Europe or East Asia, must follow the laws of civilizational development. Currently, all nations are unanimously pursuing industrial efficiency while ignoring the rules of social redistribution. That is why every twenty or thirty years there must be a great war or economic crisis—this is ultimately insoluble. The great powers frantically expand colonies, expand sources of raw materials and controllable markets. They seem invincible, but the truth is known only to those experiencing it. Yet they cannot help but repeat this cycle of order and chaos again and again. This is fundamentally not a problem of war, but a fundamental problem of production and distribution. If the problems of production and distribution are not solved, great wars will inevitably recur every thirty to fifty years. As long as we cannot escape this vicious cycle, neither Japan nor China can speak of any possibility of national prosperity and popular welfare."
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Meeting (2)

Volume 4 — Chapter 12
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Nagata Tetsuzan was a representative figure of the *Tōseiha* (Control Faction). Hearing He Rui discuss the future from the perspective of economy and development, he naturally understood. However, Nagata had to interrupt He Rui, "He-kun, you just mentioned learning from Bismarck's strategy of unifying Germany. But in your strategy, constitutes Japan Austria, or France?"

Hearing Nagata's question, the Army War College classmates quieted down, waiting for He Rui's answer. He Rui knew the level of this group of elite graduates perfectly well; they could clearly distinguish the different policies Prussia adopted towards Austria and France during the German Unification Wars.

"Nagata-kun. The issue now is not how the Northeast Government defines Japan, but how Japan defines itself. If it were up to the Northeast Government's expectations, if you can be Austria, do not be France. However, this matter is a two-way choice. If Japan wants to be Austria, we will treat it as Austria. If Japan wants to be France, we will deal with it as France."

Historically, after Prussia defeated Austria, Bismarck suppressed a group of politically immature figures, including King Wilhelm I of Prussia, and signed a peace treaty with Austria. No cession of territory, no reparations, only peace. For France, after Prussia won the Franco-Prussian War, it forced France to cede territory and pay reparations, thus forging a deep-seated hatred.

Nagata Tetsuzan knew very well that the Northeast Government currently lacked the power to brutalize Japan, but lacking it now did not mean lacking it in the future. He asked with a double meaning, "He-kun, after the Franco-Prussian War, Prussia demanded a war indemnity of 5 billion francs from France. Is He-kun truly completely unmoved by this?"

He Rui was displeased, so he pretended not to understand the implication and retorted matter-of-factly, "Does Nagata-kun feel that Japan has something amazing that China must obtain through aggression and plunder?"

These words were quite blunt, and the expressions of the Army War College graduates looked somewhat resentful. Even though Nagata Tetsuzan knew He Rui was expressing his displeasure, he couldn't help but be affected, feeling very unhappy. But this was reality. The natural gap between Japan and China determined that Japan's demand for China was high, while China's demand for Japan was low. If Japan could be completely self-sufficient, the current Continental Policy would not have so many Japanese gritting their teeth to persist despite knowing how difficult it was.

If Japan took the initiative to cut off economic and trade exchanges with China, the impact on China would be very limited. If China cut off economic and trade exchanges with Japan, the Japanese economy would definitely not be able to sustain itself relying only on long-distance ocean trade with other countries.

Nagata Tetsuzan did not want to see such a result, so he suppressed his unhappiness and continued to ask, "Since He-kun looks down on the policies formulated by the leaders of Germany and France, if you were in Bismarck's position, would you have any good strategies?"

He Rui was waiting for exactly this kind of question and immediately answered, "Germans say they are Deutsch, Germanic. French say they are Français, Gauls. Actually, in terms of bloodline, the two countries are cousins. Why do the two countries emphasize their differences? The reason lies in nationalism. Nationalism is a means to unite the interior in the face of external pressure. By defining who *we* are and who *they* are, one gains domestic unity to jointly cope with external pressure. France is like this, and so is Germany. In the face of aggressors, nationalism has a considerable positive and active role. However, after the aggressor is defeated, nationalism gets applied in other fields: economic nationalism, political nationalism. In short, it becomes 'attacking those who differ.' At this point, the negative factors of nationalism manifest. If I were Bismarck, I would try to promote the establishment of a Coal and Steel Community between Germany and France in the metallurgical industry, which concerns the industrial lifeline of both countries. Germany has coal, France has iron ore; if both sides carry out a kind of supra-sovereign cooperation on coal and steel, many problems can be solved."

Steel is the lifeline of all industrial countries. Hearing He Rui actually propose letting Germany and France cooperate in this field, many Army War College classmates revealed disapproving expressions, and only a few people nodded slightly.

He Rui knew that among this group of guys in front of him, a considerable portion were idiots not worth expecting anything from. But for those who could be saved, He Rui still wanted to try his best to save them. He continued, "Many people have a wrong understanding of cooperation, thinking that cooperation means 'you are in me, and I am in you.' This is wrong. You are you, and I am me; this is the foundation of cooperation. Everyone knows that cooperation is correct, but there are always some fools who treat the specific content of cooperation as cooperation itself, thinking that these specific projects are a panacea that should last for thousands of years. There are none who do not eat their own bitter fruit. Why cooperate? Because cooperation has a purpose. So, what is the purpose of cooperation?"

Nagata had not participated in the seminar discussion eight years ago, but in these eight years, he had observed and personally experienced the changes in the Northeast under He Rui's leadership. Since He Rui frankly declared that the purpose of unifying China was not to conquer the four directions, he followed He Rui's train of thought and asked, "I heard that He-kun believes that a rich country and strong army are not the ultimate goal, but rather that the target direction is the development of civilization. Presumably, He-kun believes that cooperation is for the development of civilization?"

He Rui knew that the conversation eight years ago did not make these Army War College classmates understand the development of civilization. Since there was an opportunity for discussion now, he naturally wanted to clarify the issue as much as possible. "What is civilization? Unlike you all, the civilization I believe in is neither kimono nor *changpao* and *magua*; neither Ukiyo-e nor ink wash landscape paintings. I believe the core composition of civilization should be survival and development. The realization mode of survival and development manifests as production and distribution. In practical application, production and distribution manifest as the insolubility of efficiency and fairness. If one must say there are highs and lows in civilization, what distinguishes high from low is the difference between the answers given by various civilizations in dealing with this insoluble problem of efficiency and fairness."

In Japan at this time, universities and military academies were the only two choices for ordinary people. And taking the university entrance exam not only required personal ability but also depended on background and family financial power. Therefore, the competition for military academy entrance was fiercer than for universities. The Military Academy was roughly equivalent to China's 985 and 211 universities in the 21st century, while the Army War College (Rikudai) was comparable to the level of continuous master's and doctoral studies at Tsinghua and Peking University.

Although at least two-thirds of the classmates still didn't quite understand He Rui's definition of civilization, people like Nagata, Ishiwara, and Okamura had already understood. Nagata slapped the table in great praise, "What a 'Efficiency and Fairness are Insoluble'! The word 'Insoluble' tells of all the bitterness! We youths exhaust our hearts for national affairs, yet feel there is no strategy to apply, even standing as equals against others, irreconcilable. Often it is not that there is truly right or wrong, but precisely that we think the path we chose can solve the difficult problem between efficiency and fairness, and do not think that what we face is an insoluble problem. Alas! I do not know if we are mad or foolish, only knowing to gallop straight forward."

Hearing these words, most Army War College graduates felt something in their hearts and all sighed. Ishiwara Kanji also nodded slightly, feeling his thoughts were much clearer. Fairness and efficiency might be insoluble, but social development had right and wrong. Even if Japanese civilization's development could not find an answer to the difficult problem of fairness and efficiency for the time being, that Japan must be a Japan where the working people truly had a place in the state power system, and should not be the current Japan where powerful officials monopolized rights.

If one used 'efficiency and fairness are an insoluble problem' as an excuse to prevent the people, who accounted for the majority of the country, from possessing political rights, that would be even more detestable!

Discussing up to this point, Nagata Tetsuzan asked straightforwardly, "I wonder if He-kun has any specific policies regarding foreign affairs after unifying China?"

He Rui knew that to make the Japanese Army give up the old Continental Policy, he must let them see the benefits of the new policy. Since Nagata and others could already understand part of He Rui's vision, he asked, "I wish to cease hostilities as soon as possible, but I wonder how you gentlemen view a ceasefire?"

Nagata did not speak. Okamura Yasuji asked with great tacit understanding, "I wonder how He-kun views the issue of the Kwantung Leased Territory and the Japanese Concessions?"

He Rui smiled, "With me, the issue of the Kwantung Leased Territory and Japanese Concessions does not exist."

Okamura couldn't help but purse his lips, pausing for a moment before asking, "Then what about the borders?"

He Rui answered, "I will add a sentence. Not only does the issue of Japanese concessions not exist with me, but all so-called foreign concessions also do not exist with me. As for the borders, since they already exist, let them continue to exist."

The so-called borders continuing to exist—Okamura thought He Rui meant he would not make requests to change territory. As for concessions not existing, Okamura felt He Rui was likely speaking his true thoughts. Thinking that the European and American countries were about to face a direct challenge from He Rui, Okamura found that some expectation and schadenfreude unconsciously arose in his heart.

Suppressing his mood, Okamura continued to ask, "Then what about the treaties?"

"I cannot say anything about the treaties at this time; gentlemen, please wait and watch the changes. However, after China is unified, I would be happy to see China and Japan establish friendly and trusting diplomatic relations. I look forward to the establishment of a zero-tariff free trade zone between China and Japan. The total population of Europe and America combined is only equal to that of China and Japan. If East Asia can unite, the manpower and financial power of this free trade zone will definitely not be inferior to Europe and America. I know deeply that Japan has a large domestic population and a scarcity of employment opportunities. I approve of the legal and convenient flow of personnel and capital between the two countries. China will provide labor employment visas to Japan. However, this matter requires mutual judicial assistance between the two countries based on compliance with both sides' labor laws to protect the interests of the workers."

Although a considerable portion of the Army War College classmates did not understand economics, Nagata Tetsuzan did. Hearing that what He Rui said were all key points of economics, he also felt He Rui was quite sincere. But such sincerity was currently only verbal. Nagata Tetsuzan smiled, "With He-kun's wisdom and insight, I absolutely do not doubt that He-kun can understand the inevitability of these policies. However, every country has many fools and few smart people. I wonder what He-kun's subordinates will think?" As he spoke, his gaze fell on Lieutenant General Hu Xiushan, who had been silent by the side the whole time.

Hu Xiushan saw so many Japanese officers looking over, so he looked at He Rui. Seeing He Rui smiling without saying a word, he answered, "Your Excellency Nagata, my Northeast Army is an army led by the Civilization Party. There is no such force as the German Junker officer corps. As for China's politics, for thousands of years, it has been centralized. Once unified, it will be centralized. Decisions at this national level naturally leave no room for local factional interests to beak in."

Hearing Hu Xiushan cite appropriately and speak clearly, many officers thought of the various separatist forces within Japan and couldn't help but nod and sigh.

Nagata knew that having reached this point, the only thing he could do was wait and watch. He said, "He-kun, whether to fight or make peace is for the government to decide. We military men cannot interfere. However, if the Northeast Army thinks there is an opportunity to exploit... the Great Japanese Imperial Army, even if unable to defeat He-kun, still has ways to hold He-kun back, making He-kun unable to display his aspirations. At such a time, if we say this, perhaps He-kun will not believe it..."

He Rui interrupted Nagata's words, "No, Nagata-kun, I completely believe it. And I very much look forward to the Japanese Army possessing such strength. If the Army, as one of the pillars of Japan, collapses, Japan will definitely be controlled by Europe and America. Europe and America only have thoughts of controlling and using Japan, and absolutely no intention of building Japan. If we both suffer injuries and perish together, Japan will inevitably fall into a situation of being controlled by Europe and America forever, and Japan will become a handle for Europe and America to contain China. The two countries will have no peace from then on."

Hearing these words, Nagata and the others all breathed a sigh of relief in their hearts. Especially Nagata; he actually still suspected why He Rui had not chosen the strategy of thoroughly crushing the Japanese Army. At this moment, he finally found a strategically reasonable explanation.

Although the Japanese Army coveted the resources and market of the Chinese mainland, it also resolutely maintained Japan's independence. When able to use Europe and America, the Japanese Army would certainly not let the chance pass, but regarding policies that made Japan a vassal of Europe and America, the Japanese Army resolutely opposed them.

No matter how fast China developed, for a very long time, it would be impossible to possess the strength to confront Europe and America. If the Japanese Army were thoroughly weakened and reduced to a group of people with no voice, Japan would very likely, due to hatred and fear, completely throw itself to the European and American side.

To be able to understand and grasp the degree of war at this strategic level required a commander who was steadfast, wise, and not blinded by hatred to grasp precisely. Moreover, this kind of thing could only be done, not spoken of. It was even more of a challenge and test.

Thinking of this, Nagata sighed, "If Principal Kawai Misao could attend today's gathering and see us speaking freely, he would be extremely gratified."

The Army War College classmates were all silent. He Rui then said loudly to the group of classmates, "Before Principal Kawai Misao gloriously committed seppuku, I personally met the Principal and asked him to allow me to send troops to escort him away. However, Principal Kawai Misao had noble character and resolutely refused to leave his officers and soldiers behind. Before the seppuku, I drank and talked for a long time with Principal Kawai Misao. The Principal exhorted me that regardless of whether China wins or Japan wins, we cannot let Europe and America win. Otherwise, East Asia will never be able to turn over. Today, Principal Kawai Misao's exhortations are still in my ears. In my lifetime, I will definitely not let Principal Kawai Misao's ideals fall through."

Saying this, He Rui raised his wine glass, "When I left Japan, many classmates went to see me off. At that time, I said, when China and Japan go to war, I still hope you gentlemen will fight bravely for the Empire. At this moment, seeing the brave performance of all you classmates, you are worthy of the name of samurai, and I admire it very much. Here, I pay tribute to Principal Kawai Misao and to all you classmates."

The group of Army War College graduates all raised their wine glasses. Nagata said loudly, "To Your Excellency Kawai Misao, salute!" He then drank it all in one gulp.

Everyone followed and drank the wine in their cups. Nagata said to Tojo Hideki, "Tojo, you are the duty officer today. Start the banquet."
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The gathering ended. After bidding farewell to his Army War College classmates, who were flushed with drink, He Rui and Hu Xiushan rode their horses across the pontoon bridge over the Yalu River. The comrades who had been waiting on this side for a long time breathed a sigh of relief. He Rui smiled, "Haha, comrades, I told you long ago. As long as we stand here on the side of the Yalu River, I am safe."

The comrades didn't joke with He Rui. They hurriedly escorted He Rui and Hu Xiushan into a car and retreated along the safest route towards the Yalu River defense line.

Back at headquarters, Xu Chengfeng, Zhong Yifu, and Cheng Ruofan came out to welcome them. Seeing He Rui, Xu Chengfeng stepped forward and said, "Chairman, we are relieved that you are back. Is the situation in Japan as you expected?"

He Rui walked into the headquarters with the comrades and said, "Japan does not yet have the external conditions to change its policy, but the conditions for a ceasefire are basically complete. By the way, has the dismantling of the pontoon bridge begun?"

Xu Chengfeng replied, "Except for the two that we agreed to keep, the others have already started to be dismantled. Chairman, when do we march south? Should we send an advance party?"

He Rui shook his head, "Advance combat preparations must be made, but not against the Beiyang government."

Zhong Yifu was the first to understand and immediately shouted, "Chairman, please entrust this operation to me!"

Other comrades also understood by now. However, everyone had commanded battles, so no one fought with Zhong Yifu. Xu Chengfeng's face was beaming with a smile, "Chairman, the political significance of doing this is great. I want to ask, how will the Soviet Union and Japan view this?"

By this time, everyone had entered the headquarters and gathered around the table. He Rui explained, "Japan will certainly be relieved. If we only fight Japan, it is actually very disadvantageous for Japan. If we sweep away the foreign garrisons in Beijing, Tianjin, and Zhili in one fell swoop, Japan will certainly feel that they have another opportunity to exploit. As for the Soviet Union, what do you all think?"

Xu Chengfeng had his own judgment, while Cheng Ruofan volunteered to explain, "The Soviet Union has actually been very happy over the past year. The two greatest powers in the Far East are killing each other, so the Soviet Union's pressure is naturally minimal. Now that Japan has ceased fire and we are so tough on other countries, the Soviet Union feels that its good days are continuing."

He Rui expressed his agreement, "Precisely so. Moreover, the Soviet Union may not expect that we will put these garrisons on trial. The personnel sent this time, in addition to keeping an eye on the foreign garrisons to ensure they cannot escape by ship when we act, have a more important job: to collect evidence of the crimes of those foreign garrisons. Witnesses and material evidence must be as complete as possible. Any foreign troops who have committed crimes in China should be executed if possible after the trial is completed. The staff of formal diplomatic embassies and consulates are on a list at the Ministry of Foreign Affairs. Apart from these people, do not let anyone else go; arrest them all without exception. The troops should not discuss diplomacy with those people. If they protest, tell them that the Northeast Government did not participate in those so-called negotiations, so the Northeast Government has no obligation to recognize the so-called treaties. This operation is bandit suppression, not war."

Hearing this, Xu Chengfeng slapped Zhong Yifu hard on the shoulder, "Yifu, if you feel you can't handle it, why don't let me take over for you."

Zhong Yifu's face was full of excitement, "How can I let others have this kind of thing! Don't even think about this good fortune."

Looking at the joy and anticipation of the young soldiers, He Rui was truly happy in his heart. He continued to arrange things for Zhong Yifu, "After you resolve the foreign garrisons, I should have arrived in the capital. If Xu Shichang and Duan Qirui can see the situation clearly and issue orders to the Anhui clique Beiyang Army to obey our command, our army will go forward to take over. Do you know exactly how to do it, Yifu?"

"Roughly like in Siping, and when we took over Shenyang?" Zhong Yifu had participated in these two military operations and had some experience.

He Rui didn't know exactly what would happen, so he ordered, "You guys seize the time to make a plan now. Our attitude towards the Beiyang Army is very clear: the Beiyang Army must accept complete reorganization. Those who do not accept will be forcibly disarmed. If they resist, they will be annihilated. Of course, if we can kill fewer people, we should kill fewer. After all, they are our fellow Chinese. There is another possibility: they might pull their troops and go south to defect to the Zhili clique's Cao Kun and Wu Peifu. For this kind of troops, just drive them away. There is no need to annihilate them through pursuit."

Zhong Yifu nodded repeatedly, "Is this to let the enemies gather together as much as possible?"

He Rui nodded, "This is one purpose. I also want to observe one thing: how the British will support the Zhili clique. The foreign Yangtze River Patrol often overturns our fishing boats and shoots at our people from their ships. I believe such bandits must be exterminated."

"Yes!" The crowd answered together.

On September 10, current Japanese Prime Minister Kiyoura Keigo resigned as Prime Minister to the Emperor of Japan on the grounds of heavy casualties among the people in the Great Kanto Earthquake. On September 13, the Emperor of Japan appointed Minister of Finance Takahashi Korekiyo as Prime Minister.

On September 14, Japan's new Army Minister Terauchi Hisaichi publicly stated, 'We must punish the violent Chinese in Manchuria and Mongolia.'

On September 15, the Northeast Government sent a letter of condolence to the Japanese government through the Beiyang Government, and stated that if Japan was willing to accept it, the Northeast Government could donate the prepared 50,000 tons of relief grain and medical supplies worth 1 million Fengpiao to Japan at any time.

On September 16, the Northeast Government did not cancel the general mobilization and began to recruit a new batch of 'combat troops'. The previous conscriptions did not draft government personnel, railway personnel, educators, or students. This conscription targeted only these three categories of people.

On September 17, the Japanese Navy Minister declared that they would absolutely not accept any peace negotiations with the violent Chinese army.

These news items were all public. Inside the Ministry of Foreign Affairs in the capital, the current Minister of Foreign Affairs Gu Weijun put down the newspaper and looked at the group of seniors in the diplomatic circles in his office. He saw that all the seniors were looking at him. Gu Weijun knew that as the Minister of Foreign Affairs, he should make a judgment at this time. The words were on the tip of his tongue, but he still hesitated. After all, this was the first time Gu Weijun viewed problems from the perspective of a de facto victorious country, and it was inevitable that he would feel all kinds of uneasiness.

But calming his mood, Gu Weijun still said, "Both the Japanese Navy and Army Ministers have publicly stated their positions, but they did not criticize Prime Minister Takahashi Korekiyo. It should be that Japan's Navy and Army Ministers have already accepted the decision to cease fire."

The diplomatic seniors nodded slightly, but no one dared to give clear support. Everyone wanted to wait until the situation had a clear result before commenting.

Just then, the door opened. The person who pushed the door used too much force; the door not only swung wide open but also banged against the wall behind it. With this shock, a piece of damp and loose white lime on the wall fell down with a crash, making some inappropriate noises in the not-so-spacious office of the Minister of Foreign Affairs.

However, the incoming Foreign Ministry staff member was not affected at all. He strode in and said loudly, "Report to the Minister, the British Plenipotentiary Envoy, Sir John Jordan, and the British Minister to China have jointly requested the Beiyang Government to explain the government's attitude towards this war to the diplomatic corps. According to the British attitude, they seem very dissatisfied with the Beiyang Government."

Now the diplomats were all stunned. The British attitude had always been very restrained, so why did they suddenly become so agitated? There must be some problem here. Gu Weijun thought for a moment and came up with a possibility, "Could it be that the British have confirmed that Japan wants to sue for peace?"

Lu Zhengxiang was somewhat puzzled, "Then why do the British want the central government to state its position with such a tough attitude?"

Just as the others were a little confused, Yan Huiqing spoke up, "The British are probably not asking the central government about its attitude towards this war, but rather want to express their attitude that they do not want to see General He become the President of the Republic of China."

As soon as these words came out, the other diplomats fell silent. Once the Northeast Government and the Japanese Government ceased fire, there was no doubt that He Rui would enter the central government with the victory of the largest war in China in a hundred years. Even if the Beiyang Central Government refused to submit to He Rui, He Rui could seize the regime in the capital by force alone, and then unify China. However...

Seeing that everyone still had concerns, Yan Huiqing slapped the table and stood up. Under everyone's gaze, Yan Huiqing said impassionedly, "Since the Taiping Heavenly Kingdom rebellion, it has been 70 years. In these 70 years, the country has become increasingly divided. Until 25 years ago with the Mutual Protection of Southeast China, the prestige of the central political power was completely gone, and military and government orders were completely unified. In the past 70 years, among the world powers, whoever could strengthen the center, even if blood flowed like rivers in civil war, once the situation was settled, they could all achieve progress. Whoever had internal chaos, without exception, saw their national power plummet. From this, it can be seen that having centralized power is certainly better than not having centralized power, and having unified military and government orders is certainly better than not having unified military and government orders. Do you all agree?"

The people in the office had all seen the world. Hearing Yan Huiqing pierce the matter that everyone was unwilling to touch and speak so clearly, they could only nod in agreement.

Yan Huiqing continued, "No matter how radical General He's governing philosophy is, externally he can defeat Japan, and internally he can develop national power. Furthermore, he can rebuild the center, and from then on, government and military orders will be unified. If we have suspicions, why not recommend ourselves as officials? If we are lucky enough to serve the country, we should work together with one heart, check for gaps and fill omissions, and make the top and bottom communicate. In the final analysis, those who have concerns are all worried about their landed property. A few days ago, Director-General Zhang Xiluan published an announcement in the newspaper, donating all the landed property and real estate under his name to the Northeast Government. Have you noticed that Director-General Zhang did not donate his [liquid] assets? And the Northeast Government expressed welcome, but did not mention Director-General Zhang's assets."

Hearing this detail that had not been directly publicized, the group of diplomats thought for a moment and suddenly saw the light. Lu Zhengxiang said with joy, "Director-General Zhang doing this is to let everyone know that although in the land policy, land must be state-owned, they will not want everyone's assets. If this is true, it is good news."

Yan Huiqing immediately replied, "Although this is my guess, I feel it is likely not wrong. Whether the provinces are sensible, or it is unification by force, the faster the better, the sooner the better. At such a time, I am not willing to be a spectator. I am willing to be an official in the new government and serve the country. With Duke Zhang's example before us, I will also publish in the newspaper and donate my landed property and real estate to the Northeast Government. Gentlemen, I will take my leave first."

Watching Yan Huiqing stride away, the group of diplomats did not expect him to be so urgent. However, after Yan Huiqing's analysis, everyone also saw a new direction. At this time, the major event in China was no longer caring about how the Great Powers viewed it, but whether China could complete unification again and rebuild a unified regime.

No one present was over 70 years old. As Yan Huiqing said, for 70 years, China's military and government orders had always been in a game between the center and the frontier officials and various forces, and there was no longer a case where the center commanded military and political affairs by virtue of the system.

The various rules and habits up to now were all formed after the central power fell by the wayside. A centralized government was something that the group of diplomats had only read about in books.

Gu Weijun's eyes brightened. He stood up and said, "Seniors, I am going to resign from the position of Minister of Foreign Affairs of the Republic of China. When I arrive in Shenyang, I will write to you to report my safety. Farewell."

Looking at Gu Weijun's back, the other diplomats no longer had a look of loss in their expressions. Lu Zhengxiang sighed, "Today, listening to Brother Yan's high opinion, I realized that I was just like Lord Ye who loved dragons [professed love for something but feared the real thing]. Although I cannot be as free and easy as Brother Yan and Nephew Gu, I am willing to stay in the capital to watch the situation develop."

"It should be so!" The others all agreed.
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On September 18th, Wang Shizhen returned to Beijing from Shenyang. Unlike last year when Zhang Xiluan invited him to Beijing to discuss taking over as Minister of the Army, only an Army major and two attendants were there to meet his train.

Wang Shizhen walked outside, looked at the rickshaws waiting outside the station, and said, "I will walk to Tieshizi Hutong."

The major was startled and quickly apologized, "Lord Wang, please do not blame us. There have been too many people using cars recently, and we couldn't allocate one at the moment..."

Wang Shizhen interrupted the major, "I am not angry. I just want to walk and take a look." He then walked onto the streets of Beijing with his hands behind his back.

Compared to last year, the streets of Beijing were still bustling. The Northeast Army had won successive victories, and the Japanese army had not broken through the Yalu River defense line, so there was no panic in the city. Some remaining slogans could still be seen on the streets, all celebrating the great victory of the Northeast Army.

But beneath this bustle, the sense of decline was even more pronounced. In particular, the pedestrians on the street, wearing long robes and mandarin jackets or short cloth shirts, were all dressed in the style of the former Qing Dynasty. People wearing Western-style clothing, especially young people, were rarely seen. On the contrary, those stubborn people who continued to keep their queues appeared quite conspicuous.

For a moment, Wang Shizhen even felt that he was in Beijing at the end of the Qing Dynasty.

"School should be starting around this time, right?" Wang Shizhen asked the major following him.

The major sighed, "Reporting to Lord Wang, if it were previous years, the students would have returned to school by now. However, since the Spring Festival this year, many students have gone to Outside the Pass. Especially after the Japanese army was thwarted at the Yalu River defense line, more and more students have left. I heard that many school classrooms only have a few students left, and they had to merge disciplines and suspend many classes."

Wang Shizhen did not say anything more and just continued to walk forward. When there were many young people in the city, Wang Shizhen hadn't really paid attention. Now that the number of young people in the city had decreased significantly, and those coming and going were mostly the elderly, children, and middle-aged men, Wang Shizhen realized that the market had been so hugely affected.

Thinking back to the Northeast, the streets and alleys were full of young people. although there were many young people and many things that an old man couldn't get used to, that vitality truly reminded Wang Shizhen of the years of training troops at Xiaozhan. Wang Shizhen had not expected that the current Beijing was far inferior to the Northeast.

Walking to the Presidential Palace in Tieshizi Hutong, Xu Shichang and Duan Qirui were already waiting inside. Seeing Wang Shizhen, they quickly stepped forward to ask, "Brother Wang, you said in the telegram that you met He Rui. What did He Rui say?"

Wang Shizhen told President Xu Shichang and Premier Duan Qirui the results of the meeting. "Brother He wants to invite President Xu to serve as the Chairman of the Political Consultative Conference and concurrently as the Curator of the National Institute of Culture and History. He wants to invite Brother Duan to serve as the Speaker of the Parliament."

"Political Consultative Conference? National Institute of Culture and History?" Xu Shichang had never heard of these two names.

Wang Shizhen explained. The Parliament is the highest organ of state power; this did not need explanation. The Political Consultative Conference, however, is a deliberative body. The people in the Political Consultative Conference could be called the pure stream (Qingliu) or the gentry. In short, these people can make suggestions on state affairs, but they are only suggestions.

However, Wang Shizhen was very interested in the position of Curator of the National Institute of Culture and History. "Brother He said that since the fall of the Manchu Qing, many historical documents preserved by the Manchu Qing have been lost. The Institute of Culture and History is responsible for collecting and organizing these documents and files. The Curator of the Institute of Culture and History and the Curator of the National Library can be regarded as the *Jijiu* (Libationer)."

Hearing this official title, Xu Shichang's eyes lit up. He had passed the provincial civil service examination in his early years and later became a *Jinshi*. He had a profound foundation in national studies. He not only wrote books and established theories but also studied calligraphy. He was skilled in landscape painting, which was quite elegant. His calligraphy followed Su Shi, with slight variations in style. He could write poetry and founded the Wanqingyi Poetry Society to recruit fellow poets and compile Qing poetry.

Xu Shichang did not dislike being the Chairman of the Political Consultative Conference where the 'pure stream' resided. As for the Curator of the National Institute of Culture and History, responsible for organizing historical archives and documents, in ancient times, this was the position of 'Libationer'. For a scholar, this position was simply something to dream of. Xu Shichang had long been physically and mentally exhausted by the current situation. He wanted to find a place to enjoy his old age. The Curator of the National Institute of Culture and History was undoubtedly a position more suitable for Xu Shichang's thoughts than any other.

Seeing that Xu Shichang was so quickly bought over by He Rui's arrangement, Duan Qirui was a bit unconvinced. Especially since Xu Shichang was a scholar, not being the President was no real loss to him. But Duan Qirui still had to be responsible to so many brothers in the Anhui clique. If he learned from Xu Shichang, Duan Qirui wouldn't know how to conduct himself.

Wang Shizhen turned to Duan Qirui, "Brother Zhiquan, Brother He was very clear. The land must be state-owned; there is no discussion on this matter. As for the reason, Brother Zhiquan should be very clear. In my humble opinion, if the Beiyang brothers do not agree, Brother He will not leave any face for anyone. Go ahead and fight for supremacy."

Duan Qirui was speechless for a moment. Zhang Xiluan had said before that what he could strive for on behalf of Beiyang was equal treatment for the Beiyang Anhui clique and the Beiyang Fengtian clique. Since the Anhui clique and the Fengtian clique were both of the Beiyang lineage, they had actually been quite connected over the years. Up to now, compared to figures of the same level in Beiyang, He Rui and those in the Northeast Government could be described as 'destitute'. What was more fatal was that the Northeast Government was carrying out land reform. Once equal treatment was applied, the upper and middle layers of Beiyang would immediately go bankrupt.

In fact, the upper echelons of Beiyang knew very well that the source of the Northeast Government's power lay in the fact that after land reform, the people had land to till. Those who didn't want to farm could go to the city to do business or enter factories. Those with ability could even open their own workshops. The tax rate in the Northeast was definitely not light, but because taxes could be collected, there was naturally no need to extort the easily bullied commoners. Therefore, the entire Northeast had become wealthy, with money to go to war with Japan. Not only did the upper echelons of Beiyang admire this greatly, but even the middle layers yearned for the strength of the Northeast Government.

***

The money that the Beiyang crowd had accumulated over these years was mostly used to buy houses and land. Once the Northeast Government came to power and Beiyang received the same treatment as the Northeast Government, these savings would immediately vanish into nothing. This was the reason why Beiyang, from top to bottom, refused to accept it.

Duan Qirui had graduated from the Japanese Army Academy. At this time, he also knew that Japan could no longer continue the fight, and Japan did not intend to continue. As long as the Northeast signed an armistice treaty with Japan, the Northeast Army could march south unscrupulously.

Whether to choose the Beiyang brothers or bow to reality. Duan Qirui was left with only these two choices. And there was not much time left for Duan Qirui.

Duan Qirui thought left and right, and still said, "Can we invite Brother He to Beijing for a meeting?"
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The train carriages heading to Shenyang were brand new. Among the attendants were several women pushing small carts through the crowded carriages, shouting, "Peanuts, melon seeds, tea eggs! Sesame cakes, steamed buns, pickles! Those who want water can go to the water boiler in the middle of the car." "Passenger, please pull your legs in, pull your legs in."

Watching the female attendants skillfully push their carts through the crowded carriage dominated by male passengers, showing absolutely no sign of fear, Gu Weijun felt a sense of admiration. His companion, Yan Huiqing, was chatting with a young couple in the opposite seats. When the cart passed, he bought a few tea eggs, sesame cakes, and pickles to share with them.

Gu Weijun didn't really want to join the conversation. Of the young couple, the boy looked like a student. The girl had a scholarly air and was dressed like a young lady, but her lower abdomen was already bulging; she was clearly pregnant. In Gu Weijun's view, this was likely a case of a private engagement and cohabitation in Beijing, resulting in pregnancy, while both sets of parents disapproved of the marriage.

Yan Huiqing had likely realized this as well, but he cleverly avoided these topics, only chatting with the youths about their expectations for the future. It was evident that the young couple was actually quite strapped for cash and not entirely confident about the future, yet they still held onto some hope.

The boy peeled an egg and gave it to the girl, whispering to ask if she felt nauseous and how her appetite was. The girl shook her head slightly and took small bites of a sesame cake stuffed with egg and pickles. Seeing that his beloved was feeling okay, the boy finally peeled an egg for himself. After thanking Yan Huiqing first, the boy said, "My classmates in the Northeast said that after students arrive in the Northeast, they will be enrolled in the cadre training school. With a certificate from the school and testimony from classmates in the Northeast, the Northeast Government accepts both men and women. After arriving, housing will be assigned, and there's a stipend while attending school."

Yan Huiqing was quite interested in this. "Pregnant women receive such treatment as well?"

"I heard from several classmates that pregnant women get the same treatment. They also said the Northeast Government has hospitals, so she can go to the hospital for the delivery. There are also relevant places for the confinement period (zuoyuezi), equipped with experienced matrons to teach how to care for the baby." As the young man spoke of these things, his expression inevitably held some expectation. However, he didn't seem to fully believe it himself, and his expression dimmed a bit.

The couple got off at Jinzhou Station after the train passed Shanhai Pass, leaving their names. The boy was called Qiu Mingde, and the girl was Li Qitong.

Watching the boy supporting the girl as they disappeared into the stream of people at the station, Gu Weijun finally said, "The Northeast Government is really disregarding everything to recruit manpower."

Seeing Yan Huiqing looking out the window without saying a word, Gu Weijun closed his eyes to rest, considering what he should say when he met He Rui. But He Rui understood diplomacy himself, so Gu Weijun felt he didn't have much to offer. While he was feeling irritable, he heard Yan Huiqing sigh, "The time of a change of dynasties is exactly when heroes rise from the grass roots. This couple looks like they haven't experienced many hardships. To remain inseparable in such dire straits is also rare."

Hearing Yan Huiqing actually praising the young couple, Gu Weijun didn't know what to say, so he remained silent. Throughout the journey, ordinary people got on and off the train. As Yan Huiqing chatted with those sitting opposite him, he discovered that what the passengers cared about was not the outcome of the war—because everyone believed the Northeast Army would inevitably win. What everyone cared about was ordinary life: the level of income, the amount of the harvest this year, their parents' health, children's schooling, and whether the money they earned could add something to their household.

When the train arrived in Shenyang, these passengers bustling for their livelihoods got off. Gu Weijun finally let out a long sigh of relief; not having to deal with these people made him feel much more relaxed. At the exit, Gu Weijun met Zhao Tianlin, who had come to welcome them. As the three sat in the car, Zhao Tianlin informed them, "Do you two know that working in the Northeast Government requires completing a political review first?"

Gu Weijun didn't mind this. Whether under the Qing Dynasty or the Republic of China, one inevitably had to undergo a detailed family background investigation to study abroad on public funds. If the Northeast Government didn't have these procedures, it would have made Gu Weijun feel puzzled instead.

Zhao Tianlin took Yan Huiqing and Gu Weijun to the Northeast Foreign Affairs Bureau. After arranging the subsequent matters, he hurriedly rushed back to the Northeast Government Building. He arrived just as the meeting he needed to attend was about to convene. Entering the conference room, Zhao Tianlin saw that He Rui had already arrived, so he went up and reported the arrangements for Yan Huiqing and Gu Weijun to He Rui.

He Rui listened and then told his secretary to contact the Foreign Affairs Bureau; if there were no issues with their political review, they should be assigned work.

After the secretary left, Zhao Tianlin was a bit worried. "Chairman, will arranging it this way put too much pressure on them?"

He Rui didn't pay particular attention to these two, but he felt it was necessary to explain the matter thoroughly to Zhao Tianlin. "Director Zhao, if they can't do it, it proves they are unsuitable. The problem with literati is that they think they can understand the overall situation, and the Beiyang Government was extremely unprofessional. Their work experience in the Beiyang Government will only magnify the disadvantages in their literati mindset. An industrialized government runs counter to the literati mindset. If they cannot accept it, parting ways amicably isn't a bad thing."

Zhao Tianlin was a smart man and immediately replied, "Chairman, is this our selection standard for literati?"

He Rui nodded. "Precisely. Not to mention whether those people possess the virtues emphasized in the *Analects*, *Book of Songs*, *Doctrine of the Mean*, and *Great Learning*, as long as they have truly understood these classics, they naturally can be competent in various positions. If they are unconvinced, tell them exactly this."

Hearing this, Zhao Tianlin said seriously, "Chairman, why not open a five-year Jinshi examination? Publish the scope of the exam questions first."

"You..." He Rui felt there was malice hidden in Zhao Tianlin's expression at this moment. "Director Zhao, I think the literati will feel we are mocking them."

Zhao Tianlin shook his head. "I think it's quite the opposite. Chairman, I feel you are too hostile towards the old literati. Many of them simply don't understand why China lost to the West, nor do they understand where the advantages of Chinese civilization lie. Since they don't understand, they will inevitably let their imaginations run wild. To clear the source and correct the foundation, there must be full understanding. If not, we are tantamount to abandoning Chinese culture. Since Confucianism must be buried, it naturally should be buried by our own hands. Otherwise, the person who buries Confucianism can claim that they are the true heir of Confucianism. This is actually disadvantageous to us."

He Rui had absolutely no mind for such matters these years. Hearing Zhao Tianlin speak like this, he nodded. "This matter will be left to Director Zhao for now."

As they spoke, the comrades attending the meeting arrived. He Rui asked Xu Jia to speak first. Xu Jia, the Head of the Organization Department, picked up the written work arrangement. "Comrades. The southward advance this time includes military work and political work. Military work is to thoroughly crush all separatist forces, exterminate banditry everywhere, and confiscate weapons from various local groups large and small. Political work is to establish our governments at all levels in the local areas. After the organized armed forces in each place are resolved, one battalion of troops will remain in every county to coordinate with the formation of that county's government. The government of every county will be composed of an initial administration of one Party Secretary, one Magistrate, 2-3 Deputy Magistrates, and cadres from five departments: Taxation, Communications, Transportation, Justice, and Medical. Based on the number of local villages and towns in each county, work will begin entering the grassroots level..."

The comrades attending this meeting were all future provincial leaders of various provinces. The oldest was Han Haitao, 47 years old. The other comrades were mostly in their thirties, and there were even those like Tang Gui and Chen Deli who were under thirty.

After Xu Jia finished introducing the framework of the arrangements, he emphasized again, "Comrades have all participated in a large amount of grassroots government formation work, and many comrades even participated in the earliest land reform in Siping. Your work experience is very rich, so when encountering problems, you definitely won't be completely in the dark."

Hearing Xu Jia mention the past, Han Haitao only felt incredibly emotional. He, a small teahouse owner, was today about to become a high-ranking provincial official. Even personally attending the meeting at this moment, Han Haitao felt like he was in a dream.

Xu Jia, however, was not praising the comrades at this moment, but had prepared a certain kind of warning. "Comrades, everyone will definitely encounter many problems in their work. I want to emphasize one thing: if someone says to you, 'If you do such and such, will the Central Committee be unhappy?', then you must be wary of this kind of person! It is inevitable that difficulties will be encountered in work. What the Central Committee will ask is nothing more than three things: Was the work completed? How was it completed? Why wasn't it completed? Whether it was completed or not, the Central Committee will neither be happy nor unhappy. It is people who get happy, not the government. If one cares about whether certain people are happy or unhappy, it is for personal gain. If comrades find they cannot overcome this impulse, I suggest submitting a request to withdraw immediately. If one cannot overcome this attitude in work, the execution of the work will definitely be distorted."

The comrades' expressions all turned grave, especially those from military backgrounds. In war, there had been many people who temporarily concealed reports to their superiors because they worried about unfavorable combat operations, resulting in even more problems. Those stripped of their posts or even court-martialed because of this had occurred more than once.

Han Haitao also hurriedly put away his somewhat smug mood. As a teahouse owner, he had seen many people and had a deep understanding of this mindset. Once one got carried away, they would show off, and those who showed off always ended up shooting themselves in the foot.

After Xu Jia emphasized this matter, he let everyone comb through the work arrangements against the documents they had received. The first step of this southward advance was to complete the government structure, and there was no particularly complex work. Even so, the understanding of the content determined whether the goal would be clear and targeted when working.

The reason He Rui wanted to attend this meeting was to answer comrades' questions at the meeting as much as possible.

The meeting took two days to conclude. According to the Northeast Government's learning mode, this meeting was only halfway done. Everyone had to analyze all the content of the work. After submitting their analyses, comrades would meet in groups to exchange ideas. The Central Committee would then quickly review these reports to analyze the comrades' understanding of the work.

In the blink of an eye, five days passed. He Rui finished reviewing a report and felt exhausted. Zhao Tianlin came over. "Chairman, do you want to attend a meeting at the Foreign Affairs Bureau? Change your mood a bit."

He Rui thought this was good. There would be many diplomatic issues in the future, and those diplomatic affairs would be very interesting. At least much more interesting than the complicated internal affairs problems.

Arriving at the conference room of the Foreign Affairs Bureau, after greeting the group of comrades, Zhao Tianlin invited Yan Huiqing and Gu Weijun over. Seeing their elegant demeanor and deep gaze, He Rui thought they were indeed experienced diplomats of the Republic of China.

After shaking hands, He Rui asked, "Are you two used to life in the Northeast? If there is anything you are not used to, raise it directly to the organization. The organization will solve it."

Gu Weijun had many requirements for living conditions, so naturally, he was slightly unaccustomed to the environment in the Northeast. However, this small discomfort wasn't enough to make Gu Weijun feel he had to speak out. Yan Huiqing, on the other hand, asked straightforwardly, "General He, the work assigned to us by the comrades of the Foreign Affairs Bureau is truly thought-provoking. There are too many seemingly contradictory points within it."

Since Yan Huiqing had some feelings about it, He Rui smiled. "In that case, let's discuss it at the meeting."

Yan Huiqing was somewhat surprised but inevitably expectant. "Then I await General He's brilliant views."

Everyone took their seats. Director Liu of the Foreign Affairs Bureau first distributed the prepared documents to the attendees before going on stage to speak. "Japan has currently begun low-profile contact with us to discuss armistice matters. Once the armistice is reached, the one with the will to stop China's unification is Britain. Do comrades have any opinions on this?"

Seeing no one object, Director Liu continued, "To what extent will Britain's obstruction be their bottom line? Will a total war break out? This is the issue to be discussed next."

Yan Huiqing was stunned. He hadn't expected Director Liu of the Northeast Government's Foreign Affairs Bureau to frankly raise the core issue like this. This was completely opposite to the style of trying to avoid conflict in those diplomatic meetings Yan Huiqing had attended.

A young official asked, "Director Liu, could you explain the difference between total war and military conflict?"

Director Liu drew a two-row table on the blackboard. "This is the time it took for the Japanese army to mobilize hundreds of thousands of troops from the Japanese mainland to Korea; it took three months. Britain should be very clear that relying solely on colonial troops to fight us has absolutely no chance of victory. If they fight us, their main force must be the regular army from the homeland. Let's assume for now that France and Japan both provide Britain with departure points for the attack. Britain would also have to transport a million troops to Vietnam and Korea to launch an attack on us from there. I think this time will be between one and a half to two years. Do comrades agree?"

Except for Yan Huiqing and Gu Weijun, the other comrades all nodded one after another.

Director Liu continued, "Then, will the British decide on a total war during our process of unifying China? We must determine this matter first."

Yan Huiqing felt a bit dazed. This wasn't because what Director Liu said was completely wrong; Director Liu was dismantling the diplomatic situation with very clear thinking. But such a style was something Yan Huiqing had never experienced in China. A young official in his early thirties, who didn't look westernized and obviously had no experience going abroad, could be so sharp and precise. This had already exceeded Yan Huiqing's common sense.

Just then, Gu Weijun spoke up. "May I ask, what is the distinction between the total war and military conflict Director Liu mentioned?"

Director Liu did not hesitate in the slightest because of Gu Weijun's question. He replied, "The difference between the two lies in the fact that military conflict aims to force us to make concessions, while total war aims to destroy the Northeast Government."

Gu Weijun didn't speak again but took notes.

Yan Huiqing was already confused. He asked the question he found most puzzling. "Director Liu. We seek the bottom line; isn't it to deal with contradictions?"

Director Liu shook his head. "Determining the British bottom line is to determine our strike range. If it is determined that Britain will not choose to launch a total war against us, then all British targets within the strike range are targets for our strikes."

Yan Huiqing only felt a buzz in his head; he was at a loss. In such a state, Yan Huiqing didn't even notice that He Rui, sitting in the back row, had already stood up and left.

At this moment, this diplomat of the Republic of China had truly fallen into chaos. The aggressive attitude of the Northeast Government's Foreign Affairs Bureau completely overturned Yan Huiqing's understanding of diplomacy. But this feeling was so familiar because the diplomacy of the great powers was all like this. Beneath the surface of glamorous, decent, elegant, and magnificent diplomatic occasions and banquets, there was actually a pervasive atmosphere of blood and danger. Diplomacy was merely using the most decent way to determine the opponent's bottom line for struggle, thereby establishing one's own advantage.

Director Liu of the Northeast Government's Foreign Affairs Bureau was young, rustic, and inexperienced, yet he firmly grasped the core essence of diplomacy. What cannot be obtained on the battlefield cannot be obtained at the negotiation table either.

The Foreign Affairs Bureau meeting was not affected in the slightest by the astonishment of the two new joiners, Yan Huiqing and Gu Weijun. Under Director Liu's leadership, the meeting discussion consistently proceeded on the track of cold reality.

During the meeting, which lasted more than an hour, there was only one break. Under the judgment that Britain could not launch a total war, it was best for the Northeast Government to conduct the war to liberate China under a condition where it was not recognized as a legal government by all foreign forces. Only in such a situation could freedom of action be maintained to the greatest extent.

After recovering slightly from his shock, Yan Huiqing raised his concern. "If we are not recognized by foreign governments for a long time, it will have a great impact on China."

Director Liu made Yan Huiqing feel ashamed with a single sentence. "If we accept the Boxer Protocol in order to be recognized, it is better not to accept the Boxer Protocol at all and not be recognized."

When the discussion produced results, Director Liu began assigning tasks. "Director Zhao, please coordinate with the personnel in the Law School who specialize in international law to provide us with assistance in international law. Mr. Yan, Mr. Gu, you are both experts in international law and diplomats. How to counter foreign accusations in diplomatic venues and establish our stance as a civilized nation—I wonder if you two are willing to do this?"

Yan Huiqing felt he was very willing, but the words wouldn't come out. In the matters the Northeast Government wanted Yan Huiqing to do, Yan Huiqing was a complete layman with no experience. Yan Huiqing had no confidence in whether he could do it.

It was Gu Weijun who spoke up. "Director Liu, this is definitely not irrational logic."

Director Liu smiled. "Mr. Gu is right. We are a civilized nation; how could we make trouble without reason like those barbaric countries in Europe and America? However, as the offensive side, we must have the support of relevant clauses of international law."

Gu Weijun nodded. It was evident that although he had confidence in his knowledge of international law, he was not very confident about the assigned work.
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War against Japan is primarily military; the domestic Unification War is primarily political, with the military as auxiliary. The Northeast has mobilized not only a million-strong army but also a "million-strong Southbound Cadre Detachment." This time, the elites are out in full force, with no reservations.

Organization Department Head Xu Jia was running the entire department, working frantically. As the great rear area, the Northeast would have to provide massive amounts of supplies and vast human resources to the front lines over the next year or more. This was equivalent to weakening the Northeast on one hand, while demanding higher efficiency from it on the other. This contradictory situation plunged Xu Jia and the Organization Department into a huge dilemma.

The first phase of the Unification War would center on the capital, Beijing, first establishing a northern base area centered on the Northeast, Zhili, Shandong, Shanxi, Shaanxi, and Henan. The entire central administration would move south, shifting the office location from Shenyang to Beijing-Tianjin.

Xu Jia not only had to provide material and personnel support but also bear the burden of staying behind to guard the Northeast.

At this moment, Xu Jia didn't know if he hoped the Unification War would start sooner, so that a large part of his work could be taken over by the central government in the Beijing-Tianjin area, or if he hoped it would start later, so he could identify reliable personnel for the new Northeast government.

Those punch-card machines ran ceaselessly. Thin steel rods passed through special holes on personnel data cards, selecting personnel who met certain conditions, then filtering them multiple times to select those who met multiple criteria.

These were not decisions made on a whim, but completed through data accumulated over eight years. The qualifications of every selected person met various requirements. As for who exactly this member was, or whether they were liked by their superiors—no one knew for sure before they were selected.

Under such mechanical, precise, and emotionless selection, lists of personnel were produced batch by batch.

Meanwhile, the Northeast Government was also waiting for the time to start operations. This time was not decided by the Northeast Government, but by the Japanese side. Since they were going to tear off the mask with Britain, formally signing a ceasefire agreement with Japan first was a necessity.

At this time in Japan, although high-ranking personnel with vision could generally guess this, no one in that group cared about it. Ishiwara Kanji received a transfer order on September 30th. The Japanese Army established a new department, the "Japan Military New Technology Training Bureau." Lieutenant General Ishiwara Kanji became the first director of this Training Bureau.

In terms of official position and responsibilities, Lt. Gen. Ishiwara Kanji bore the heavy burden of conducting new military technology training for all Japanese Army officers. All field officers and company officers in the Army would participate in rotation in the military training conducted by the bureau. If judged unqualified by the "Japan Military New Technology Training Bureau" led by Lt. Gen. Ishiwara, a soldier's future would be hugely affected.

From a power perspective, however, Lt. Gen. Ishiwara was completely sidelined. Because the selection and education of officers was still the responsibility of the Inspectorate General of Military Training. Officers came from various units and returned to them after training; they were not under Lt. Gen. Ishiwara's command or management.

To use an analogy, Ishiwara's position was like a labor union chairman in a factory in New China. The factory acknowledged his presence, and the union chairman would certainly speak at the year-end assembly. But, the union chairman was just a union chairman.

Those officers close to Ishiwara were dissatisfied with this appointment. Everyone knew that for the Japanese Army to persist until now, Ishiwara Kanji had not only played the full game but had also saved the Japanese Army at critical moments several times. So at the farewell party for Ishiwara, some officers even feigned drunkenness to ask, "Shouldn't this position be concurrently held by the Vice Inspector General of Military Training?"

Okamura looked at this fellow and made a mental note of him. The implication was that with Ishiwara's contributions, he could have been the Vice Inspector General of Military Training.

Ishiwara Kanji didn't care much. After the reception, he began packing his luggage, preparing to return to Tokyo. He hadn't brought much luggage to begin with. Aside from stacks of notes carefully placed into two large leather suitcases, his other personal effects filled just one suitcase.

The door curtain was lifted, and Nagata Tetsuzan walked in. Seeing Ishiwara had already packed, he smiled. "Ishiwara-kun, you're ready for action so quickly. Truly a well-trained Imperial soldier."

Ishiwara pointed to a broken chair. "Nagata-kun, please sit. When you go back, you'll probably be the Inspector General of Military Training, right?"

The broken chair creaked as Nagata sat down. He offered Ishiwara a cigarette before saying, "I am far from being looked upon that favorably by the seniors. I haven't even thought about what position it will be. Ishiwara-kun, how do you view the future struggle between the Army and Navy?"

Ishiwara Kanji felt that the one who arranged this new position for him was likely Nagata. Only a smart man like Nagata, with his influence in the military, could so exquisitely utilize Ishiwara Kanji's strength while excluding him from the decision-making circle.

Hearing Nagata Tetsuzan wanting to squeeze his utility value one more time, Ishiwara Kanji didn't get angry. He advised, "Nagata-kun, the Northeast Government's performance has already proven the power that can be unleashed after the people rise up. I believe Nagata-kun must have been moved by it."

Nagata Tetsuzan admitted it readily. "That's right. He-kun's success in Manchuria and Mongolia is indeed admirable. As long as there is an opportunity to learn from it, I will certainly consider it fully. But Ishiwara-kun, domestic affairs are very complicated. Many in the army actually wanted Ishiwara-kun to be the Commander of the Hokkaido Guard District. I tried every means to secure this current position for you."

Ishiwara Kanji thanked him sincerely. "I rely entirely on Nagata-kun's help. However, listening to you, I have already been treated as pro-Chinese."

Nagata Tetsuzan wanted to ask, *Aren't you?* But he wasn't that boring. Moreover, Nagata appreciated Ishiwara's loyalty to the Empire, so he returned to the previous topic. "Ishiwara-kun, the Army-Navy struggle this time will be more intense than before. If we are not careful, I fear forty percent of officers will lose their positions."

Ishiwara scratched a swelling on his cheek from a bug bite. "Nagata-kun, the Army-Navy struggle has various causes. But the key is Japan's self-positioning. The Army believes Japan is a continental country; the Navy believes Japan is an island country. Japan's current area is about 600,000 square kilometers. Larger than Germany's pre-war homeland area. In Europe, it would be second only to Russia. The population is also only less than Russia. Japan has had decades of construction, and its industrial system is relatively complete. It can build battleships itself. How can such a country become a vassal of Europe and America? Although the Navy's influence has increased greatly this time, it is not because the Navy's own influence has risen, but because the Army's influence has declined. As one wanes, the other waxes. It looks like the Navy can dominate the situation, but actually not. Japan's future naturally lies in Japan's hands. The Navy viewing Japan as an island nation is far-fetched to begin with, insisting on imitating Britain's self-positioning. Once truly discussed, their true colors will be revealed, so there is no need to worry."

Nagata nodded. "But where should Japan go? This has always been a dilemma Japan cannot break through. I cannot pin my hopes on He-kun."

Ishiwara Kanji advised straightforwardly, "He-kun is just a mortal. What virtue or ability does he have for Japan to pin its expectations on him? The Japanese people are the object we should truly place our hopes on."

Nagata was already impatient with Ishiwara's viewpoint. "Ishiwara-kun, isn't the disunity within the Army right now just a struggle between the Rural Faction and the Urban Faction? The Navy relies entirely on industry; it not only supports the Urban Faction but also wants to combine Japan's urban development completely with trade channels to Europe and America. The Navy is merely the force guarding the trade between Japanese cities and the world. You keep talking about 'the people'. Do you support the people of the cities or the people of the countryside?"

This was the first time Ishiwara had heard Nagata attack him with such high-level rhetoric. Instead of being angry, he asked happily, "Then how does Nagata-kun see it?"

"Although the countryside is poor, it has rural institutions to maintain it, allowing people to survive in poverty. In the city, once unemployed, one's livelihood is immediately cut off. If one has relatives in the countryside for support, they might barely avoid starving to death. If there is no support from relatives, they can only take desperate risks or sell their bodies. Therefore, the goal of the Integration Faction is to integrate the entire country, allowing the countryside, cities, citizens, and capitalists to operate under one system. The people support and assist each other to face challenges together."

Seeing Nagata speak sincerely from the heart, Ishiwara was also moved. He continued to ask, "And then?"

Nagata was less than forty years old this year and came from an ordinary family. Although he had some ideas, he was quite far from obtaining real core power. Moreover, Japan had actually lost this war. Talking about using a united Great Japanese Empire to gain benefits from the Chinese continent had practically been proven impossible.

Hearing Ishiwara press him, Nagata said directly, "Ishiwara-kun, do you think He-kun will conflict with Britain?"

Ishiwara answered, "I believe that since China's interests conflict with the current order, He-kun will definitely conflict with Britain."

Nagata had always agreed with Ishiwara's vision. Hearing Ishiwara be so certain, he replied, "That is best. Let us see how far He-kun's talent can support China. If He-kun can truly stand up to Europe and America as an equal, that will also give Japan a new choice."

Ishiwara felt this attitude was very commendable. Seeing Nagata stand up to take his leave, he said, "Nagata-kun, in this Army-Navy struggle, if I have the opportunity to speak, I will definitely expose the Navy's erroneous line."

Nagata bowed slightly and walked out of Ishiwara Kanji's tent. Ishiwara lay back down on the camp bed, inevitably sighing in his heart that Nagata's path was still too narrow. Even Nagata himself had discovered that the end of that path might not be the result Nagata expected.

But this was inevitable. As long as they still treated the Japanese people as tools, rather than acknowledging that the Japanese people were the carriers of Japanese civilization, then no matter how these smart men like Nagata tossed and turned, the result would be the same.

However, after such a deep talk, Ishiwara Kanji discovered that Nagata Tetsuzan's understanding of Japan was actually quite profound. And although Nagata did not know Ishiwara's goal, he had placed Ishiwara in a position where he could contact all the young military officers of the Japanese Army. Ishiwara had given up the idea of influencing decision-making power; what he wanted to influence was only the excellent young men of Japan.

Ishiwara Kanji silently recited the name of the new position in his heart: "Director of the Japan Military New Technology Training Bureau." There really was no other position that could give Ishiwara such a vast space.
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Ishiwara Kanji's first sensation upon returning to Tokyo was as if he had returned to a war zone. Tokyo's houses were primarily wooden, and the Great Earthquake had triggered massive fires. On many streets, the charred remains of houses had not yet been cleared away by October 4th, the day Ishiwara Kanji returned to Tokyo.

Patches of blackened wooden wreckage allowed Ishiwara to imagine the horror of the fire. Even more terrifying were the several neighborhoods he passed through that had been turned into scorched earth. The fierce fire had burned everything so cleanly that only a few stone objects remained on the ground to prove that residential buildings had indeed once existed here.

Although Ishiwara was not a firefighter, he fully understood what had happened. The fires of war—it wasn't that people deliberately set fires on the battlefield. The radiant heat from exploding shells was enough to ignite nearby flammable materials, and after heavy artillery bombardment, even less flammable objects would catch fire.

The temperature of a raging fire could reach thousands of degrees. Air currents on the fireground, heated to this extent, could ignite any location they flowed into. As long as high-heat air currents continued to flow, these places would be thoroughly incinerated.

The tragic scene made Ishiwara walk quickly. Seeing a newsstand, he hurriedly went up to buy the latest newspaper. Sure enough, there was the good news Ishiwara had been expecting. Ishiwara immediately stood in front of the newsstand and began to read. Although Ishiwara was a Lieutenant General, blocking someone's stall like this was inappropriate. The adjutant beside him advised tactfully, "Your Excellency, the Minister of War is still waiting for you."

Only then did Ishiwara walk while reading the newspaper. The best news was that the current Prime Minister, Takahashi Korekiyo, had announced the end of the general mobilization and had put forward a post-disaster reconstruction plan totaling 600 million yen. Other news was passable; the Ministry of War and the Navy Ministry had issued a few bureaucratic articles as a formality, stating that national defense could not be ignored just because of the disaster.

If the Ministry of War and the Navy Ministry were truly opposing Takahashi Korekiyo, they wouldn't be singing this tune. This proved that the Japanese cabinet had actually reached a consensus.

Arriving at the Ministry of War, War Minister General Terauchi Hisaichi looked very enthusiastic, praising Ishiwara for his heroic performance in the war. But after completing the formalities, he sent Ishiwara away.

The "Japanese Military New Technology Training Bureau" was under the management of the Inspector General of Military Training. Ishiwara went to visit the current Inspector General, General Ugaki Kazushige. General Ugaki also showed that he thought highly of him, but after the formalities, he didn't say much more.

When Ishiwara arrived at his office location, he saw a small two-story building that was half-burned beside a scorched clearing. Ishiwara's adjutant had already been relieved of his duties with Ishiwara, and a liaison officer led Ishiwara here. Looking at the clearing after the disaster, the liaison officer was a bit apprehensive, worried that Ishiwara would use him as a punching bag. Unexpectedly, although Lieutenant General Ishiwara had a look of amusement on his face, he did not get angry at all. This surprised the liaison officer quite a bit.

Ishiwara wasn't faking it; he genuinely felt that this place was quite suitable as a training ground. Really quite suitable. At this moment, Ishiwara was fully certain that the war was temporarily over; Japan truly could not afford to fight a war right now.

In the evening, Ishiwara returned to the dormitory. His home in Tokyo had been destroyed in the earthquake. Before the house was destroyed, Ishiwara's wife had long since moved into the officer's quarters. The army officer's quarters had been damaged in the earthquake, but the army had strong organizational capability and had saved people in the quarters despite the earthquake, so Mrs. Ishiwara had not been injured. By this time, the quarters had already been repaired.

Just after eating a few bites, someone knocked on the door. Mrs. Ishiwara went to open it. The person outside spoke very politely but did not come in. Mrs. Ishiwara came back with a letter. Ishiwara finished his meal and drank his tea before opening the envelope. Mrs. Ishiwara was a bit curious, not knowing what letter the person outside who claimed to be from the Ministry of Foreign Affairs had sent.

Seeing his wife about to ask, Ishiwara put away the letter and answered in a flat tone, "The Ministry of Foreign Affairs has arranged for me to visit Lord Saionji tomorrow."

Mrs. Ishiwara was stunned. It had only taken one year for her to go from being the wife of an Army Major instructor to the wife of a Lieutenant General. However, over the past decade or so, Mrs. Ishiwara had heard the name of the great figure Saionji Kinmochi too many times. Especially a year ago, after Yamagata Aritomo died, Saionji Kinmochi had become the last and only *Genrō* (Elder Statesman) in Japan. In the past year, Japanese politics had had its ups and downs, changing Prime Ministers three times. The meetings to decide these personnel were all convened under the leadership of the Genrō, Saionji.

Seeing her baby-faced husband's indifferent appearance, Mrs. Ishiwara knew it was useless to advise him, but she still felt it would be better for her husband to be more respectful.

***

Ishiwara Kanji really didn't care about this matter. By nature, he didn't have much respect for those in power, and his experiences over the past year had given Ishiwara a deeper understanding of power itself. As long as those in power had a need, they would be courteous to the wise and condescending to scholars, and they wouldn't care about those so-called etiquettes.

Just as Ishiwara Kanji expected, Saionji summoned Ishiwara in a very relaxed environment. Upon meeting, Saionji asked, "Lieutenant General Ishiwara, did your class reunion go well?"

At this, Ishiwara Kanji had to lower his head cautiously and reply, "It was just a gathering of classmates. I didn't expect to alarm Your Excellency. This subordinate is truly fearful."

Naturally, Saionji would not like the nearly "rogue" actions of the army's frontline commanders. But Saionji still accepted the decision of these young officers. Not only Saionji, but the Japanese upper echelons also reluctantly pretended not to see it.

If it were in peacetime, Ishiwara's audacity would likely have landed him in a court-martial. But at that specific point in time, Japan urgently needed to make a decision, and normal diplomatic channels could not provide the intelligence needed to make that decision. Ishiwara broke the deadlock, allowing the Japanese upper echelons to obtain the urgently needed first-hand information: as long as Japan chose a ceasefire, the Northeast Government would not expand the war. This was a huge help for the Japanese government's subsequent decisions.

Of course, Saionji Kinmochi was not there to praise Ishiwara. The fact that the upper echelons were not pursuing the matter was already the greatest expression of benevolence. Saionji called Ishiwara there to get more information. "Ishiwara-kun, based on your observations, is He-kun anxious to unify China?"

Ishiwara answered frankly, "Your Excellency. He-kun wishes he could unify China tomorrow. But He-kun will not be swayed by his inner feelings. A military strategist like him will complete war preparations step by step. Completing the peace negotiations with Japan is also a prerequisite for launching the unification war."

Saionji hadn't heard anyone mention Ishiwara Kanji's name for a year. His current understanding of him came mostly from newspaper propaganda. Those generals with whom Saionji had good relations wouldn't go out of their way to learn about a Major who was famous in the army as a "thorn" and was still teaching at the Army War College in his thirties.

Although Ishiwara's answer at this moment still couldn't hide that arrogance, it was logical and the key points were clear. Saionji felt that Ishiwara's reputation today was not due to luck. He continued to ask, "Ishiwara-kun, is He-kun anxious for peace talks?"

Ishiwara Kanji answered decisively, "Your Excellency, if this subordinate were in He-kun's shoes, I would launch a military strike before the preparations for the unification war were half complete. Using war to promote talks."

Saionji was somewhat shaken in his heart. He paused for a moment before continuing to ask, "Is this your judgment, Ishiwara-kun?"

Ishiwara shook his head. "This subordinate does not know what He-kun will do. If it were other Chinese power holders, they would probably send envoys to try to press for the signing of a ceasefire agreement through pressure at the negotiating table. If it were this subordinate, I would force the other side to send envoys through military pressure, and in the negotiations, this subordinate would make concessions as much as possible within the acceptable range to achieve the goal of signing a ceasefire agreement as soon as possible."

Saionji Kinmochi picked up his teacup and invited Ishiwara to drink tea, thinking while he drank. Lieutenant General Ishiwara Kanji's choice seemed reckless, but it was actually very smart. Japan currently didn't want to sign a ceasefire agreement at all; even if they negotiated, they would only play petty tricks. Seizing the opponent's weak point and beating them soundly, using major actions to force the opponent to give up petty tricks and sign a ceasefire agreement, was a very effective method.

Although he understood this, Saionji Kinmochi found that he still unconsciously believed that He Rui would not do that. To snuff out this fluke in his mind, Saionji asked, "Ishiwara-kun, many people in the country want to delay the negotiations."

He heard Ishiwara Kanji reply, "Your Excellency, this subordinate's influence in the army is negligible. This subordinate believes that Your Excellency might as well ask Nagata-kun. With his influence, this matter can be determined."

Saionji had thought that Ishiwara Kanji would try every means to emphasize He Rui's toughness and intelligence. He didn't expect Ishiwara to be so frank in proposing a very actionable method. With Nagata's influence in the army, this matter could indeed be pushed forward quickly.

Looking at Ishiwara Kanji, Saionji was very appreciative. The rise of such a soldier was a good thing for Japan. So Saionji asked, "Ishiwara-kun, if it were you, when would you launch the military strike?"

"If it were this subordinate, it would not be later than October 15th."

On October 7th, Nagata Tetsuzan returned to Tokyo. On October 9th, Foreign Minister Ijuin Hikokichi came to visit Saionji Kinmochi, hoping to proactively open diplomatic negotiations with the Northeast Government.

Saionji was already mentally prepared and did not discuss much, only ordering Ijuin Hikokichi to execute it as soon as possible. Watching Ijuin Hikokichi's retreating figure, Saionji remembered Ishiwara Kanji's judgment. He couldn't help but sigh with emotion; if these smart people hadn't joined the army but worked in other departments, perhaps Japan's progress would have been faster.

On October 14th, Ijuin Hikokichi passed on the negotiating content from the negotiating representatives. The Northeast Government refused all reparations and only demanded a stop to the war and the signing of a ceasefire agreement. The Ministry of Foreign Affairs believed that they could launch secret diplomacy through other channels to obtain more benefits.

As early as the Paris Peace Conference in 1919, Ijuin Hikokichi had been very passive in the face of the fierce propaganda offensive by the Republic of China representatives led by Wellington Koo (Gu Weijun) because he insisted on that "secret diplomacy" set. He was criticized for passive diplomacy. If it weren't for the drastic changes in the current situation, Ijuin Hikokichi would absolutely not have assumed the post of Foreign Minister.

At this time, he wanted to pull this stunt again; truly, an old dog can't learn new tricks. Saionji called Ishiwara over again and asked, "Ishiwara-kun, do you think He-kun will launch a military strike on October 15th?"

"This subordinate does not know how He-kun will arrange things. If it were this subordinate, this subordinate would immediately terminate negotiations and demand that the other side change their negotiating representatives. Because this subordinate believes that signing the ceasefire agreement itself is where the interest lies. As long as the goal is achieved, there is no need to care about whether this ceasefire agreement is fragile."

"...Ishiwara-kun, forgive me for asking, did He-kun and Ishiwara-kun have a deep conversation?" Saionji Kinmochi had to ask such a question.

Ishiwara Kanji showed no fear. "Your Excellency, at the class reunion, He-kun said to the classmates that his strategy for the unification war is to learn from Bismarck. Bismarck clarified his thinking in his most famous speech before launching the unification war. 'Since the Treaty of Vienna, our borders have been ill-designed for a healthy body politic. The great questions of the time will not be resolved by speeches and majority decisions—that was the great mistake of 1848 and 1849—but by iron and blood.'"

Saionji was quite appreciative that Ishiwara Kanji could recite the content of Bismarck's "Blood and Iron" speech in its entirety. The vast majority of people who claimed to admire Bismarck thought that Bismarck used a policy of iron and blood to deal with the unification war. Such people had never even read the original text of Bismarck's unification war, and even if they had read it, they didn't understand it.

"Our borders have been ill-designed for a healthy body politic"—this was the reason Bismarck adopted the policy of iron and blood. The shape of the German states was largely due to the fact that 300 years ago, French Prime Minister Richelieu had pushed for it in order to construct a geopolitical situation favorable to France.

Afterward, Bismarck maneuvered among the European powers, always maintaining a geopolitical situation favorable to Germany. He was praised for dancing on five eggs. Where was the smell of iron and blood?

What He Rui wanted to do now was the same. The ceasefire agreement was a clear political statement, meaning He Rui could announce to his country that he had achieved stability in diplomacy. If Japan refused to compromise on its diplomatic stance, He Rui could only continue to force Japan to compromise. Especially now when Japan lacked military strength.

Saionji Kinmochi made a decision at this moment: he would personally go to Seoul.

On October 21st, Saionji met the long-absent He Rui at the Japanese Governor-General's Office in Korea. Seeing that He Rui already had white hair, Saionji wanted to tease him a little, but the words reached his lips and he couldn't say them.

In Japan, truly powerful politicians all had heads of white hair after working for the country for eight years. Let alone eight years, just four years of toil was enough to exhaust one's mental and physical strength.

However, He Rui's gaze was deep and bright, and the steadiness in his gestures was unique to those power holders who had been through trials and tribulations. Having seen so much and experienced so much, nothing could stop these people from constantly moving forward for the ideals in their hearts.

Saionji only allowed a minimum number of people to participate in the talks. He Rui's attitude was very straightforward, and what he said was still those two most basic points. 1. Ceasefire based on the border. 2. Sign a ceasefire agreement.

Since the Northeast side only requested the announcement of the ceasefire time in the ceasefire agreement and had no other additional content, just as Ishiwara Kanji had predicted, this was a ceasefire agreement so thin it could be torn up at any time. Saionji replied, "I agree in principle."

Only then did He Rui say, "If the ceasefire agreement is reached, in view of the natural disaster Japan is currently suffering, out of humanitarian spirit, the Northeast Government is willing to unconditionally donate materials worth 5 million silver dollars to the Japanese government. I hope the Japanese government can accept it."

Saionji smiled bitterly in his heart; this was "making concessions as much as possible within the acceptable range," right? The 5 million silver dollars from the Northeast was probably equivalent to 5 million yen in value. This was indeed a sum of money, but for Japan, it could only be said to be a drop in the bucket.

But Saionji knew very well that if hundreds of thousands of Japanese troops continued to be stationed along the Yalu River, they would consume more funds every day. Such a ceasefire was certainly painful for Japan, but not ceasing fire would only be more painful.

"I will report this matter to the country. I wonder if He-kun can wait a few more days in Seoul?" Saionji asked.

He Rui nodded, expressing agreement. That evening, Saionji invited He Rui to have dinner together. The food was very ordinary. The two of them didn't care about eating to begin with, so naturally, they didn't pay attention to it.

After moving his chopsticks slightly, Saionji didn't even notice what kind of vegetable leaf he had eaten, and asked, "He-kun, what will the future East Asia look like?"

He Rui hadn't eaten yet. Hearing Saionji's inquiry, he put down the chopsticks he had picked up. "Lord Saionji, the future situation in East Asia depends on changes in the world situation. The reconstruction of the Far East order implies that the economic system of the entire world has ended. The current world situation is brewing a new collapse. Under the old order, the era of industrial nations obtaining excess profits has ended. Since foreign wars are costly and cannot generate revenue, countries must turn inward. Their domestic contradictions are bound to intensify. When contradictions intensify to a certain stage, they will trigger new wars. The breadth, depth, and intensity of future wars will be unprecedented and will inevitably completely change the current world order. Whichever country can stabilize its development by smoothing out its internal national order in the future will be able to win the future war and dominate the future world pattern."

Saionji didn't think there was anything special about this prediction; there was no shortage of people in Japan who held this view. He asked, "Does He-kun think China can win the future?"

He Rui shook his head. "It is not that China can win, but that a more powerful civilization can win. Chinese civilization has continued for thousands of years. Although its civilization development has been interrupted time and again because it could not solve the insoluble problem of efficiency and equity, every time it rebuilt, it would absorb previous lessons and make adjustments and improvements. Western civilization rose entirely by relying on the leading advantage of the new tool of science and technology. In this aspect, they indeed occupied an advantage. But after China truly masters this advantage, the West will return to their rightful position in these fields within a few decades. At that time, the West will have to face the insoluble problem of efficiency and equity. Judging from Western history, they collapse completely every time. So my judgment of them is not optimistic."

Saionji finally became somewhat curious. "Then what kind of civilization will China eventually create?"

"Your Excellency, I don't know specifically what it will be like either. For example, right now China still has peasants. Being a peasant itself is an identity, a lifestyle. With the development of industrial technology, agricultural workers producing grain products will engage in agricultural production, and the identity of the peasant will disappear. When peasants disappear, the so-called agricultural civilization will also disappear. I can determine that this is an inevitable direction, but only after it truly appears can we understand what it will specifically be like. So I have no way to answer Your Excellency's question."

Saionji tried to ponder He Rui's words but found that he was old. No matter how he imagined it, Saionji couldn't imagine what a country without peasants would look like. But decades ago, when Saionji went to study in Europe, he could perfectly imagine the direction Japan should go through everything he saw.

With a sigh carrying a hint of sadness, Saionji asked, "What does He-kun think the future world civilization should be like?"

He Rui answered decisively, "That must be a world that constantly progresses through the development of productive forces. The world will no longer be a coliseum for great powers, but a new order working hard for human development. In that era, what really needs to be considered is the insolubility of efficiency and equity, rather than using this insolubility as an excuse for wanton plunder."
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On October 25, 1923, the signing ceremony took place in the center of a pontoon bridge on the Yalu River. This bridge had been widened to over ten meters. Thick wooden planks were laid across it, and although the table placed on top rose and fell slightly with the water, it did not affect writing.

The autumn wind blew over the curtains beside the signing table, whistling loudly. On both sides of the Yalu River, hundreds of thousands of Chinese and Japanese troops stood in neat formation, all waiting for the signing of the armistice agreement to be completed.

Japanese Minister of Foreign Affairs Ijuin Hikokichi, with a stern face, finished signing the armistice agreement, and the secretary behind him handed the document to He Rui's side. He Rui had already signed his copy. The two sides exchanged documents, completing the signing. Legally, the Northeast Government and the Japanese government had officially ceased hostilities.

There was no applause, nor did the two sides shake hands in congratulations. The Japanese representatives looked cold, standing up and leaving immediately. The Northeast Government representatives wore smiles and shook hands with each other. He Rui did not expect to say anything more to Saionji Kinmochi; he simply nodded to Saionji, who was observing the ceremony, and then led the Northeast Government delegation away from the signing venue.

The armistice was established at this moment.

Yan Huiqing, observing the ceremony, felt that the signing venue, simple to the point of being shabby, was like a magnificent hall. A diplomatic ceremony resulting from a direction led by China was a grand event Yan Huiqing had never experienced in his life. But this moment was too short, so short that Yan Huiqing didn't even have time to savor it. Seeing the Northeast Army already beginning to evacuate the negotiation venue, Yan Huiqing hurriedly asked the colleague beside him responsible for photography, "Did all three cameras capture it? Don't let there be issues with the film resulting in no photos being handed down to future generations!"

The comrade responsible for photography came from the *Northeast Daily*. In a cheerful mood, he didn't mind the mistrust in Yan Huiqing's words. Everyone could understand this feeling; for such an important matter, images must be left behind! Any amount of worry was understandable.

Yan Huiqing was feeling somewhat at a loss amidst the lively crowd inside China's border when Director Liu of the Foreign Affairs Bureau arrived beside him. "Mr. Yan, the Chairman wants to see us."

Yan Huiqing's spirits lifted, and he followed Director Liu. The meeting took place inside a bunker within the Yalu River defense line. Director Liu gave a brief report on the preparations for the War of Unification, and then asked Yan Huiqing and Gu Weijun to report on legal issues.

Gu Weijun was in high spirits, but his expression was even more solemn and serious. "For our side to engage in war with Britain without any restrictions, we need to be in a situation of mutual non-recognition. The Northeast Government must first declare itself the Central Government of the Republic of China, shedding the identity of the Northeast Government. After all, the Northeast Government is a legitimate local government currently recognized by Britain. As a local government under the Central Government of the Republic of China, the Northeast Government naturally acknowledges the British government recognized by the Central Government of the Republic of China as a legitimate government."

He Rui nodded slightly. "To achieve our goal legally, what should the process be?"

Gu Weijun pressed, "Chairman He, must you do this? If Britain does not recognize us as the legitimate government, no country in the world will recognize us."

He Rui nodded. "Therefore, in all our subsequent conflicts with Britain, the goal is to force Britain to sign a Sino-British Joint Declaration with us, and to issue three communiqués."

Speaking of this, He Rui couldn't help but laugh aloud. Gu Weijun felt He Rui's choice was too radical. Although as a public servant and international law expert, Gu Weijun could complete the assigned tasks, he still could not agree with He Rui's decision.

Yan Huiqing looked at He Rui's hearty laughter with interest. It was a smile from the heart, and it had a feeling of 'nostalgia'. Yan Huiqing felt curious, wondering what He Rui was nostalgic for.

He Rui was nostalgic for the Three Joint Communiqués between New China and the United States, which were diplomatic masterpieces led by Chairman Mao. The Three Joint Communiqués not only announced the foundation of Sino-US diplomacy to the world but also served as the foundation and benchmark for other countries in the world to establish diplomatic relations with China. If He Rui now forced Britain to sign a joint declaration through struggle, the diplomatic baseline with other powers could also be drawn.

Of course, this strategy was not the only choice. Just as the strategic choice for China's War of Unification also had many other possibilities. He Rui decided to choose to learn from and borrow these strategies because these plans themselves were extremely proactive and aggressive.

Germany developed extremely rapidly after Bismarck's unification, and New China's diplomatic development was also excellent, whether after the Korean War or after exporting revolution and finally signing the Three Joint Communiqués with the United States.

Unsuccessful cases were all related to 'insufficient struggle'. India's independence, and the diplomatic relations between African countries and the powers. It was not that those leaders did not want to obtain the best results, but that insufficient struggle led to compromise, and from then on, they lost the initiative.

Gathering his thoughts, He Rui asked, "If we follow this goal, what should the process be?"

Gu Weijun looked at Yan Huiqing, and Yan Huiqing replied, "Chairman, after discussing with Director Liu, we have arrived at the following process. We must engage in a military conflict with Britain before marching into the capital. When we march to the vicinity of the capital, the President, Premier, and other officials of the Republic must announce their collective resignation. Afterwards, our side will enter the capital and actively declare ourselves the Central Government of the Republic of China. Only by doing this can we ensure that our side has no succession relationship with the previous Central Government of the Republic. In terms of international law and international conventions, foreign governments should not immediately recognize our side as the legitimate central regime of China. Especially since our side will have first erupted in military conflict with Britain, it is even less likely for Britain to actively recognize our government. After that, our side will be free from the constraints of international law and can act as we see fit."

Lieutenant General Zhong Yifu, who was by He Rui's side, listened to the expert's description and found it completely consistent with the course of action He Rui had decided on earlier. He was very happy in his heart. Just as he was rejoicing at being able to thrash the foreign garrisons in China, he heard Yan Huiqing add, "Chairman, there is another key point here. If our side erupts in armed conflict with foreign garrisons in China, it is best not to use military operations as the reason, but rather police actions."

Zhong Yifu did not quite understand the meaning of this. Seeing that Yan Huiqing had no intention of explaining, he asked, "What does this mean?"

Yan Huiqing saw He Rui's expression and felt that He Rui understood. But he hadn't noticed that Lieutenant General Zhong Yifu didn't seem to understand, so he hurriedly explained, "If we use military operations as the reason, it might be used by others to confuse it with a declaration of war. If we use police actions as the reason, our operation is bandit suppression, not attacking foreign armies."

Zhong Yifu still couldn't quite understand. "Mr. Yan, according to what you say, can we completely avoid foreign countries using this as an excuse to declare war on us by using bandit suppression as the reason for taking action?"

Yan Huiqing shook his head. "If foreign countries are determined to declare war, any reason can become an excuse for declaring war. My suggestion is to reduce the excuses for foreign countries to declare war as much as possible."

Speaking of this, Yan Huiqing suddenly felt a burst of loss in his heart. Declaration of war or not simply depended on willingness. In the past, when the powers launched military strikes against China, they didn't necessarily care about declaring war.

But after this burst of loss, Yan Huiqing tried hard to cheer himself up. Although Japan's power could not be mentioned in the same breath as the European and American powers, China had at least achieved its strategic intentions through war. Yan Huiqing had to keep up with the Northeast Government's extremely proactive and aggressive thinking; at least at this time, the gap between the Northeast Government and the world powers had greatly narrowed. The Northeast Government might not lose to the European and American powers.

He Rui continued to ask, "Is there any other content?"

Yan Huiqing shook his head. Although it seemed like a short conversation, it had actually consumed a lot of energy for him and Gu Weijun. Especially since the two had to adjust their mindset while working, it was truly arduous.

"Thank you both for your work." He Rui stood up and shook hands with Yan Huiqing and Gu Weijun.

On the way back to Shenyang, Zhong Yifu and Cheng Ruofan discussed their views on this meeting in low voices. Soon, Zhong Yifu said to He Rui, who was resting with his eyes closed, "Chairman, I have some new ideas." Seeing He Rui didn't react, Zhong Yifu nudged He Rui's arm. "Chairman?"

He Rui woke up from a half-dreaming state. In that vague dream, He Rui was issuing orders to Chinese armored units entering Vietnam, ordering the armored group army composed entirely of light tanks to drive south quickly and completely resolve the enemies in the Indochina Peninsula. Hundreds of tanks, with structures more reasonable than the German Panzer II of World War II, were traversing the tropical rainforests and mountains, pouncing towards the enemy.

At the same time, an aircraft carrier formation with several Sino-Japanese joint fleet carriers as the core had already sailed to the vicinity of Cam Ranh Bay. While continuing south, reconnaissance planes took off non-stop, searching for the joint fleet of Britain, the Netherlands, and France in the South China Sea...

Waking up suddenly at this moment, He Rui was a bit unaccustomed for a moment. He steadied his mind before pulling himself back to reality.

Zhong Yifu advised, "Chairman, do you want to rest for a while?"

He Rui smiled bitterly. "I already rested just now. Speak, what ideas do you have?"

Zhong Yifu then replied, "Chairman, after Chief of Staff Cheng and I considered the ideas proposed by the Foreign Affairs Bureau, we found that we have two choices. The first is naturally to explain clearly to Duan Qirui and let Duan Qirui cooperate with us in acting out this play. The other is to kill our way down directly. Given Duan Qirui's personality, as long as we act, Duan Qirui's reaction will likely be the same as we expect. I personally worry that Duan Qirui will choose to defect to Britain. The second plan is safer."

He Rui took out a cigarette and replied before lighting it, "No. I will send... Director Zhao to see Duan Qirui and Xu Shichang, and tell them the general process of our plan."

Hearing the sound of the lighter, Cheng Ruofan's throat couldn't help but move a little, but thinking that he had decided to quit cigarettes, Cheng Ruofan rubbed his nose. "Chairman, Duan Qirui has reached the final juncture, he will definitely want to make a last gamble. If we let Duan Qirui know at this time that we are going to be enemies with Britain, he will very likely feel that the 200,000 Beiyang troops in his hands can be sold for a good price, and it will be even harder for us to persuade him."

He Rui took a drag and nodded in agreement. "Precisely because of this, we must treat him with courtesy. Duan Qirui alone is not worth mentioning. In the long run, if the middle and upper-ranking officers in the 200,000 Beiyang troops know our intentions, and after being defeated, see that our army is indeed advancing step by step according to our plan, the positive effect on our army's future will outweigh the negative effect. We also cannot rule out the possibility that Duan Qirui will ultimately choose to cooperate. Perhaps under heavy pressure, he will understand that resistance has no future, and only adapting to the situation is the best policy."

Zhong Yifu and Cheng Ruofan did not understand Duan Qirui and could not make a judgment. However, the plan was originally based on total war, and Duan Qirui's decision indeed could not affect much. So they agreed.

He Rui, Zhong Yifu, and Cheng Ruofan went through the plan again and didn't find anything else they hadn't considered. So it was decided. He Rui also proposed the time for launching the campaign. "Since the armistice agreement has been signed, the Japanese army will begin to withdraw. We could actually wait until the Japanese army begins a large-scale demobilization, but I don't want to wait any longer. According to the General Staff's judgment, our army can now maintain the Yalu River defense line with only 300,000 main force troops coordinating with 500,000 new recruits. We'll just wait for half of the Japanese army to withdraw, then start moving south. As for the time, at the latest by 0:00 on November 11th, we will start moving south."

Cheng Ruofan pressed, "The candidate for the commander staying behind in the Northeast has been determined. It's Xiushan and Silang. Who do you prefer, Chairman?"

"Silang has a straightforward personality. I want him to go to Shaanxi. The people there deal most easily with straightforward people. The Northeast needs a comrade with meticulous thinking to hold down the fort so that everyone can be at ease."

Cheng Ruofan and Zhong Yifu looked at each other and felt there were no other issues. The two stood up and said, "Chairman, please rest a bit first. We are also going to sleep for a while."

He Rui knew that the comrades cared about him, so he stood up. "This time my main energy will be on politics and economy. The military work will be borne more by the General Staff."

"Yes!" Zhong Yifu's eyes shone, and he couldn't help but speak his mind. "Chairman, watching the comrades thrash the Japanese, I was truly envious. This time, please watch my performance, comrades!"

Fighting foreign invaders was just so happy. He Rui could completely understand Zheng Silang's excitement and smiled. "I will wait and see, waiting for good news!"
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Zhao Tianlin, the former president of the National Peiyang University, arrived in the capital and was welcomed by Huang Fu, the Beiyang Minister of Education. Huang Fu had studied in Japan in his early years, successively attending the Tokyo Shinbu School and the Topography Department of the Japanese Army Land Survey Department. He later joined the Tongmenghui and returned to China in 1910.

Unlike Zhao Tianlin, Huang Fu turned to join the Revolutionary Party after the Xinhai Revolution. After the failure of the Second Revolution, he was wanted by Yuan Shikai and fled to the United States, only returning to China after Yuan Shikai's failed attempt to proclaim himself emperor in 1915. He increasingly associated with figures in the Beiyang clique and was subsequently employed by Xu Shichang.

Upon seeing Zhao Tianlin, Huang Fu couldn't help but stare for a moment at this Doctor of Law who already enjoyed a considerable reputation. Zhao Tianlin and Huang Fu had gone abroad to study at roughly the same time, but now Zhao Tianlin was already an important figure in education and diplomacy within the Northeast Government. Among the Beiyang figures, Zhao Tianlin's prestige and status were unmatched by ordinary Beiyang civil officials.

Zhao Tianlin appeared elegant and behaved with composure. The scholarly air combined with the sophistication gained from holding high office was something few Beiyang figures could match. Huang Fu couldn't help but feel a twinge of envy and sighed, "Brother Zhao, the Great President and the Premier are looking forward to your visit. The car is ready, please come with me."

Zhao Tianlin saw that Huang Fu was also a striking figure, but he lacked the deep-seated composure that the various bureau directors of the Northeast Government had developed through their extensive experience. He gave off a feeling of being somewhat frail. Zhao replied, "I apologize for troubling Minister Huang."

On the way, Zhao Tianlin was preoccupied with how to communicate with Xu Shichang and Duan Qirui. Seeing Zhao Tianlin's calm and self-possessed demeanor, Huang Fu found himself unable to strike up a conversation, feeling even more inferior in his heart.

Arriving at the Presidential Palace at Iron Lion Hutong, military officers were already waiting at the entrance to welcome them. Zhao Tianlin entered the Presidential Palace. Huang Fu didn't even have the opportunity to sit in on the meeting, which left him feeling truly regretful. Although Zhao Tianlin was only an official of the Fengtian clique and his official rank was technically below Huang Fu's, his actual status and standing were worlds apart. Huang Fu felt disheartened, convinced that the days of this Beiyang government were numbered.

Inside the Presidential Palace, Xu Shichang welcomed Zhao Tianlin. The two discussed old acquaintances they both knew in the Beiyang clique, discovering that those people were now doing rather mediocrely. Just as Xu Shichang was lamenting this, Duan Qirui arrived. After an exchange of greetings, they took their seats again. Zhao Tianlin glanced at the guards nearby, and Duan Qirui dismissed them for the time being.

Only then did Zhao Tianlin inform Xu Shichang and Duan Qirui of He Rui's arrangements. The guards were actually standing guard at the door, and through the glass windows, they could see the three men talking inside. Xu Shichang's expression grew increasingly grave, and Duan Qirui even stood up, clasping his hands behind his back and pacing back and forth in the room. When Duan Qirui sat down, they faintly heard him shout angrily, "Brother He actually wants to plunge the country into the flames of war! Does he not care about the people being plunged into misery?"

Xu Shichang spoke in a low voice throughout, and they could only see him talking. After Xu Shichang finished, Zhao Tianlin said something to Duan Qirui. Then Duan Qirui stood up again and continued to pace with his hands behind his back.

The guards dared not look too closely and resumed their posture of standing at attention outside the door.

At this moment, inside the room, Duan Qirui was both angry and anxious. He was indeed shocked by He Rui's operation plan. Duan Qirui had originally thought that He Rui would settle down after fighting Japan. He hadn't expected that He Rui intended to continue challenging the Great Powers, and not just one, but to wipe out the foreign garrisons in Tanggu. Those were garrisons dispatched by the Great Powers under the Boxer Protocol. He Rui was going to offend all the Great Powers at once.

When he questioned Zhao Tianlin, Zhao Tianlin replied in his consistently gentle and elegant voice, "According to statistics from recent years, every winter in Shanghai alone, two thousand people die from exposure and are collected from the streets. The major cities in Jiangsu and Zhejiang are not much better. Beijing and Tianjin have been slightly better in the past two years, but that is also because of the Great Drought of 1920, which caused nearly ten million northern disaster victims to flee to the Northeast, leading to a sharp decrease in the number of poor people in the north. This is the only reason there have been fewer deaths. Given China's current situation, are the people not being 'plunged into misery' every single day?"

Even Duan Qirui found it hard to maintain his composure in the face of such a rhetorical question. Moreover, what Zhao said was true, especially regarding the fact that the lives of the villagers in the north seemed easier these past two years because the destitute had run off to the Northeast to survive. Duan Qirui had actually thought it was due to his own effective governance. Being told this by Zhao Tianlin, he suddenly realized the truth. Things were not as Duan Qirui had imagined. This made it even harder for Duan Qirui to maintain his dignity.

Xu Shichang, on the other hand, did not think that much. Things had reached a point where he could no longer influence them. He simply asked, "Director Zhao, what exactly does Brother He intend by sending you here?"

Zhao Tianlin then informed Xu Shichang of the parts of He Rui's plan that concerned the Beiyang government. Xu Shichang wasn't particularly surprised at this point; he simply pressed, "Director Zhao, does Brother He really intend to go to this extent?"

Zhao Tianlin's tone remained gentle. "Great President. This war is fought for the country. No matter how dangerous it is, it must be fought. What are the foreign garrisons in Tanggu there for? Is it not to threaten the capital at any moment and overthrow the government? 'How can one allow others to sleep beside one's bed?' The foreign garrisons in Tanggu must be annihilated. Annihilating these foreign garrisons will inevitably lead to conflict with the Great Powers. Chairman He simply refuses to bury his head in the sand."

Xu Shichang no longer really doubted that He Rui sincerely wanted to revitalize China. In recent years, the domestic call for abolishing concessions and restoring sovereignty had grown louder and louder. After He Rui dealt a heavy blow to Japan, although a large number of radical youths had gone to the Northeast to join He Rui, leaving the area south of the pass somewhat quieter, this public sentiment had already formed, and Xu Shichang was very clear about it.

Anyone who opposed foreigners acting tyrannically in China believed that He Rui had the ability to change this status quo. Even if only for his own image, He Rui could not go against this public sentiment.

Finally, Xu Shichang said, "So Brother He feels that us old fellows are still of some use, which is why he sent Director Zhao to pass a message."

Zhao Tianlin smiled faintly. "Chairman He knows that both of you are patriots, so he sent me here to invite you to participate in this cause."

Duan Qirui suppressed his displeasure and sat back in his seat. "What about the Beiyang brothers? Some of them are uneasy in their hearts; does Brother He not care about that?"
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As Zhao Tianlin entered the Presidential Palace, he noticed the reception room's decoration was truly outdated and uncoordinated. Porcelain and antiques from the Qing Dynasty, calligraphy and paintings favored by scholar-officials, and Western clocks were all placed in the same room, failing to reflect any style of the Presidential Palace's owner.

It wasn't just the mix of items; the colors, textures, and styles were completely chaotic. In contrast, He Rui's reception room, though simple, was extremely practical, monotonous but unified in style.

In this chaotic reception room of the Beiyang Presidential Palace, Zhao Tianlin finally heard Duan Qirui speak his mind, feeling a sense of relief. They could finally discuss the most critical issues and end these meaningless debates.

Zhao Tianlin pushed up his glasses and looked into Duan Qirui's eyes. In those eyes, there was unconcealable unease and anxiety. Zhao Tianlin asked, "Premier Duan, this subordinate believes that Premier Duan is a patriot."

Duan Qirui frowned; he hadn't expected Zhao Tianlin to speak such grand but empty words at this juncture.

Zhao Tianlin could understand Duan Qirui's displeasure. In the process of teaching, smart yet stubborn students would feel unhappy when forced to accept learning content they didn't agree with. Their expressions then were not much different from Duan Qirui's now. But this didn't stop Zhao Tianlin from continuing to instill knowledge, because this knowledge was the foundation of Zhao Tianlin's understanding of the world.

"The officials and soldiers of the Northeast are all human. They know very well that if a person owns ten thousand *mu* of fertile land, it means they possess great wealth and respectability. In this regard, people in the Northeast are no different from those in the capital. The current Beijing government relies on the Beiyang brothers for support, and Premier Duan must seek a better future for them. But if this future conflicts with the future of China's rejuvenation, this subordinate believes Premier Duan will choose the greater good of the nation."

Duan Qirui replied unhappily, "Is Director Zhao blaming me?"

Zhao Tianlin shook his head. "Premier Duan, the Northeast Government's land policy was not decided by Chairman He alone, but is a policy recognized and supported by the millions of Northeast Government personnel and the 40 million people of the Northeast. Because the old policies cannot realize the people's expectations for a better life, nor can they solve China's problems. Everything so far has proven that the Northeast Government's policies are effective. If promoted nationwide, the entire country can become just as powerful. This is what this subordinate wants to discuss with the Premier. As for the future of the Beiyang brothers, as the saying goes, a rising tide lifts all boats. The Northeast has become strong, and nearly ten million disaster victims have not only survived there but are living much better lives than before. If China becomes strong, how could the Beiyang brothers possibly live worse off than before?"

Duan Qirui knew he couldn't argue with Zhao Tianlin on this point and had to soften his stance. "Director Zhao, there are always few sages and many confused people in the world. The Beiyang brothers are the same. When talking about national righteousness, they pay lip service to it, but actually treat it as wind past their ears. If a month's military pay is a day late, they will immediately make a noise. I'm afraid talking to them about this is useless."

Zhao Tianlin didn't intend to dwell on this. Based on Duan Qirui's thinking, saying more would be useless. Zhao Tianlin gave Duan Qirui a final chance to choose. "This subordinate came here under orders to ask for the decision of President Xu and Premier Duan. With the prestige of President Xu and Premier Duan, as long as you two make a decision, most Beiyang brothers will still follow."

Xu Shichang heard the tone of an ultimatum and said, "The journey from Shenyang to the capital is long; Director Zhao must be tired. Why don't we stop here for today? A meager banquet has been prepared to welcome Director Zhao."

Duan Qirui also felt they couldn't continue talking, so he seconded Xu Shichang. Zhao Tianlin had already determined that Duan Qirui was unreliable and smiled, "I will defer to the hosts. This subordinate will follow whatever arrangements you two make."

Personnel at the Presidential Palace attended to Zhao Tianlin, while Xu Shichang kept Duan Qirui for a private talk. Seeing Duan Qirui's somewhat ferocious expression, Xu Shichang sighed, "Brother Duan, why not endure for now? He Rui is going to offend all the Great Powers; I'm afraid he won't be able to hold out."

Duan Qirui didn't see it that way. As a graduate of the Japanese Army Academy, Duan Qirui could judge the general situation. The Northeast's greatest advantage over the capital was that its finances were self-sufficient and didn't rely on loans. So, unless the Great Powers sent troops directly, thinking they could control He Rui through tariffs was wishful thinking.

Now He Rui had stabilized the Soviet Union and defeated Japan. The Soviet Union was already opposed to Britain and France; what price would Britain and France have to pay to get the Soviet Union to attack the Northeast from behind? At least Duan Qirui couldn't imagine it.

As for Japan, although areas outside the Great Kanto Earthquake were not affected, Japan's core industrial zone had collapsed, and reconstruction would take time. Moreover, Japan had used up its money in the war, and its domestic economy was extremely tight. Japan could no longer afford to fight.

If they wanted to fight, Britain and France would have to pay to arm Japan, a huge sum. Britain and France would certainly not be willing to pay.

Britain and France might be able to send 100,000 troops to fight in China. If facing the Beiyang government or the southern rebels, these 100,000 troops would certainly win. However, in the great war between the Northeast and Japan, Japan's million-strong army failed to defeat the Northeast. Sending 100,000 British and French army troops into China would be no different from sending them to their deaths.

As for Britain and France transporting a million troops to China, Duan Qirui knew that was absolutely impossible. After graduating from the Japanese Army Academy, Duan Qirui had at least that much basic military common sense.

He Rui was indeed going to offend all the Great Powers, but only offend them. If the Great Powers just cursed him verbally, let alone He Rui, even Duan Qirui wouldn't be afraid. What Duan Qirui feared was the Great Powers' armies actually attacking and annihilating the Anhui clique's Beiyang Army.

Thinking of this, Duan Qirui asked, "The President must have already made a decision."

Xu Shichang indeed had a decision and smiled, "With national affairs before us, we naturally must consider the country."

Duan Qirui felt a pang in his heart. Helping Xu Shichang to the position of President had resulted in this. Even though Duan Qirui felt Xu Shichang didn't owe him anything, he still felt as if he had been betrayed.

Xu Shichang had been pushed up by Duan Qirui; he had neither military power nor financial power, so being President didn't really matter to him. Now that he had made a decision, he said, "If we can have a future like Lord Zhang [Zhang Xiluan], it would be a perfect ending."

Duan Qirui was shaken. Zhang Xiluan's example was right in front of them. Because he fully supported He Rui, the stronger He Rui became, the higher Zhang Xiluan's evaluation rose. In Duan Qirui's view, Zhang Xiluan's own ability was actually unworthy of his current prestige. However, Zhang Xiluan had self-knowledge; he asked for nothing but didn't shirk responsibility. As a peer of Zhang Xiluan, Duan Qirui knew Zhang Xiluan was only of average talent, yet in future history books, Zhang Xiluan would surely be described as having superb insight, being generous and heroic, and worrying about the country and the people. His evaluation would be higher than Yuan Shikai's.

Now Zhang Xiluan had secured his reputation both in life and after death, while Duan Qirui faced the possibility of ruin because he had to consider the Beiyang brothers. For a moment, Duan Qirui felt disheartened. He sighed, "Since President Xu says so, I can only show my hand to the Beiyang brothers. As for the future, let fate decide."

With that, he stood up and left the Presidential Palace reception room.

Xu Shichang didn't stand up. He looked at everything around him, thinking that he wouldn't be sitting here for many more days. He called the orderly and ordered, "Make tea!"

The aroma of the tea spread through the empty reception room. The pure scent didn't change just because it was faint. Xu Shichang picked up the teacup to take a sip, but felt a surge of emotion in his chest rush to his head. Putting down the teacup, Xu Shichang slapped the table and stood up, striking a pose and shouting: "Drink! Ah..."

Then he sang with emotion: "In vain I wipe a hero's tears, facing a hermit's home. Thanking the compassionate for tonsure beneath the lotus platform, having no destiny, we separate in the blink of an eye. Naked I came and naked I go, without a care. Where to find a straw raincoat and bamboo hat to travel alone? I'll let my straw shoes and broken bowl follow fate..."

At this moment, Duan Qirui was outside the door. Through the glass window, he watched Xu Shichang sing this aria, standing rooted to the spot. Only after going outside the Presidential Palace did Duan Qirui realize he wasn't wearing his military cap. After recalling for a moment, he remembered that upon hearing He Rui was going to move against the Great Powers, he had taken off his cap in agitation and thrown it on the sofa. When leaving, he was too agitated and forgot to take it.

Duan Qirui felt stifled in his chest, so he decided to come back personally to retrieve his cap, but he didn't expect to see Xu Shichang singing this segment of "The Parasite Grass" alone in the empty reception room.

He had thought Xu Shichang was just someone who rose by borrowing others' power. Only now did Duan Qirui truly feel that Xu Shichang also had the heart to achieve great deeds. Hearing this generous and desolate song, and seeing Xu Shichang cover his face with his hand after singing, his shoulders twitching slightly, Duan Qirui felt empathy. His nose soured, and long-absent tears burst from his eyes.

The guards beside him saw two streams of tears sliding down Duan Qirui's cheeks and quickly lowered their heads. Duan Qirui no longer thought about retrieving his cap. He raised his hand to wipe away the tears, his expression returning to its usual coldness. He turned and walked out.

Although his expression had regained composure, Duan Qirui felt dead inside. Previously, Duan Qirui felt that Yuan Shikai's death after failing to proclaim himself emperor was truly a failure. Now, Duan Qirui suddenly realized that his own life was just walking on the path opened up by Yuan Shikai. Walking on a path opened by others, no matter how far one went, one was just a passerby.

Yuan Shikai's life had successes and failures. Duan Qirui didn't even qualify for success, let alone failure.

Duan Qirui remembered that although He Rui opposed Yuan Shikai's proclamation as emperor, he pointed out that Yuan Shikai's goal was to achieve unity, a desperate gamble. So, Duan Qirui's road had reached its end. If he still wanted to try to struggle, how should he be evaluated?

Zhao Tianlin had internally given up on persuading Xu Shichang and Duan Qirui, so he relaxed. But unexpectedly, starting the next day, Duan Qirui and Xu Shichang showed a posture of full cooperation. They asked in detail about what they needed to do, without asking why, only clarifying the specific time and their specific actions.

Later, Duan Qirui and Xu Shichang asked Zhao Tianlin to bring a message to He Rui, "Since Brother He fears neither life nor death for the country, we are overjoyed to be able to lend Brother He a hand. As for the Beiyang brothers, we have already talked to them. Those who care about the country will naturally stay in the capital. The others, let them go. Please ask Brother He to not mind this matter. Please ask him to prioritize the country."

The two big figures of Beiyang surrendered so thoroughly that Zhao Tianlin felt something was wrong. But he couldn't ask now, so he could only promise them again, "It is the country's fortune that you two are so profoundly righteous. The Northeast Government's promise regarding the treatment of Beiyang will certainly be honored. Please rest assured."

Duan Qirui smiled faintly, "The country has suffered so much, and the people are in dire straits. The whole world expects Brother He to lead China out of this situation. Please ask Brother He to send troops as soon as possible. I will wait in the capital to meet with Brother He."

Seeing the matter was settled, Zhao Tianlin stood up to take his leave and returned to Shenyang without stopping. When he returned to Shenyang, it was November 5th, only six days before the deadline for the Northeast Army to march south. The Northeast Government had also received telegram contact from the capital. The Northeast Army had already made demands to Duan Qirui: all Beiyang troops willing to accept reorganization must wait in designated areas. The Northeast Army would deal with any Beiyang troops outside the designated areas on their own.

Learning that Duan Qirui was not stalling, Zhao Tianlin felt much more relaxed and smiled, "Civil war is not like foreign war; if we can shed less blood, we should."

He Rui nodded and handed a document to Zhao Tianlin. Zhao Tianlin read it for a moment, his expression turning serious. After finishing it, he sighed, "The Chairman classifies those resistors as war criminals; legally, there is nothing wrong with that. But isn't using 'war criminal' to define the armed forces of landlords and gentry a bit of an overreaction?"

He Rui shook his head. "Landlords and local forces will certainly use force to oppose us. This period will probably last for two years. We naturally must define them clearly. If they are bandits, it is naturally bandit suppression. If they are military actions launched by local armed forces, they are actions launched based on political reasons, which are acts of war against the new regime. I don't know much about the law; this work naturally has to be handled by an expert like Director Zhao."

Zhao Tianlin thought for a moment and felt there was no problem legally, but it felt strange out of habit. Finally, he replied, "I will find someone to study this issue and give a result as soon as possible. But now, the hostile actions of the armed forces in various provinces can indeed be unambiguously classified as acts of war. If they are captured after defeat, they are naturally war criminals."

"One more thing," He Rui continued. "When the local situation stabilizes, I plan to start land redemption in the northern plains first to complete state ownership of land."

"Land redemption... that will cost a lot of money!" Zhao Tianlin felt he was stuttering a bit.

He Rui nodded. He had only tried discussing this with Wu Youping and Xu Chengfeng, and their reactions were much bigger than Zhao Tianlin's. Moreover, both were very worried about this seemingly whimsical policy. Instead, Zhao Tianlin looked calmer, so He Rui couldn't help but say a few more words. "State ownership of land is a very high-risk policy, but any policy has huge risks. From a revenue perspective, the actual revenue from state ownership of land is also huge. This matter needs to be put on the agenda. I will hold a special meeting after stabilizing the northern region."

"Where is the revenue?" Zhao Tianlin asked carefully for confirmation.

"Currently, China's land is undoubtedly under private ownership; we can't pretend not to see it. If we change it to collective ownership by the locality, there are still too many problems. Especially in organizing production, there will be many future troubles. The biggest benefit of land redemption is having a startup fund when establishing a market. As long as people willing to farm have land to farm, they need to purchase means of production. At this time, the funds from land redemption can meet their needs."

He Rui finished speaking and looked at Zhao Tianlin, wanting to see how this legal expert would judge.
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Implementing a "ten-year" comprehensive buyout of all private land across more than 11 million square kilometers of national territory—Zhao Tianlin struggled to imagine what such a situation would look like, but could only form a rough picture.  The policy of buying out all private land over ten years was not inherently complex. Land ownership within the passes was nothing more than state-owned or private, while land ownership under the Northeast Government was collective or state-owned. Once the comprehensive buyout was implemented, the state would use money to purchase all land ownership rights from collectives and individuals. From that point on, private land would no longer exist in China.  With the state owning all land rights, it could naturally plan and use land as it wished. For a centralized industrial nation, this was an excellent foundation. The people would receive land bonds—those with small amounts of land would be paid directly, while those with large holdings would receive ten-year bonds with installment payments.  Having earned a law doctorate in America, Zhao Tianlin still felt it was too radical. "Chairman, the road to hell is often paved with good intentions. Governing a great nation is like cooking a small fish—do we have enough personnel to complete all this work?"  He Rui greatly appreciated Zhao Tianlin's steadiness. Of course, this might also be due to age. Zhao Tianlin was 37, Wu Youping was 30—a seven-year difference. Greater steadiness meant better understanding. Of course, it might also mean greater difficulty accepting. But He Rui needed his comrades' support and had to explain clearly.  "Many policies cannot be tangled together. Please understand what I'm about to say separately. After liberating all of China, we need to implement industrial layouts nationwide. Starting from these industrial layouts, we'll first promote land buyouts in agricultural production areas and regions radiated by industrial enterprises. Land buyouts in other regions will be completed based on the state's assessment of different geographical conditions and corresponding industrial layouts."  "Industrial products need buyers, but our market is currently very weak—the people have no money to buy industrial goods. After the people obtain land use rights, they'll need to purchase means of production to complete production. They'll need capital."  "The Northeast Government's finances have long been running deficits on paper. In reality, through wartime general mobilization, we've frozen considerable economic activity. Once these activities resume, once we repay the currency that needs to be paid and restore product prices, the amount of currency in circulation will increase. Though industrial production capacity is also increasing, it can't keep pace with currency growth, inevitably leading to significant inflation. At that time, the Northeast Government will face an enormous economic crisis. Only by obtaining assets equivalent to the currency to hedge can we stabilize the economy and public sentiment."  "In extreme cases, a country could exist with only government and citizens, production and distribution—completely excluding market operations. But that's an extreme case. The market's efficiency only manifests in short-term and medium-short-term profit pursuit. Under normal conditions, the market is also necessary. Even though the market economy itself creates enormous problems for social fairness, that's a problem for politics to solve—the market itself must exist."  After stating these important issues in one breath, He Rui made his request to Zhao Tianlin: "With these situations coexisting, we need laws to provide legal support and services for these matters."  Zhao Tianlin's mind swirled with legal domains related to these issues. Just trying to determine the scope of different laws left him confused. He finally gave up thinking about law and tried to work out a thread of logic. Eventually feeling he'd grasped something, he said: "Chairman, are you trying to use land buyouts to solve these problems?"  He Rui waved his hand. "I just emphasized that these policies cannot be tangled together—they must be understood separately. These are all problems to solve, not our direction. Our direction is to increase China's total industrial and agricultural output fivefold through two five-year plans after national liberation, while striving to complete the supporting social service systems."  Only then did Zhao Tianlin feel he understood. The Northeast Government's development had been extremely rapid—more than tenfold over the past eight years. However, Zhao Tianlin didn't believe development across all of China could be this fast, because the Northeast's development had cobbled together a military-heavy industrial system under the special circumstances of the European Great War. The Russian Civil War and the post-civil war Soviet period had allowed this system to operate well, with the Northeast Government obtaining tremendous resources through various trades with Russia.  All of China's population was more than ten times the Northeast's, and geographical conditions varied greatly. Copying the Northeast's experience was akin to marking the boat to find the sword.  After further contemplation, Zhao Tianlin said earnestly: "Chairman, please take care of yourself. Among us, no one else can lead the execution of such a massive national construction and development plan."  He Rui already had the awareness and determination, and answered confidently: "I will do my utmost. The specific work must rely on our comrades."  Zhao Tianlin reflected on what He Rui had mentioned. Though land buyouts were important, they weren't decisive. When the conditions needed for many policies were pieced together, using land buyouts to solve them seemed logical.  After land buyouts, working people who wished to farm could still obtain land without paying rent. From this perspective, land buyouts no longer felt like the sky being overturned.  Seeing that Zhao Tianlin could now accept the land buyout policy, He Rui felt the comrades should also understand through discussion and study. The matter wasn't so mysterious—the people exchanged land ownership for currency printed by the central bank, which they could then use for consumption and investment.  At this stage, the government—starting from "fairness"—provided the people with land for farming and production, allowing living standards to develop rapidly in a small commodity economy.  He Rui continued explaining: "China currently has over 11 million square kilometers of territory. Not all of this 11 million-plus square kilometers is privately owned—much belongs to the state, and unclaimed wasteland covers an even larger area.  "And those who own private land aren't all qualified to enter the new era. Those who owe blood debts have reached the time to repay them. Those who insist on using war to keep China in the old era will be crushed. Their land will be confiscated without compensation, in part or in full. How are the legal preparations for this work progressing?"  "They're ready," Zhao Tianlin answered. Having spoken, he couldn't help but sigh. Many were destined to perish in the old era, but thinking that the vast majority of Chinese would live better in the new era, Zhao Tianlin had to take on this work.  Time quickly reached November 10th. A staff officer entered to report: "Premier, Xu Shuzheng and his forces have begun moving south."  Duan Qirui sighed. "Ah, let them go."  Seeing Duan Qirui's manner, the staff officer said no more and withdrew. Duan Qirui suddenly wanted to call him back but still didn't speak.  On November 8th, Duan Qirui had gathered the Anhui Clique generals and informed them of the arrangement to accept Northeast Army reorganization. By this point, Duan Qirui no longer ordered his brothers to accept—he merely informed them of his decision. Xu Shuzheng had jumped up shouting: "Chief, we still have 200,000 brothers, over 100,000 rifles—are we really going to surrender without firing a single shot?"  Duan Qirui hadn't tried to persuade everyone then. No one was stupid; everyone understood clearly. What they said aloud was for others to hear. As long as no one joined them in being foolish, they'd behave themselves.  Yet Duan Qirui hadn't expected that Xu Shuzheng—the general he'd most favored—had also left. Thus, the 20,000 most capable troops of the Beiyang Anhui Clique had begun moving south with their equipment. From their route, they were preparing to withdraw to Henan first.  Duan Qirui's own heart was cold. He truly didn't want to persuade anyone now. Though 20,000 had left and tens of thousands more hadn't gathered at the positions He Rui had specified, 100,000 of the least capable troops had still reached the positions awaiting reorganization. He had saved at least 100,000 men—Duan Qirui felt he had done right by his Anhui Clique brothers.  At 0:00 on November 11th, the Northeast Army garrison north of Shanhaiguan marched straight to Shanghai Pass. The area was already a sea of lights—all Beiyang troops at Shanhaiguan had assembled before the pass, with each platoon having someone holding a torch.  Upon seeing the Northeast Army arriving to take command, the Shanhaiguan Garrison Commander stepped forward and exchanged salutes with the Northeast Army division commander. The Garrison Commander then handed over his sidearm. The Northeast Army division commander accepted it, and they saluted each other again.  The Northeast Army had already set up powerful spotlights on the heights. One by one, the bright lights came on, illuminating all of Shanhaiguan. The torches were no longer needed and were extinguished one after another.  Both forces stood in neat formation. To the sound of the military band, the Republic of China's five-color flag slowly descended from Shanhaiguan. As the music shifted to the Northeast Government's march, the Northeast Government's red flag rose slowly up the flagpole.  At this moment, the gate for the Northeast Army's southward advance had been completely opened.  After the ceremony, the Beiyang troops began surrendering their weapons. Soldiers queued up to place their weapons in the light cast by the spotlights. Meanwhile, the Shanhaiguan garrison led Northeast Army personnel to take over the weapons and ammunition depots.  At this same time, British Ambassador Plenipotentiary Sir Jordan, who had napped in the afternoon, was wearily discussing communication issues with Anhui Clique's Xu Shuzheng and others with his subordinates.  There was no shortage of people in the Duan Qirui government willing to sell information to the powers, and Duan Qirui's surrender didn't surprise Jordan. The only problem was that Duan Qirui had surrendered too quickly.  "Your Excellency, we can request that Xu Shuzheng and others lead their troops south to join forces with Cao Kun and Wu Peifu. If they insist on staying in Henan, they won't receive any support from us."  Hearing the diplomatic officer's introduction, Jordan's slightly furrowed brow didn't relax. Jordan didn't know how to evaluate his old acquaintance Duan Qirui. Should he call Duan Qirui obstinate? Or should he say Duan Qirui could see the situation clearly?  Either way, Duan Qirui had consistently refused to meet with Jordan in person. Combined with the Anhui Clique's decisive surrender, this wasn't good news for the British Empire.  A young voice broke the silence: "Your Excellency, we can request the troops stationed in Hebei to block the Northeast Army's southward advance."  At these words, everyone looked at the callow youth with disgust. Third Secretary of the British Foreign Office Bernard directly scolded him: "You go pour tea for everyone now."  The young man hadn't expected that his heartfelt concern for the British Empire would get him expelled from the meeting. But the others didn't speak up, clearly tacitly approving the request. The young British official stood up with an aggrieved expression and left.  Only then did Bernard speak for Jordan to the group: "At this moment, British forces stationed in North China must absolutely not leave their stations!"  No one else made a sound. Everyone understood clearly—facing a million-strong Northeast Army, the few thousand British troops in North China couldn't even be called a fighting force. Staying in their stations without conflict was currently the best choice.  Not only did mid-level personnel like Jordan think this way—the British garrison, having already received warnings, thought so too.  The Boxer Protocol contained these provisions: "The Chinese Government agrees that the Legation Quarter shall be considered as specially reserved for the use of Legations and Consulates, and shall be managed by them. No Chinese shall be permitted to reside therein, and the defence thereof shall be of their own concern." "The Chinese Government agrees that the Powers shall have the right to maintain permanent guards at the several points specified." "The Chinese Government agrees that the Powers shall appoint officers to maintain the communication lines between the Capital and the sea. The points now occupied are: Huangcun, Langfang, Yangcun, Tianjin, Junliangcheng, Tanggu, Lutai, Tangshan, Luanzhou, Changli, Qinhuangdao, Shanhaiguan."  The gates of the British garrison station at Shanhaiguan were tightly shut, clearly conveying the message that they absolutely wouldn't venture out. There were 300 British troops here. The commanding officer, Major Stephens, felt he was still safe at this stage. On the afternoon of November 10th, Major Stephens specifically assembled the troops, counted heads, confirmed all personnel were inside the station, and then ordered the guards to strengthen security and absolutely forbid anyone from leaving.  At 6:40 AM on November 11th, Major Stephens was awakened by his subordinate: "Major, many Chinese troops have come to the gate!"  "Is it the Northeast Army?" Major Stephens immediately became alert.  "Yes!" the subordinate answered. "But they also brought the local police chief."  Major Stephens was stunned. The local police chief was a middle-aged man in his forties who was usually very deferential to the British garrison. Had this fellow been summoned now—was the Northeast Army trying to express friendliness?  But on second thought, that didn't seem right. Rumor had it that the Northeast Army was well-versed in Western military etiquette. Bringing the police chief seemed inexplicable. If they wanted to demonstrate force, the army alone would suffice. If they wanted to convey greetings, sending troops would be enough. A local police chief didn't belong with the military at all.  The matter was so strange that Major Stephens put on his uniform and quickly climbed to the station's observation tower to look. The sight gave him a fright—the entire station was surrounded by Chinese troops, but standing at the very front was a group of thin local Shanhaiguan police officers.  Just then, the Shanhaiguan police chief below pointed at Major Stephens, who had climbed the tower, clearly having recognized him.  Meanwhile, someone in civilian clothes was shouting through a megaphone in English: "Listen, British inside! Someone has come to the local court to accuse you of killing local Chinese citizens, robbing and assaulting local merchants. We now demand that you come out and surrender within 30 minutes. Otherwise, you will be treated as an armed bandit gang and face complete annihilation. It is now 7:01. At 7:31, we will begin our attack!"  After finishing once, the translator caught his breath and shouted again: "Listen, British inside..."  On any normal day, Major Stephens would probably have fired a shot right then. However, looking at the artillery outside—clearly French 75mm guns—the British garrison's camp couldn't possibly resist. Moreover, the Northeast Army had defeated hundreds of thousands of Japanese troops; the British garrison was even less of a match.  With truly no alternative, Major Stephens could only steel himself and lead a few subordinates out the station gate. From a distance outside, he shouted: "Who exactly are you people?"  The Chinese translator with the megaphone immediately answered in English: "We are from the local Shanhaiguan Police Station. Because you are equipped with rifles, machine guns, and other military weapons, we've requested assistance from Northeast Army troops."  Major Stephens truly wanted to fight the Northeast Army immediately, but he really didn't want to die. Though he felt tremendous humiliation, if he died, everything would be lost. Major Stephens had no choice but to shout: "We demand to negotiate with the Northeast Army!"  Five minutes later, at the midpoint between both sides, Major Stephens stood facing Northeast Army Colonel Yu Cen and local Shanhaiguan Police Chief Yu Daqing.  Colonel Yu Cen wasn't wearing Northeast Army combat fatigues but rather the Northeast Army's field gray service uniform. The translator conveyed Police Chief Yu Daqing's words to Major Stephens: "Don't talk to me about the Boxer Protocol. You're a group of suspects—killers must pay with their lives, debtors must repay their debts, this is natural justice. I advise you: suspects and armed bandits are different. Suspects get a trial after arrest. For armed bandits, we police shoot first and ask questions later!"  Major Stephens felt his nose would twist off from anger, yet he had absolutely no way to deal with this damned Police Chief Yu Daqing. Finally, he could only turn to ask Colonel Yu Cen: "Colonel, do you know about the Boxer Protocol?"  Colonel Yu Cen sneered coldly. "As a soldier, I have no reason to yield to bandits. However, Major, making a wise choice for your subordinates' lives at this moment is not shameful."  Major Stephens felt a breath stuck in his chest, suffocating him, while his back ran cold. At this moment, the translator chose the perfect time to pull out his pocket watch and check it, then announced loudly: "It's already 7:20. In another 11 minutes, we'll begin bandit suppression."  Facing such naked threats, Major Stephens made his decision: "Colonel, please allow me to surrender to you."  After saying this, Major Stephens added viciously: "Colonel, the generals you serve will certainly face trial for their irrational acts of war!"  Colonel Yu Cen had done things like personally delivering a declaration of war to the Japanese Kwantung Army Headquarters. A small British major's threats only amused him. "Haha, Major. I accept your surrender. Well then, let's quickly begin the surrender ceremony. I'm very busy."
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On November 11, 1923, at 9 AM, Republic of China President Xu Shichang and Premier Duan Qirui issued a nationwide telegram while also sending a message to the foreign legations in the Legation Quarter.  "The nation suffers so greatly, yet neither the President nor the Premier can reverse it. Therefore, we announce our resignation. The candidates for the next President and Premier have not been decided at this time."  This news immediately threw the Legation Quarter into chaos. This statement contained all the usual elements of a resignation, yet held too many unreasonable aspects. All legations knew Duan Qirui was going to surrender, but if he were truly surrendering, Duan Qirui and Xu Shichang should have recommended He Rui as the next President and gone through the National Assembly process. Even if foreign governments were unwilling to recognize He Rui's new government, at least the procedures would be complete.  With Xu Shichang and Duan Qirui's resignation statement as it was, they clearly weren't leaving He Rui any room. It didn't look like a surrender at all.  At 10 AM, Northeast Army advance units had already entered Beijing. *The Northeast Daily* distributed extras throughout the nation: "The current President of the Republic has announced his resignation. Northeast Government Chairman He Rui announces that beginning November 11th, he will assume control of the central government. The position of President of the Republic of China will be changed to Chairman of the Republic of China."  The foreign delegations in the Legation Quarter were all stunned. From what they knew of He Rui, he was a leader proficient in diplomacy who understood Western order. He was also seen as China's future leader. Now He Rui's power seizure was handled so crudely—it didn't seem like the level He Rui should display.  The Japanese Embassy immediately contacted Tokyo, establishing a dedicated diplomatic wireless line. Professional cipher typists quickly arrived, using codes to communicate about the current situation.  In Tokyo, both Nagata Tetsuzan and Ishiwara Kanji received phone calls ordering them to the Army General Staff Headquarters immediately. Their cars met at the headquarters entrance, entering one after the other. Both got out simultaneously. Colonel Obata Toshishiro, who came to receive them, stepped forward and saluted: "The Chief of Staff is already waiting for both of you."  Japan's former "Three Crows" were Nagata Tetsuzan, Obata Toshishiro, and Okamura Yasuji. Now the recognized "Three Heroes" among the younger generation of the Japanese Army were Nagata Tetsuzan, Ishiwara Kanji, and Okamura Yasuji. Obata Toshishiro, having been in the rear, hadn't been promoted to general officer rank. As he led Nagata and Ishiwara straight to the Chief of Staff's office, Obata felt genuinely dejected. However, the current situation was an opportunity—Colonel Obata wanted to accomplish something.  Nagata and the current Chief of Staff Suzuki Soroku were both Lieutenant Generals. The three sat in leadership positions among the assembled officers. After reading the latest news, Nagata and Ishiwara's expressions remained unchanged, as if this wasn't any major matter.  Suzuki Soroku admired how calm the two were, yet could only take the initiative to ask: "What are your views on this, gentlemen?"  Nagata glanced at Ishiwara, who looked back—neither intended to speak first. Suzuki could only ask: "Lieutenant General Nagata, how do you think the situation came to this?"  Nagata Tetsuzan couldn't understand it either and could only answer: "In my view, this looks like Mr. He's subordinates made an error. But things may not be this simple. The situation being what it is, all nations can declare they don't recognize Mr. He's government. There's a possibility Mr. He did this deliberately."  Chief of Staff Suzuki very much hoped that was the case. But what Nagata said was also the internal judgment of the General Staff—everyone felt that with He Rui's capabilities, it was impossible for him to bungle things to this degree. If He Rui only had this level of ability, he certainly couldn't have defeated Japan.  Since Nagata couldn't offer a view, Chief of Staff Suzuki asked for Ishiwara's opinion. Ishiwara Kanji answered leisurely: "I don't think there's been any problem. I believe Mr. He probably intends to completely tear up the Boxer Protocol. If he tears it up as a recognized government, it would greatly damage the new government's reputation. By deliberately making others refuse recognition, he gains strategic initiative. Chief of Staff Suzuki, if I might offer a suggestion—why not immediately recognize Mr. He's central government, request that he establish diplomatic relations, and make contact on a series of issues? This would turn the tables."  The officers all fell silent. They wanted to look at Ishiwara as if he were a fool but couldn't bring themselves to do it. Obata felt Ishiwara was too bold—making such an outlandish judgment on such a major matter. But Obata didn't dare completely dismiss Ishiwara's assessment. Officers could consider Ishiwara a troublemaker, but no one would think him cowardly or less than brilliantly clever. Since he spoke this way, there must be a reason.  Chief of Staff Suzuki momentarily felt perhaps he shouldn't have invited Ishiwara Kanji. Not that this fellow lacked ability—his answer was just too outrageous. Ever since Ishiwara became a Lieutenant General, he actually carried himself like one. Even as a troublemaker, he was now one who no longer sneered and whose bearing was quite steady.  Nagata meanwhile considered how credible Ishiwara's judgment was. The Japanese government would absolutely never immediately recognize He Rui's government as China's legitimate central government, but Ishiwara Kanji's idea of turning the tables had considerable merit. However, for how to effectively turn the tables, Nagata felt they needed to wait and see.  At noon on the 11th, several military trains entered Tianjin Station. By this time, the Northeast Army had completely controlled Tianjin's railways and led the arriving follow-up units toward their next objectives.  Troops poured from the carriages, quickly forming up at the station before running through the streets following their guides. Tianjin citizens hadn't expected the Northeast Army to arrive so quickly. Seeing this army in neat formation, not threatening toward people, they watched from outside the controlled areas. Some followed the troops' direction of march along smaller streets.  When these units surrounded the foreign concessions and garrison camps, cheers of delighted surprise erupted from among the Tianjin citizens: "The Northeast Army is going to attack the concessions! Marshal He is going to attack the concessions!"  Tianjin had historically suffered multiple devastations by foreign armies. The various concessions and garrisons normally lorded it over everyone, treating the Chinese very cruelly. Seeing the Northeast Army that had defeated Japan surrounding the concessions, any Tianjin citizen with a bit of spirit was overjoyed.  Though the Northeast Army controlled the main roads, Tianjin locals knew perfectly well how to avoid the controlled areas. Alerted by those running to spread the news, many Tianjin citizens left their homes and headed toward the concessions. Though they didn't dare fully believe the Northeast Army would move against powers other than Japan, they hoped the Northeast Army could at least recover the concessions.  At this moment, at the Tianjin Police Bureau, Tang Gui, dressed in government work uniform, was asking the assembled Tianjin Police Commissioner and other officials in Tianjin dialect: "Gentlemen, are you unwilling to go arrest criminals in the concessions, or are you afraid to go?"  As Tianjin's Police Commissioner, he naturally had much broader knowledge than police chiefs elsewhere. Even being questioned this way by Tang Gui—a young man of 25 or 26—the Commissioner still held back, stubbornly not answering. Duan Qirui had lost to He Rui; the Commissioner knew he couldn't keep his position, so there was no need to offend the foreigners for He Rui's sake.  Tang Gui didn't make things difficult for him. Taking this opportunity to remove this fellow was a clean break. Tang Gui had already sent people to notify the various police stations that the Northeast Army invited them and hoped everyone could arrive within two hours. Two hours had now passed, with hardly anyone showing up—this gave Tang Gui an excellent reason.  From the Siping experience, retaining too many old officials wasn't necessary. Just keeping some lower-level personnel was fine. And even those retained would basically be purged before long.  Since these people refused to confront the foreigners, Tang Gui went outside. There he saw the police from the bureau headquarters already assembled. Tang Gui announced loudly: "Gentlemen, the foreigners have been in Tianjin so many years doing damnable things—countless evil deeds. As for morally rotten acts, you couldn't finish listing them in ten days and ten nights. Right now, we need the Police Bureau to take the lead in telling these foreign scum to come quietly to the station—their cases have caught up with them! Is anyone willing to do this in the capacity of Police Chief? Those willing, step forward and speak plainly."  Hearing Tang Gui wanted to move against the foreigners, the police looked dumbfounded. Just then, one man stepped forward and announced loudly: "Brother Tang, I don't dare be Police Chief. But I'd be happy to go arrest those foreign devils. Give me a megaphone, and I'll stand in front of those foreign devils and tell them to come out obediently."  Tang Gui thought this fellow looked familiar but couldn't quite place him. The policeman said: "My name is Gao Qubing—do you remember me, Brother Tang?"  Only then did Tang Gui recall—Gao Qubing was his elementary school classmate; they hadn't attended middle school together. He hadn't expected Gao Qubing had become a policeman these past two years. This wasn't time for catching up, so Tang Gui ordered: "Very well, let's move out."  The other police, seeing Tang Gui wasn't joking, didn't dare make a sound. They just watched Gao Qubing and Tang Gui leave the bureau headquarters together. They were about to follow to watch when several Northeast Army squads entered the bureau and took control. Getting out was no longer possible.  Tang Gui arranged for Gao Qubing to accompany the Northeast Army troops heading straight for the French Concession and garrison. By 2 PM, the attacking units were in position. Gao Qubing, in his police uniform alongside communicators, went to the front of the French garrison camp and began reading loudly from the paper.  The French garrison lived up to their reputation as proud Gauls. Even seeing the situation was hopeless, an officer still insisted: "You don't respect the treaty—this is illegal! We absolutely cannot accept demands from an illegal government!"  Since this one was so principled, negotiations naturally broke down. When the French troops saw two self-propelled guns appear in their field of vision, they all gasped. France had developed self-propelled guns during World War I—also mounting artillery on tractor chassis. Seeing the same design, how could French soldiers not understand its power?  Yet the 75mm rapid-fire guns in the camp had far less range than 105mm artillery. On the WWI battlefield, France's 75mm guns had been completely suppressed by Germany's 100mm field howitzers. Now it was too late to charge out. The 105mm's rate of fire couldn't match the 75mm, but its power far exceeded it.  First to be destroyed was the French camp's outer wall. The fairly sturdy wall crumbled like paper under the 105mm explosive shells, becoming flying fragments. Then the main buildings were shelled. Seeing that holding on meant waiting to die, the French troops immediately began attempting to break out.  But they had no chance now. Pre-positioned machine guns mowed down the French troops charging out like reaping wheat, driving them back.  The French were still French—even at this point they tried to make a last stand. But as the Northeast Army mortars continued demolishing French positions, seeing the Northeast Army meant business, the French finally raised the pure white French flag.  The unit that held out longest was, surprisingly, the Italian garrison. Those Italians fought tenaciously, from ground level down to the cellars. Only when the Northeast Army used flamethrowers to clear the cellars was the last Italian resistance crushed. The cellars reeked of the stench of roasted meat, and with insufficient oxygen, there were no survivors. Only about a dozen Italian officers and soldiers wounded and captured on the surface survived.  When interrogating them, the Italian soldiers cursed their commander: "He said if we just held out a bit longer, the other garrisons would come to help!"  The interrogator had never expected Italian soldiers to be so guileless and momentarily didn't know how to continue questioning.  The resistance second only to the Italians came from American soldiers. Then the French, then the Japanese. The fastest to surrender was still the British. Seeing the situation was hopeless, the British officers very gentlemanly surrendered to the Northeast Army rather than the Tianjin police. The British troops marched out in neat formation, and as they left, didn't forget to write on the door: "Please keep clean, we'll be back soon"—truly living up to Britain's old imperial style.  On November 11th, all concession garrisons in Tianjin were dealt with. But the work of arresting concession police continued. The Northeast Army had ordered that all foreign police must be captured—these people had Chinese blood on their hands and absolutely must not be let go.
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November's cold air swept down from Siberia, crossing Mongolia to meet westerly winds blowing from China's Xinjiang Province, forming a biting northwest wind that howled southward. A million Northeast Army troops and a million cadres heading south formed wave upon wave of torrents, advancing southward alongside the cold wind.  Steamships loaded with personnel departed from the Liaodong Peninsula, sailing for ports on the Shandong Peninsula.  Trains passed through Shanhaiguan, traveling from the Northeast to Hebei.  On the narrow road leading from Inner Mongolia to Shaanxi through Shahukou (the West Pass), the long dragon of troops stretched beyond sight. Trucks swayed as they passed the columns, carrying equipment and supplies to provide logistical support for the army.  The wind stirred the Northeast's flags; the flying red banners pointed south. The accents conveying military orders included Shandong, Shanxi, Henan, Hebei (Zhili), and Shaanxi, with no shortage of southern accents as well. These soldiers and cadres—whether driven by ideals of national salvation, seeking a better life, or simply trying to survive—had left their hometowns for the Northeast, which was said to be able to change their fate.  Now, everyone retraced the paths they or their comrades had once traveled, marching in the opposite direction. Each person believed that upon reaching their destination, they would surely build an entirely new world, bringing a better future to the local people while delivering deserved punishment to those villainous enemies.  The troops didn't sweep past everything like the cold wind. Operational plans had long designated government and military objectives in each city. Government offices, banks, treasuries, granaries, tax bureaus, armies, armories, police stations, railways, schools, and newspapers were the Northeast Army's first targets for control.  In Beijing, the cold wind dispersed the odor of waste that lingered in the capital's streets due to lack of public lavatories. Fresh, icy air rushed into the collar of British Ambassador Plenipotentiary Sir Jordan as he stepped down from his car. The old man couldn't help shivering.  Upon entering the reception room of the Presidential Palace, the warmth from the stove made the entire room comfortable. Feeling the warmth, the old man shivered again. After this shiver passed, the old man felt his body gradually warming. Moreover, he saw He Rui in the reception room set aside the document he'd been reading and rise to his feet. Just seeing this old acquaintance He Rui, Jordan felt his heartbeat involuntarily quicken until he no longer noticed the cold.  Not long ago, the British Foreign Office had issued instructions based on China's latest developments: "Make every effort to promote a partition of China along the Yangtze." Though Jordan was doing his best to execute this, he personally felt it wasn't the best choice. From Jordan's understanding of He Rui, He Rui would absolutely never accept such an arrangement.  Jordan walked expressionlessly toward He Rui without extending his hand. He Rui invited Jordan to sit, then took his own seat on the sofa. Red tea was immediately brought in. He Rui smiled: "Sir Jordan, you've worked hard coming from the south."  Jordan was somewhat surprised. He Rui's manner was as friendly as before, yet what he said wasn't about the current issues—it seemed to have deeper meaning. Jordan asked probingly with a stern face: "General, are you clearly aware of what kind of military conflict your actions will lead to?"  The Northeast Army hadn't just moved against British and Japanese concessions, but against all foreign concessions in the cities they'd reached. According to information Jordan received, the Northeast Army had proactively attacked various nations' garrisons in China, and the process had been extremely violent. The Northeast Army had simultaneously entered the concessions, arresting concession police and personnel from organizations with law enforcement powers.  Foreign warships anchored in ports around the Bohai Sea had also been raided by the Northeast Army—sudden explosions outside the hulls had disabled their sailing capability. Even the brave sailors had no choice but to surrender.  Though the powers had suffered tens of millions of casualties in the European Great War, they had rarely encountered such losses in Asia. The powers couldn't possibly pretend nothing had happened; they would certainly take action.  Yet He Rui answered in a relaxed tone: "Of course I know what results this will provoke. Sir Jordan should also understand why I must do this."  Jordan shook his head. "I don't understand."  He Rui smiled slightly. "No nationalist nation can accept damage to its sovereignty. Concessions in China are nations within a nation—an injury to Chinese sovereignty. Never mind that countries currently don't recognize our central government; even if they did recognize it, we couldn't possibly make any other choice."  Hearing this, Jordan very much wanted to advise He Rui not to be hijacked by intense nationalist emotions and to be rational. Before the words left his mouth, He Rui waved to cut him off: "My apologies, let me finish first. The impact of concessions and garrisons isn't just about sovereignty integrity—they also pose a military threat to us. This is even more unacceptable. Abolishing concessions isn't an issue of nationalist sentiment; it's an extremely practical military security issue. To ensure security, we fully accept any military conflict that may result from this."  Jordan understood this topic could no longer be discussed. Negotiations were impossible when they were based on extremely practical security needs. Since He Rui's starting point was this clear, Jordan didn't want to waste words. He brought up another topic: "General, have you given no consideration to resolving problems through negotiation? It's truly regrettable that you didn't participate in the Washington Conference. If you had, you would certainly understand that the nations took China's demands to recover sovereignty very seriously and agreed to sincere discussions on this issue. You may well become China's leader. At such conferences, using diplomatic action to help nations understand and accept China's proposals would yield effective results. General, you should be able to imagine that Britain has already proposed to various nations a trade embargo against China. If you continue these unreasonably brutal actions, the consequences will be very serious."  Having offered this reminder with the greatest goodwill, Jordan felt parched. He picked up his tea and took a sip but still felt unsatisfied, then took a large gulp before feeling his dry throat moistened.  He Rui also picked up his tea and sipped slowly. Jordan carefully observed He Rui's expression and noticed that He Rui's reaction was very similar to that of a British Oxford political science professor Jordan knew well. This professor showed exactly this expression—prepared to properly educate his students—whenever students voiced foolish opinions.  Sure enough, after He Rui set down his teacup, he adjusted his posture on the sofa before speaking in a serious tone: "Sir Jordan, you've disappointed me."  Jordan wasn't about to lose ground before He Rui and retorted: "Does Your Excellency believe I've failed to express goodwill toward China?"  He Rui shook his head. "Saying that makes me more disappointed. You are a British elite—experienced, broadly knowledgeable. What you just said completely fails to demonstrate your abilities and offers no help whatsoever for the current situation. Don't you think we should discuss more valuable questions?"  Jordan felt He Rui was bluffing, yet also felt that given He Rui's capabilities, he should know bluffing was meaningless now. After deliberating, Jordan finally answered: "...Forgive my obtuseness, but I cannot understand Your Excellency's meaning."  He Rui seemed somewhat helpless. "Sir Jordan, right now those people on Downing Street should have issued you orders to achieve partition along the Yangtze as much as possible. This is a microcosm of the current situation. There's no need for us to waste energy discussing things that don't need discussing. I believe, with Sir Jordan's wisdom, you should discuss with me more fundamental issues that will have greater impact."  Jordan pondered for a while before asking: "Does Your Excellency believe your power can truly influence Britain's decision-making?"  Hearing this, He Rui finally showed an appreciative smile. "Sir Jordan, what do you believe determines Downing Street's decisions?"  The attendants nearby, hearing the two discuss this question, held their breath and listened intently. In the reception room, only the soft scratching of the recorder's pen across paper could be heard. The 71-year-old Jordan's gaze at this moment was as bright as a young man's, while He Rui's bright eyes were deep and calm, like a fathomless ancient pool.  In this silence, Jordan picked up his tea and took another sip. He felt he needed to adjust his thinking a bit more, arm his spirit, and prepare for what would likely be a very serious discussion ahead.  He Rui also raised his cup and took a sip. Both cups were nearly empty. When the cups were set back on the table, a servant walked to the table and refilled both cups with fragrant red tea. Jordan decided that when the cups were full, he would pose his question to He Rui. Since He Rui—China's greatest warlord, the Elector of the Eastern Empire, self-proclaimed commander of the central government—had decided to unify China through violent means and eliminate all foreign military influence in China, what strategic considerations would He Rui have when entering the jungle of international politics? This scholar-politician, considered wise and learned by the West, Jordan very much wanted to find out.
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"Since 1840—over eighty years—Britain has enjoyed numerous special privileges in China. A unified China will inevitably refuse to allow these privileges to continue. Given current British public opinion, regardless of which party controls Downing Street or what kind of politicians they are, anyone who accepts such an outcome will certainly be driven from power. Sir Jordan, do you agree with my assessment?"  Jordan had indeed been somewhat worried that He Rui would make hardline statements driven by nationalist sentiment. If that truly happened, it would prove Jordan had overestimated He Rui—or that even a leader like He Rui had to compromise with nationalist emotions.  Now He Rui's perspective was quite rational. Jordan nodded slightly. "And then?"  "The British government will continuously adjust its demands based on specific circumstances. Right now we've only just taken control of North China. When Britain finds it cannot stop us, it will use separatist forces in southern China to oppose us. Though I'm very displeased about this, Sir Jordan can certainly believe that I understand Britain's decision."  Jordan smiled slightly. This was the He Rui he knew—a statesman with breadth and vision. In European history, such politicians always achieved great things.  Like the French Prime Minister, Cardinal Richelieu. On his deathbed, when a priest asked Richelieu: "Will you forgive your enemies?"  This politician who had made many enemies answered frankly: "Apart from public enemies, I have no enemies."  He Rui's attitude gave Jordan this same impression, and Jordan hoped He Rui could maintain it.  "As long as the British government cannot escape this situation, it can only continue struggling with China politically, commercially, and militarily. The struggle will inevitably become protracted—this is determined by inherent factors. If the Chinese rebels Britain supports cannot prevent Chinese unification, Britain will next impose a trade embargo. If China's navy begins to develop, Britain will organize military alliances targeting Chinese naval power projection—promoting China threat theories to America, uniting with Japan, arming Japan to apply military and diplomatic pressure on China. I believe such a situation won't be permanent, but it will be prolonged."  After He Rui finished, he picked up his teacup and took a sip, giving Jordan an opportunity to speak. Jordan seized this chance to ask: "General, since you're aware of such a future, why aren't you willing to resolve differences through peaceful negotiation? The British Empire is a nation that supports peace. Or do you believe the British Empire cannot understand China's desire and need for national security? Cannot recognize China's reasonable and legitimate demands?"  "I would never doubt Sir Jordan's wisdom. Among the gentlemen on Downing Street, apart from those hopeless imperialists, rational people are like Sir Jordan—able to understand that strength should receive corresponding respect. If unconstrained, you would certainly make wise and commendable decisions based on the current shift in the balance of power. However, things won't develop that way. This is the present reality."  Jordan wasn't misled by He Rui's flattery. Rich experience made Jordan intuitively sense danger. He Rui was a wise scholar, a commander worthy of China's trust. Therefore He Rui was dangerous to the British Empire—this was an obvious fact.  After thinking for a moment, Jordan asked: "Does Your Excellency believe the crux of the current conflict lies in Parliament?"  He Rui didn't answer this question directly, instead asking: "Sir Jordan, do you consider me a civilized person? Is the new government a civilized government?"  Jordan didn't hesitate: "In my view, Your Excellency is not only a civilized person—even in the Western world, scholars who can compare to you are rare. As for your government, I hope that under your leadership, this government can achieve your standards."
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"So, does Your Excellency Jordan consider black Africans to be civilized people? Are African tribes human civilizations worthy of equal treatment?" He Rui pressed.

Jordan answered this question, which was obviously charged with moral accusation, frankly. "Your Excellency, we must face reality. I personally oppose cruel slavery, and I believe black people are also God's creations. In the process of the West spreading civilization to the world, inevitable tragedies occurred. As diplomats, we should strive to prevent such tragedies from happening again as much as possible. General, your current actions are destroying peace. Only by resolving disputes through peaceful means can tragedies be avoided."

Having said this, Jordan waited quietly for He Rui to attack with further moral accusations. Instead, he saw He Rui nod slightly and reply with a look of gratification: "Sir John, as an elite, you still cannot break free from simple civilizational confidence to view problems with a completely realistic attitude. As for the British public, because they lack your profound learning, broad knowledge, and abilities honed through hard work, the world in their eyes is mechanical, simple, and binary. Now the British public must already know what has happened. They will feel their dignity has been struck, they will feel the current Central Government of China is barbaric and unreasonable, and thus demand the British government launch an attack on China. Any rational politician or diplomat, at this time, has to bow to the boiling, angry public opinion of Britain. Under such circumstances, diplomats will use British public opinion as their reason to demand our submission. Hmm... speaking of this..."

As He Rui spoke, he raised his teacup, making a toasting gesture as if holding a wine glass. "Your Excellency did not express it this way this time, which really makes me appreciate the valuable quality of your persistence in rationality."

Jordan only felt that He Rui seemed to be insulting him, but he couldn't refute it. If a British diplomat were to use public opinion as an excuse for pressure, that would be reserved for the Great Powers—only Western Great Powers were entitled to such treatment. As for China, there was no need for such sophisticated means at all. In Jordan's view, He Rui's expression could undoubtedly be described as 'putting gold on his own face'.

However, since He Rui's attitude was mild, Jordan decided to continue communicating rather than resorting to meaningless verbal attacks.

Sure enough, He Rui took a sip of tea to moisten his throat and continued, "In London, in Manchester, in Birmingham, in Edinburgh, those angry British citizens will definitely clamor for war because they lack Sir John's rationality. Only when the conscription orders are mailed to their hands, when the conscription officers personally knock on their doors, will these people realize that war with China is not verbal clamoring, but reality. You were just questioning whether I have the ability to influence Downing Street's policy formulation. I very much admire your keenness. In order to influence Downing Street, I believe it is necessary for a full-scale war to break out between China and Britain. Only a full-scale war can promote true, rational, and pragmatic peace. The more one has strong expectations for peace, the sooner one must fight, fight big, and fight a full-scale war."

Listening to He Rui's rational and mild words, Jordan lost even the minimum self-control for a moment, and the thought in his heart blurted out, "Your Excellency, you are crazy."

"No, Sir John, I have never been crazy. I am trying to find an effective way for the British government to counter irrational public opinion. Based on my judgment of Britain, the British Empire has the ability to send one million British troops to Chinese territory... Oh, I sincerely suggest the British government not send colonial indigenous troops. Their combat effectiveness is far too inferior compared to the Japanese army. Sending them to China is just wasting Britain's precious transport capacity and funds. An army composed of one million British native white subjects is likely to win the war. Although the Boer War does not seem to support such a judgment, I personally respect Britain very much, so I believe Britain is likely to win the war. At that time, I will be wiped out, and Britain will naturally win everything. The whole world will tremble under Britain's unparalleled strength, and Britain's rule over the globe will last for at least another hundred years."

Seeing He Rui calmly hinting that the whole world would watch Britain's spectacle, Jordan shuddered at the judgment.

"If Britain is unfortunately defeated, and the lives of one million young Britons are ended in China, the irrational British public will return to rationality. The new British government on stage at that time will be completely liberated from being held hostage by irrational public opinion. At that time, lasting peace will surely be realized."

Listening to He Rui's analysis, a thought suddenly arose in Jordan, a thought that seemed to answer all doubts. He Rui is not crazy now; He Rui was a madman to begin with. Only a madman could maintain a calm and rational train of thought under the heavy pressure of challenging the Great Powers. Any normal person, even if they just understood how heavy such pressure is, would go crazy in a situation where they could not choose to escape. Compared with He Rui, the power holders of the Qing Dynasty and Beiyang who chose to escape were undoubtedly respectable, kind, normal people.

Facing a madman, there was no need to beat around the bush. Jordan asked frankly: "General, do you have any requests you want me to convey to Downing Street?"

He Rui smiled slightly, "The current Central Government of China wants to complete a purely new treaty of equal diplomatic relations with the British government through negotiations with a sincere and frank attitude, on the basis of completely ignoring all previous treaties."

Jordan wanted to speak but stopped. He thought this request was completely whimsical. But the war threat He Rui just gave seemed to really want to push for such a fantasy negotiation.

Seeing Jordan's reaction, He Rui reminded him with a sincere look: "As an old friend of yours, Sir John, I suggest you—immediately, right now—send a warning to the British colonial governors in Southeast Asia and the Viceroy of India. Due to Britain's irrational attitude, they have fallen into an extremely dangerous situation."

***

When Jordan and his party left, they looked quite unhappy. He Rui just stood up from the sofa to express the minimum respect. After the British diplomatic staff left, He Rui sat back in his seat. After the recorder left, He Rui asked the Chinese participants to sit in a circle. Seeing that Yan Huiqing and Gu Weijun both looked quite serious, He Rui laughed: "Gentlemen, did you suddenly have the idea of leaving the Ministry of Foreign Affairs?"

Yan Huiqing waved his hands hurriedly, but Gu Weijun actually spoke first: "Hearing Chairman He use the case of the Boer War as a warning to the British side, I have determined to serve the country in the Ministry of Foreign Affairs."

Unexpectedly, Gu Weijun spoke out the point he cared about first. Yan Huiqing could only change the angle of entry, "Does Chairman He think the European and American countries will really reach a dialogue regarding a trade embargo?"

He Rui touched his cigarette case, held back, then picked up his teacup and took a sip before answering: "France only has Indochina in Asia. Although we will support the cause of colonial liberation in countries around the world, in order to stabilize France for the time being, we can only temporarily recognize France's existence in Indochina. But France wanted limited things originally, and currently France is very dissatisfied with Britain. The recent German hyperinflation has reached the point where 4.2 trillion German marks exchange for one US dollar. One US dollar can buy a house in Germany. This has led to the rapid expansion of conflicts between Britain, the US, and France."

Yan Huiqing and Gu Weijun had not participated in higher-level meetings, so they did not understand this very well. Gu Weijun asked directly: "I would like to hear the details."

He Rui briefly introduced the situation. In January 1923, because the German government could not pay reparations, France united with Belgium to send 100,000 troops into the German industrial center, the Ruhr area. The German government was powerless to resist and issued a passive resistance policy. Civil servants and bank employees did not go to work in the Ruhr area. Workers did not go to work in the Ruhr area and did not produce products for the French.

Ten months later, now, the French occupation forces in the German Ruhr area have used all means but cannot make the region run. Not only do they get no supplies, but they also have to pay for the occupation costs out of their own pockets. The German Weimar government took the opportunity to default on domestic debts, creating hyperinflation, and wiped out the war bonds that needed to be repaid in Germany through this inflation.

At this time, Britain and the US did not want to see Germany collapse completely and were trying to convene an international conference to solve the problem. Seeing that it could not get compensation and could not take the opportunity to completely dismantle Germany, France's conflict with Britain increased suddenly.

"That is to say, there is now a very clear view in France: The Anglo-Saxons show no gratitude to France." He Rui laughed. Some things were not convenient to say. In fact, He Rui had been spreading some news through various channels according to the situation in the past two years.

'The Anglo-Saxons show no gratitude to France'—this sonorous and forceful sentence was the slogan He Rui asked personnel abroad to work hard to spread.

Public opinion is just like this. As long as everyone feels it makes sense, a certain sentence can become a popular 'golden sentence'. Moreover, this sentence indeed voiced the dissatisfaction of French nationalist sentiment.

Now Yan Huiqing and Gu Weijun both understood. If a military conflict broke out between China and Britain, France would be happy to see Britain's joke.

He Rui continued to explain: "The so-called British Empire wears the title of Emperor of India on its head. The King of England should be called the British Governor of the Indian Empire."

Yan Huiqing and Gu Weijun didn't feel much when they first heard this. Suddenly, both their faces changed, and suppressing their laughter made their expressions turn strange.

He Rui continued to explain: "If India is lost, Britain is just one of the Great Powers in Europe, and there is no power to dominate the Versailles system. European countries will not fight to the death with our country for Britain. Therefore, the only object of military conflict we have to face is Britain alone. As long as we chase and beat Britain, other European countries will be happy to see Britain alone maintaining the dignity of Europe."

Speaking of this, He Rui couldn't hold back anymore, took out a cigarette and lit it. "As for the United States, we can easily get the United States' understanding."

Yan Huiqing was somewhat puzzled, "Chairman He, it is unlikely that the United States will support us because of moral factors. Where does the understanding you mentioned come from?"

"We have no navy." He Rui gave the reason frankly.

Yan Huiqing and Gu Weijun both frowned. After some thought, Yan Huiqing understood first, "Because we have no navy, the United States does not think China can threaten the United States."

Gu Weijun understood instantly. Seeing the reaction of the two, He Rui was very disappointed in his heart. When members of the Northeast Government heard this explanation, although everyone understood quickly, the hurt expression on their faces came from the heart. That was the emotion of patriots, and even more the manifestation of longing for strength.

"What can threaten us is Japan. Japan must currently solve the domestic chaos caused by the Great Kanto Earthquake and cannot launch a war in a short time. Britain will never believe that they will be quickly defeated by us at this time, nor will they believe that we will really chase and beat Britain, trying to provoke a full-scale war between China and Britain. At this stage, Britain will absolutely not give the interest temptation that will make Japan enter the war. Even if Britain is willing to make a request to Japan now, Japan will also ask Britain for hundreds of millions of pounds, or even a billion pounds. The British Parliament cannot pass such a bill. Then, Japan is not a concern at this time either. So, we have only one enemy at present, and that is the weak Britain within China. Beating Britain is absolutely correct. The effect will be very good."

Yan Huiqing only felt that everything was clear before his eyes. Although he was happy, he still felt uneasy. He raised the one question he was most worried about, "If Britain demands the Great Powers to be consistent, how should we respond?"

He Rui shook his head, "First, this is impossible. Second, if diplomatic personnel of other countries in China are really stupid to that extent, they will definitely come to negotiate with us. At that time, just ask them one question: do they want to declare war on us? By declaring war on us, it can be proved that those countries have become 'son countries' of Britain, disregarding everything for the interests of 'Father Britain'."

Yan Huiqing couldn't help but be awed. The diplomacy of the Great Powers is very serious. Any diplomat accused of treason is a very serious matter. Especially the reason He Rui stated can completely nail a Great Power diplomat to the pillar of shame.

Although Yan Huiqing had always been trying to keep up with the new government's diplomatic thinking, when it was confirmed again that he was still stuck in the thinking of the old era, Yan Huiqing only felt a burst of shame. He unconsciously lowered his gaze.

Seeing that the talk was about done, He Rui stood up. "That's about it for diplomatic work. What everyone needs is to find content in international law that is sufficient to prove the rationality of our actions. As long as we have not established formal diplomatic relations with foreign countries, our space is infinitely large."

After speaking, He Rui left the drawing room. What supports diplomatic space is national strength. If politics, economy, and military fail, diplomacy will naturally fail. This is an iron law. In order for diplomacy not to fail, He Rui precisely does not need to focus his attention on diplomacy.

The only purpose of meeting Jordan personally today was to convey the request that 'the new Chinese government wants to sign a new equal treaty with Britain' accurately and unmistakably through Jordan. After achieving this goal, He Rui didn't care at all who Jordan was.
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November in Kaifeng, the provincial capital of Henan, was slightly warmer than in the capital. Even so, Beiyang General Xu Shuzheng was wearing a padded cotton coat. Sitting in the sunlight by the window, he reviewed three telegrams.

The first was a joint message from Fu Liangzuo and Ni Sichong. Both were influential figures in the Anhui Clique. Some of their subordinates, unwilling to accept reorganization by He Rui, had also arrived in Henan.

Xu Shuzheng had invited Fu and Ni to join him in raising a banner to revitalize the Anhui Clique. They had initially inclined toward agreeing with his proposal. However, in this joint telegram, they stated their decision to retire to Tianjin as wealthy idlers (*yugong*), asking Xu Shuzheng to take good care of the brothers who were willing to follow him. This left Xu Shuzheng greatly disappointed.

The second was a telegram from Cao Kun. The Zhili Clique warlords had publicly declared that He Rui's central government of the Fengtian Clique was illegal and that the Zhili faction would never accept it. Cao Kun also fiercely criticized He Rui for changing the title from 'President of the Republic of China' to 'Chairman of the Republic of China' and announced that he was organizing a parliament in the south to form a legitimate government. In the telegram, Cao Kun promised Xu Shuzheng high office and generous salary, stating he would never swallow up Xu's forces but would instead strengthen them.

A significant part of Xu Shuzheng's opposition to He Rui stemmed from a lack of resignation. If He Rui were to humble himself now and ask Xu Shuzheng to return, Xu would naturally go back to the capital happily. After all, Xu Shuzheng acknowledged He Rui's strength; as long as He Rui gave him space to display his talents, Xu did not object to serving him.

If he followed Cao Kun now, Xu Shuzheng would be boarding a ship to fight a civil war against He Rui. At the thought of He Rui's Northeast Army, Xu Shuzheng couldn't think of a reason why he should risk his life for Cao Kun.

The final telegram made Xu Shuzheng frown deeply. It was from the Military Governor of Shanghai. The Shanghai faction was very close to the British and Japanese, and the telegram clearly expressed British appreciation for Xu Shuzheng, believing he could play an important role in China.

Xu Shuzheng didn't even want to join Cao Kun; joining the British and Japanese was something he detested even more. If he fought under Cao Kun and lost, he could attribute it to inferior skill in a civil war. But if he followed the British and Japanese, Xu Shuzheng felt he would be a traitor to the Han people (*hanjian*).

Putting down the telegram, Xu Shuzheng felt a surge of resentment toward He Rui. *That guy is young and aggressive, but damn it, why is he such a hothead? We're all Beiyang brothers—can't you leave your older brother a little face?*

Just as he was fuming, a subordinate rushed in with another telegram. "Commander, a telegram from Chief Duan."

Overjoyed, Xu Shuzheng took it. But reading it in the warm sunlight, he felt as if he had fallen into an ice cave. Duan Qirui's telegram informed him of only one recent event: *'The Central Army captured Daming Prefecture in one day; Jin Yunpeng has been captured.'*

Once his emotions settled slightly, Xu Shuzheng cursed a string of obscenities. This wasn't directed at Duan Qirui, of course, but was a tirade against Jin Yunpeng's incompetence and He Rui's ruthlessness.

But cursing was useless. Xu Shuzheng finally understood Duan Qirui's sentiment toward him. He Rui had never intended to show mercy; Jin Yunpeng had already served as the chicken killed to scare the monkeys. If Xu Shuzheng didn't make a choice quickly, he would be next.

Thinking of this, Xu Shuzheng called for his adjutant and squeezed the words out through his teeth with difficulty: "Send a telegram to Chief Duan. My forces are willing to accept reorganization."

The adjutant looked relieved. He immediately ran out to arrange it, and upon returning, whispered, "Commander, brothers have already come today asking when the departure fee will be paid."

Xu Shuzheng didn't answer. Hands behind his back, he walked out of the cold room and into the sunshine. The sun felt warm, but his heart was ice cold. The Beiyang Army demanded departure fees to move. Leading this group south, Xu Shuzheng had relied on his prestige within Beiyang to drag out over twenty thousand men without paying them. In Kaifeng, he had scraped the city clean but still failed to raise enough money.

If he persisted, he wouldn't need He Rui to attack; these Beiyang men alone might eat him alive.

At this moment, someone else came in to report, "Commander, the Northeast Army has appeared at the Zhengzhou railway bridge."

Xu Shuzheng actually felt relieved. He told his subordinate, "No need to fear. I have already sent a telegram to Chief Duan. We are accepting reorganization."

Hearing they wouldn't have to fight the Northeast Army, the subordinate couldn't help but show surprise and joy on his face. Seeing Xu Shuzheng's murderous glare, however, he quickly lowered his head and retreated.

***

Receiving Xu Shuzheng's telegram, Duan Qirui finally put his heart back in his chest. Duan had already arrived in Tianjin and witnessed with his own eyes just how fast the Northeast Army took over a locality.

When Duan Qirui arrived in Tianjin, it was already November 12th. That very day, he saw a marvelous sight. Because the massive influx of Northeast Army troops lacked designated campsites for the time being, the units slept in orderly rows on the streets. Although the Northeast soldiers had thick quilts and cotton greatcoats, sleeping outdoors in the freezing cold without harassing the residents was truly rare.

Moreover, this army had constructed many temporary latrines and military-use drinking water points, and garbage was cleaned up regularly. The streets of Tianjin, rather than becoming dirty and chaotic due to the army's passage, actually became cleaner and more orderly.

Perhaps He Rui meant to show off his army's strict discipline, but for wave after wave of troops—hundreds of thousands of them—to achieve this level of organization and obedience caused Duan Qirui, who was used to armies refusing to move without departure fees, to completely extinguish any other thoughts.

There was another matter that astonished Duan Qirui even more. The current Acting Mayor of Tianjin was Tang Gui, a poor boy who had left Tianjin with He Rui eight years ago. He was only twenty-five or twenty-six this year. After taking control of Tianjin, he convened a meeting of Tianjin's industrial and commercial representatives.

According to the factory owners who attended, Tang Gui was surprisingly proficient in economics. He did not use coercion or bribery at the meeting but discussed product supply and sales with the factory owners like an expert.

Tianjin's industrial level had once been number one in the North, possessing a deep industrial foundation. Factory owners needed raw materials for production and sales channels for their products. Tang Gui stated that the new government held raw materials and would also purchase the products they needed. Cooperation with the factory owners was sought on this basis.

The Northeast Government's reputation in Tianjin had not been bad over the years. Of the factory owners who attended the invitation, half were prepared to be extorted. The other half, while feeling the new government probably wouldn't do it immediately, had still made preparations.

For the first ten minutes of the meeting, the factory owners were bewildered. By the twentieth minute, the mood of the attendees soared. Mayor Tang Gui then introduced the new Directors of the Tianjin Industry and Commerce Bureau and the Tax Bureau. The two directors presented the upcoming work arrangements and chatted happily with the factory owners.

Within the next five days, the new government in Tianjin completed its basic framework and began operations with astonishing speed.

Of course, there were those who were unlucky. Duan Qirui knew He Rui had many subordinates from Tianjin, but he hadn't expected that once these people arrived, they would begin a campaign to exterminate Tianjin's gangs and villains. The precision of their strikes and the speed of their action meant that for the next few days, Tianjin newspapers were filled with news of various great bandits and vicious criminals being caught.

The new government's vigorous and resolute style certainly surprised Duan Qirui, but the fact that those accomplishing this were all young men around thirty, running such a major city like Tianjin in a presentable manner without the chaos inevitable during a regime change, was what truly shocked him. The citizens, though afraid, were living their normal lives. It seemed as if what had occurred was not a dynastic change, but a simple appointment and removal of officials. That He Rui had so many capable subordinates was the true cause of Duan Qirui's astonishment.

Government, banks, customs, docks, factories, transportation, warehousing, electricity, waterworks—the Northeast Government took over everything, and nothing affected normal operations. If every city could be like this, it wouldn't take long for He Rui to completely master the North.

***

Duan Qirui was not the only one with this view. Japan had the largest number of intelligence personnel in China and observed even more thoroughly. By November 22nd, a detailed report had been transmitted to Japan via telegram. The government, Navy, and Army all began to analyze it.

Nagata Tetsuzan and Ishiwara Kanji were once again invited to the General Staff Headquarters. Nagata was not surprised after reading the report. He looked at Ishiwara and saw that he was quite exhausted, even yawning while looking at the report. Perhaps noticing the gazes of others, Ishiwara spoke up frankly: "Apologies, gentlemen. I have been rude. I haven't slept much these past two days writing teaching materials."

In Japan, speaking like this could easily get one kicked out by the meeting chair. Nagata felt Ishiwara simply didn't care about these reports, hence his candid expression of views. Perhaps Chief of the General Staff, Lieutenant General Suzuki Soroku, thought the same; he did not expel Ishiwara but asked, "Ishiwara-kaku (Your Excellency/Sir), according to this report, is the He Rui government's main strength placed in the cities?"

Ishiwara shook his head. "Large cities are important, but if the He Rui government's power can only control the cities, it will soon face problems of soaring prices due to supply shortages. In my view, the He Rui government's main strength should be in the countryside. As long as they can quickly restore the flow of goods between the countryside and the cities, the cities will stabilize. If they cannot, the cities will become a burden to the He Rui government."

Hearing this, the gathered officers, if not struck with awe, at least felt their spirits lift. Even officers who didn't understand economics felt their vision of China broaden under Ishiwara's explanation.

On the contrary, Lieutenant General Suzuki had not included this line of thinking in his initial analysis. After Ishiwara raised it, Suzuki didn't know what to say. But having no intention of letting Ishiwara steal the spotlight, he turned to ask Nagata, "What is Nagata-kaku's view?"

Nagata personally admired Ishiwara's angle of approach but couldn't continue discussing Ishiwara's view. He answered the question the military men cared about: "British interests in China are greater than Japan's. The He Rui government's actions will inevitably clash with the British government. Moreover, judging from the current stage, our concessions have suffered greatly. However, it won't be long before He Rui's army marches south to the Yangtze River. At that time, conflict with Britain is inevitable. Currently, the one hoping most for a conflict between Japan and the He Rui government would be Britain."

Although the officers looked unhappy, they nodded slightly. Strategically, if Britain broke out into full-scale war with the He Rui government, the beneficiary would be Japan. If a fight started, that would be best. Even if it didn't, the weakening of Britain in China would make Japan's strategic position more proactive.

It was just that the He Rui government had swept away the concessions in its path like autumn wind sweeping away fallen leaves. Japan's thirty years of management had been wiped out, which was truly stifling.

A Lieutenant Colonel broke the stifling silence. "Ishiwara-kaku, according to what you just said, the He Rui government's strength will increase rapidly. But won't the Northeast Government's land policy encounter fierce resistance in the countryside?"

Hearing this topic, the officers perked up. Ishiwara felt this was a stupid question and answered, "Nagata-kaku is clearer on this matter."

Nagata cursed inwardly at Ishiwara for being too cunning, kicking the ball back. "Please, let Ishiwara-kun express his brilliant views."

Ishiwara was indifferent. He asked the Lieutenant Colonel, "Did you have this doubt after reading recent newspapers?"

The Lieutenant Colonel answered frankly, "Yes."

Because Japan had effectively lost the war, to help the government save face, some propaganda appeared in local newspapers favoring the Imperial Way Faction (*Kōdōha*). For example, accusing He Rui of being an evil communist. Why evil? Because the Northeast Government confiscated the land of landlords and gentry and distributed it to peasants, using land acquisition as leverage to force Northeast peasants to join the army and fight.

Once such reports came out, they were immediately discovered by the Army Ministry's Education Bureau, which sent people to advise those editors close to the Imperial Way Faction not to publicize these issues. The editors were quickly persuaded, and this analysis soon disappeared from the newspapers.

But the reaction this sparked did not stop. Japanese people who saw this reacted with 'disbelief'—soldiers getting land just for joining the army was simply a myth in Japan. However, rather than sensing the evil of the Northeast Government, the Japanese public who heard this envied the benefits of Chinese soldiers.

In the current Japanese countryside and the village associations of the Imperial Way Faction, radical Japanese youth believed that if Japanese soldiers could be given land, it would inevitably greatly stimulate the fighting will of the Japanese army. So, whether He Rui was an evil communist was no longer a concern for the Japanese public; for various reasons, whether soldiers should have land rewards became a hot topic in Japan.

There were those who truly supported it, but more who truly opposed it. However, how many opposed it with their mouths while thinking otherwise in their hearts was something even the Army Education Bureau was unwilling to mention.

This shock had now reached the General Staff Headquarters, and Ishiwara Kanji was genuinely surprised. But this question was undoubtedly a stupid one. Ishiwara asked, "Can the Empire provide weapons and equipment support to those armed resistors?"

The Lieutenant Colonel immediately sobered up and answered quickly, "Excellency, I did not think it through."

Ishiwara continued, seemingly reprimanding him, "If the Northeast's land policy incurs the hatred of one landlord, it gains the support of dozens of tenant farmers. If He Rui encounters fierce resistance, it means his land policy has already received massive support. I hope you will not ask such a stupid question again."

Most of the officers came from decent backgrounds. Hearing the terrifying future Ishiwara described, they fell silent. Manchuria and Mongolia plus North China had a population exceeding two hundred million. Bringing both under He Rui's governance meant his strength would at least double. If He Rui mobilized an army of two million, he would never again face a shortage of soldiers.

The high-ranking officials of the General Staff had conducted data simulations. Just after listing the most basic data, the simulation died a natural death. When deceiving outsiders, everyone could indeed lie with their eyes open. But was there any need to deceive themselves?

Finally, the meeting content returned to the report. Nagata looked at Ishiwara, who looked like he wanted to yawn again, and felt a sense of camaraderie. This document merely used an actual report to demonstrate the results of the worst-case predictions; it had no value in itself.

Ishiwara could be indifferent, but Nagata, who had become a member of Japan's top power circle, could not. Japan's past Continental Policy had effectively gone bankrupt, and no one mentioned it anymore. But regarding what Japan's future national policy should be, too many people were eager to try and dominate the new situation.

On the contrary, He Rui's extremely radical annihilation of foreign military forces in China gave various factions in Japan's upper echelons expectations. Many wanted to see the results, so the situation temporarily did not intensify. But when the situation truly became clear, the struggle would inevitably intensify again. Nagata had not yet determined his own direction; he actually hoped the chaos He Rui caused would be as great as possible.
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In the blink of an eye, it was December 1, 1923, twenty days since He Rui's government had declared itself the Central Government of China. December 1st fell on a Saturday. In the Northeast, Sunday was the weekly rest day. Factories that followed the statutory schedule would also cease work on Saturday afternoons; after lunch, everyone would clean and organize the factory, hold a brief meeting to arrange tasks, and basically clock out before 4:00 PM.

In the Beijing-Tianjin and Zhili regions, which were the first to stabilize, crowds poured out of their homes, shops, and factories in every city that hosted foreign concessions and garrisons, standing by the roadside to watch the truck convoys pass.

Each truck carried three condemned prisoners on each side, almost all of them foreigners. Their hands were tied behind their backs, and white execution placards were stuck into their bindings. Two police officers held each prisoner by the shoulders and arms, forcing them to lean out of the vehicle. In this posture, the crowds on the street could clearly see the placards reading "Condemned Criminal [Name]" with a large character for "Behead" (斩) at the top. The "Behead" character had been ticked with a crimson brush—according to Chinese tradition, this meant these fellows were definitely going to lose their heads.

The people had suffered enough from the oppression of foreign aggressors over the years. Not a single person stepped forward to drape them in red silk or offer them farewell wine. Instead, spit and angry curses flew directly at the condemned.

There were also foreign newspaper reporters by the roadside, bundled up tight to avoid revealing their foreign identity. They tried their best to snap photos with their cameras, but their actions quickly gave them away. People immediately started shoving them, though the police maintaining order stepped in to stop any private brawls. Once the foreign reporters were temporarily safe, the police glared at them with extreme displeasure before continuing their duties.

The foreign reporters were seething with nationalist sentiment. They took photos from the best angles they could find, aiming to capture the boiling nationalist emotions of the Chinese people as powerfully as possible. They hoped their photographs would provoke a hardline response from Western governments against China—preferably sparking a war.

The New Republican Government did not stop the foreign reporters from working, but simply continued to maintain order. After the parade through the streets, the trucks drove to various designated open grounds where gallows had already been erected. In the cold wind, the thick, sturdy nooses on the gallows swayed back and forth.

Seeing that they were actually going to be hanged, the military men among the condemned prisoners immediately broke down. An officer shouted, "You cannot hang us! You cannot subject soldiers to hanging!"

"You cannot subject soldiers to hanging!" In a reception room at the Ministry of Foreign Affairs in the capital, the French Minister was protesting loudly.

Opposite him sat three reception staff from the Ministry. One was Li Shiguang, formerly the Director of the France Office in the Northeast Government's Bureau of Foreign Affairs, now the Chief of the France Section in the Ministry of Foreign Affairs. One was a recording clerk, and the third was Assistant Yan Huiqing. Yan Huiqing watched the agitated French Minister, trying hard to adjust his own mindset to keep up with the attitude required of the current Ministry of Foreign Affairs.

Section Chief Li Shiguang smiled. "That is true. France uses the guillotine. If you agree, Mr. Minister, we can suspend the execution of the French prisoners and immediately build a guillotine for them."

Yan Huiqing nearly burst out laughing. for a veteran diplomat like him, this was an abnormal reaction. Yet Yan Huiqing realized he was actually beginning to get used to this abnormality, beginning to handle the current situation with the habits of the New Republican Government.

France, after all, loved the guillotine. The old Yan Huiqing could never have considered the problem so thoughtfully, nor offered such friendly assistance within his power to French diplomats.

It was evident that the guillotine indeed reminded the French Minister of his motherland, and he was moved by it. A few seconds later, the French Minister's face turned crimson, and he almost jumped up to shout.

Section Chief Li Shiguang said to the orderly, "Please go brew some coffee. Turkish style."

In the gap while the French Minister was catching his breath and swallowing, Li Shiguang said kindly, "Mr. Minister, I have read your country's masterpiece, *The Count of Monte Cristo* by Monsieur Dumas. In the book, the Count says that only those who drink Turkish coffee truly understand life. Do you like Turkish coffee?"

The French Minister was truly stunned. The diplomat before him had somewhat rough skin and lacked the rigid, posturing appearance of a traditional Chinese scholar-official; his gestures actually carried the ruggedness of a soldier. But such a man actually understood French culture. The intense contrast made the French Minister lose the will to apply the tactics that effectively intimidated officials of the old Republic. Those tactics were likely useless here.

Seeing the French Minister cease his loud protests, Li Shiguang made a gesture of invitation and said, "Mr. Minister, I have never been to France, so I do not know if the descriptions in the book are true. However, in reality, the French government has not recognized the New Republican Government, so there are no diplomatic relations between us. This meeting is purely a private one. Therefore, you may express yourself to your heart's content to complete your mission procedures. I understand this perfectly and am willing to wait for you to finish your procedures. So, you may continue your performance now."

Yan Huiqing felt that all his past diplomatic experience had been in vain; he felt both delight and a sense of loss. The French Minister was also a sensible man. Facing the neither humble nor arrogant Section Chief Li, he decided not to act like a clown anymore. He sat down on the sofa opposite and asked unhappily, "There will be consequences for your killing of French soldiers."

Li Shiguang masked his anger with a smile. "Mr. Minister, if China stationed troops in France, and those troops murdered French civilians and were to be executed, what would your mood be?"

The French Minister had never imagined China stationing troops in France; the mere thought made him fly into a rage. "What did you say?"

Li Shiguang's smile was forced; his eyes held no mirth, and his gaze was sharp. This expression made it seem as if Li Shiguang was wearing a mask of ill intent. Amidst the French Minister's rising unease, Li Shiguang put away his smile and said seriously, "Then, Mr. Minister, you can completely understand my current mood."

When Li Shiguang spoke words full of nationalist sentiment with a normal expression, the French Minister actually found it much more acceptable. After all, France had only finished the Great War in Europe a few years ago, and the emotions that had once boiled throughout France allowed the Minister to understand the feelings of the New Republican Government diplomat opposite him very well.

Li Shiguang did not want to threaten the French diplomat, so he switched back to gentle language. "Your Excellency, as diplomats, why should we get angry over some heinous criminals? That only turns diplomacy into a laughingstock. If you have any doubts about the trial content, you can check the legal documents. China is a civilized country; we will not kill people out of emotion like those executed beasts."

The French Minister knew very well what the French garrison and the police in the concessions had done. Since the French government had no intention of going to war with the He Rui regime, the Minister didn't mention those people again. He asked sternly, "What about French merchants and commercial institutions?"

"Oh? Have legal French personnel in China been infringed upon? Could you provide a list? If there is a list, I will contact the relevant departments to have them investigate. Please rest assured, law-abiding French citizens legally in China will not suffer illegal infringement."

"Is that true?" The French Minister's tone remained stern.

Li Shiguang laughed out loud. "Mr. Minister, this is not the era when the French captured ship after ship of black people from Africa and transported them to the Caribbean to be sold as slaves. It is now 1923; Haiti has been independent for over a hundred years. You are now in civilized China—why do you always feel like you are still in a barbaric era? In civilized China, whether Chinese or foreign, legal rights will naturally be protected."

Yan Huiqing sighed inwardly; so this was how historical knowledge and verbal sparring should be used. He watched as the French Minister, having received such a refined yet fierce rebuke, finally softened his attitude completely. At this moment, the orderly brought in the Turkish coffee. The French Minister took a sip, and his brow involuntarily smoothed out.

The characteristic of Turkish coffee is that the coffee beans, roasted with spices, must be ground very finely—finer than flour. When brewing, it is mixed with sugar, chocolate, and other spices, making it extremely fragrant and rich. The coffee served indeed had such quality, proving that Section Chief Li Shiguang was not simply playing word games. This surprised the French Minister somewhat.

After drinking the coffee, seeing he really couldn't scare the New Republican Government, the French Minister finally asked the core question. "Where will your country's southward-advancing army set its endpoint?"

Li Shiguang answered frankly, "We are going to unify China. The endpoint is naturally the border."

"And then?"

"And then we defend the border."

The French Minister stared at Li Shiguang for a moment before continuing, "But friends in diplomatic circles seem to have a different view on this, specifically the British."

"Heh. Mr. Minister, the iron law of British diplomacy is that there are no permanent friends, only permanent interests. I am slightly surprised that you use the term 'friend' to refer to the British diplomatic circle. Judging by various events up to now, the Anglos do not thank France."

Yan Huiqing saw a clear change in expression on the French Minister's face; Li Shiguang's words had struck a chord. The French Minister took another slow sip of coffee before asking, "So, Your Excellency He Rui will order the army to stop at the border?"

"No." Li Shiguang shook his head.

The French Minister's gaze instantly sharpened. He heard Li Shiguang continue, "After our field army arrives at the border, it will not stay on the border. The defense of the border is naturally for the border defense troops; why use a field army?"

"Then what about France's interests in China?"

"France's concessions and garrisons constitute a military threat to China; we do not accept such a threat. As for legal interests that comply with the laws of the New Republican Government, we protect all legal interests."

Since the two sides had not established diplomatic relations, every word Li Shiguang said could only be taken as his personal opinion. Even so, the French Minister communicated with Li Shiguang very seriously. Without such 'private exchanges,' the French Minister would have to rely on imagination to write reports for Paris.

By the time the French Minister left, he did not speak again about the bunch being hanged.

Meanwhile, the condemned prisoners on the gallows were twitching unconsciously in the midst of execution. The death row prisoners who hadn't yet reached their turn were pale as paper, trembling uncontrollably. Some military men, knowing they could not survive, desperately requested to be shot rather than hanged.

For a soldier, the difference between firing squad and hanging was not the duration of pain. Being shot by a firing squad was respect for their identity as a soldier. In Europe, hanging was the punishment for criminals. For a soldier to be hanged proved that he was like a rapist or murderer—a villain who had committed crimes intolerable to society, whose crimes meant he could no longer be allowed to live in the world. The difference between being executed for defeat and being hanged for crime was heaven and earth.

But the New Republican Government was executing these people precisely because they had committed crimes of murder, robbery, and rape; how could they possibly grant them a firing squad?

The Chinese populace cheered at the criminals twitching like dead fish on the gallows because evil had finally been punished, and justice had been served.

To let more people understand for a longer time why these people had to be executed, the new government also posted execution announcements in prominent locations on city streets. Although those foreign reporters stopped to read the execution announcements, they did not photograph or record them. For this bunch of reporters, they would rather pretend they had never seen such announcements.

The foreign reporters took photos of the Chinese people cheering at the gallows, trying their best to frame the shots so that the empty nooses were positioned near the necks of the execution officials. Compositionally, this gave the viewer a visual suggestion that the noose was being prepared for the Chinese executioner.

In these aspects, the experienced foreign reporters indeed displayed a standard far beyond their Chinese peers.

The executions went on for three days. By December 4th, the gallows were empty, but most were not dismantled. This round of hangings was only for criminals with simple cases, even though the Northeast Government had been collecting evidence for the past few years and had dispatched over a thousand judges and several thousand staff members to handle the cases this time. But over the past decade or so, foreigners had committed too many crimes in China, many of them gang-related. Even with ten thousand people working, the cases couldn't be fully clarified in a short time. Whenever a case was concluded later, the gallows would continue to be put to use.

At this time, the vanguard of the Northeast Army, now renamed the National Defense Force of the Republic of China, had already reached the north bank of the Yangtze River. Although they did encounter some resistance along the way, in the actual experience of the National Defense Force, this resistance could only be described as weak or even negligible. So much so that the headquarters staff following the troops south felt this wasn't fighting a war, but an armed parade.

The National Defense Force had originally attached great importance to the attack on Shanghai, but the actual combat disappointed everyone. The so-called Jiangsu-Zhejiang Revolutionary Army had three divisions that dug trenches and prepared artillery positions, deploying some things that could be called field guns. The few dozen cannons of the three divisions of the Jiangsu-Zhejiang Revolutionary Army played absolutely no role; their artillerymen did not understand artillery warfare, so they were easily destroyed by the National Defense Force's 120mm heavy artillery.

Two thousand troops of the crossing vanguard took small boats and quickly crossed the Yangtze. Meanwhile, the 120mm artillery ravaged the Jiangsu-Zhejiang Revolutionary Army's defensive works on the riverbank.

The National Defense Force landing troops thought they would have to conduct infiltration operations against the enemy infantry positions using squad and platoon tactics. Unexpectedly, the infantry of the Jiangsu-Zhejiang Revolutionary Army, under the coercion of their officers, actually charged out of their trenches with rifles, launching an attack on the National Defense Force's positions.

During the post-battle interrogation of prisoners, Lieutenant General Zhong Yifu, commanding the southward troops, finally understood. It turned out the commanders of the Jiangsu-Zhejiang Revolutionary Army believed their troops wouldn't hold up under heavy artillery bombardment and would rout, so in a desperate move, they ordered a charge.

However, at the time, the National Defense Force had no idea what was going on. Thinking the enemy was extremely fierce, they struck with a heavy hand. Machine guns, mortars, and field guns swept across the enemy forces.

The three divisions of the Jiangsu-Zhejiang Revolutionary Army each had a true standing strength of less than 4,000. Before this battle, they had conscripted men to bring the numbers up to 5,000. The officers knew very well their troops could only fight when the wind was at their backs; the newly conscripted soldiers couldn't face a tough fight. So, they set up supervising machine gun positions in front of the second trench line.

Not long after the charge began, the frontline troops came crying and shouting back in defeat, charging wildly towards the rear. The supervising team still had the will to fight at this point and, under officers' orders, began strafing the deserters.

The foremost deserters were cut down like wheat; the supervising team created the record for the most killings within the Jiangsu-Zhejiang Revolutionary Army. Then, the supervising team saw the deserters, who had barely stopped, turn their heads to face the direction of the enemy National Defense Force, only to be immediately swallowed by dense artillery fire.

Only after seeing the power of the artillery shells with their own eyes did the supervising team truly understand that the enemy they faced was one that could defeat the Japanese Army, and that the Japanese reputation was by no means unearned. Every shell blew several or even a dozen Jiangsu-Zhejiang soldiers to pieces; under artillery fire, all flesh was fragile.

After realizing what a Great Power-level war looked like, the supervising team threw down their weapons, screamed, and scattered in all directions. Even the officers of the supervising team ran.

Confirming through binoculars that the enemy had fled, the Northeast Army didn't dare to pursue with full force immediately. It wasn't until they got onto the enemy positions, saw the weapons discarded all over the ground, and picked them up to check—real guns, loaded with bullets, ready to use—that the troops understood the enemy was truly incompetent.

The pursuit battle was short and powerful, completely resolving the enemy force within two hours. Conversely, ferrying the main force of 10,000 men across the river took a whole day. At this time, Shanghai city remained relatively stable; the citizens actually had quite some expectations for the Northeast Army.

Zhong Yifu had not yet crossed the river. Seeing the somewhat low spirits of his comrades, he encouraged them loudly, "Latest news: the British and American Yangtze Fleets are currently still in the Yangtze. Comrades, this plate of dumplings is waiting for us to eat our fill! They owe so many debts of blood; dying ten times over wouldn't be enough. Getting killed by us on the battlefield is actually their lucky break!"

This was confirmed news Zhong Yifu had just received; most comrades in the headquarters didn't know. Hearing that there were actually British and American fleets to fight, cheers immediately erupted among the comrades who had just fought a lackluster battle.

"Not a single foreign warship will leave the mouth of the Yangtze alive! Kill!" Zhong Yifu's roar echoed inside the canvas tent of the command post.

In the Northeast Army era, before dismissing from every training session, they would often shout the word 'Kill'. Zhong Yifu had shouted it out, and the comrades raised their arms and shouted together, "Kill! Kill! Kill!"
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Shouting slogans about fighting and killing would certainly not annihilate the British Yangtze Fleet. Lieutenant General Zhong Yifu, Commander of the East Route Army of the Republic's National Defense Force, soon received a report from the East Line Staff Department. The only information that could be confirmed at the moment was the basic composition of the British Yangtze Fleet's vessels. As for the fleet's exact location, it could not be fully determined for the time being. It was roughly estimated that the main force of the British Yangtze Fleet was located between Nanjing and Jiujiang.

Climate and wind data for the middle and lower reaches of the Yangtze River were extremely incomplete, and the troops were inquiring with Chinese shipping personnel to compile summaries.

As for actual channel depth data, after controlling Shanghai, Ningbo, Zhenjiang, Nantong, and other places, a portion was found in the concession archives.

This was the current status of China: geographical and hydrological data of one's own country were actually in the hands of foreigners. Moreover, this data was incomplete. The East Route Army leased many boats and began conducting measurements of water depth and flow velocity in the areas already under control, preparing for the artillery battles to come.

The British Yangtze Fleet consisted entirely of shallow-draft heavy gunboats. Among them, the eight capital ships were all steel-hulled, not iron-ribbed wooden hulls. With displacements of under 700 tons and steam propulsion, they were all equipped with several 152mm naval guns. Although the range of the Northeast Army's standard 120mm field guns was not inferior to the 150mm guns, the caliber was indeed no match for the British Yangtze Fleet. The East Route Army had brought 150mm heavy guns captured from the Japanese Army during their southward march, merely modifying the gun carriages and towing equipment. In terms of shell caliber and weight, they were at least not at a disadvantage.

The artillery certainly couldn't just stay in one place waiting for the British fleet to crash into them. How to implement artillery warfare in the currently controlled areas, and how to adjust during the subsequent westward advance along the Yangtze, kept the relevant teams of the Staff Department incredibly busy.

Other comrades of the army and the southward-bound cadres were carrying out their own work together: reclaiming concessions in the Yangtze River Delta region, arresting criminals, and establishing a new government.

However, the arrests at this time yielded little result. The people in charge of the various foreign concessions in China knew very well what they had done. They also knew clearly that if they fell into the hands of an army composed of Chinese nationalists, those crimes were enough to warrant a death sentence. These people had already fled; they had no delusions that their personal status could scare off the National Defense Force that had defeated Japan.

The concession officials had run away, and most foreigners with few assets in Jiangsu and Zhejiang had run with them. The foreigners who remained were, without exception, those with no history of evil deeds. Some had too many assets and were unwilling to leave them behind, or were left behind to guard massive assets by bosses who had fled due to their crimes. There were also some foreigners who had dealt with the Northeast Government and decided to gamble on staying.

In the blink of an eye, it was December 6th, the third day after entering Shanghai. Planes took off from the newly built simple airstrip near Shanghai, beginning test flights and collecting various data.

Looking down at the ground, neither the fields nor the cities attracted as much attention as the broad Yangtze River. Pilots from the north were used to northern rivers, and the magnificence of the Yangtze shocked them all. The river surface was on a completely different level from northern rivers. The turbid Yangtze water rolled into the sea. As the plane climbed to a higher altitude, the azure sea surface began to appear at the end of their field of vision. Compared to the Bohai Sea and the Yellow Sea in the north, the color of the sea outside the Yangtze seemed gentler, and the undulation of the sea surface was also quite different from that of the Bohai and Yellow Seas.

At this very moment, about 500 kilometers north of the Yangtze Estuary, a formation consisting of the battleship *Kongō* as the flagship, two cruisers, and two destroyers was on its way south.

***

The fleet commander was Vice Admiral Okada Keisuke. They had two objectives for this trip. The first was to proceed to the waters off Shanghai at the invitation of the British Navy. The second was to continue south to Taiwan after a friendly meeting with the British fleet, to guard against the National Defense Force doing something there.

This great war had caused heavy losses to the Japanese Army, leaving them unable to lift their heads. The war, combined with the Great Kanto Earthquake, had inflicted heavy losses on Japan, leaving the national economy in chaos. Only the Navy, having successfully organized the landing and suffered no losses, saw its voice greatly increased.

This sentiment was also quite evident within the Fleet Command. Vice Admiral Okada Keisuke sat in the mess hall outside of meal times, chatting relaxed with the officers on the flagship. The Vice Admiral asked Yamamoto Isoroku, "Yamamoto, I heard you went to see Lieutenant General Ishiwara before setting sail. Is that true?"

Captain Yamamoto Isoroku, like other naval officers, had been promoted for outstanding performance during the war. However, because Yamamoto had made some "whimsical" hypotheses that did not actually happen, he was recently looked upon with "fresh eyes" by his colleagues. Yet, Yamamoto's nature was not to care about such trivial matters. He answered the commander's question with a grin, "This subordinate went with Yamaguchi-kun. Yamaguchi-kun even argued with Ishiwara-kun and almost got into a fight."

The naval officers burst into laughter. Commander Yamaguchi Tamon was straightforward and rough; it wasn't strange for him to fight over a disagreement. Given the relationship between the Navy and the Army, a Navy Commander fighting an Army Lieutenant General—provided it didn't actually happen and cause problems, but remained a confrontation—was something the Navy was happy to hear about.

Vice Admiral Okada himself held Ishiwara in high regard, believing that although Ishiwara was Army, he was not a *baka* (idiot). He turned to the Operations Staff Officer, Commander Yamaguchi Tamon. "Yamaguchi-kun, what did Lieutenant General Ishiwara say to agitate you so?"

Yamaguchi Tamon also appreciated Ishiwara Kanji and answered straightforwardly, "Ishiwara-kun lamented that the guys at the Ministry of Foreign Affairs are all *baka*. He said if they really wanted to make things difficult for He-kun, they should announce recognition of He-kun's government, and declare that the prerequisite for recognizing He-kun's government is that He-kun's government must acknowledge that there are no disagreements between the two sides regarding the ownership of Korea, Ryukyu, and Taiwan. I asked him why he held He-kun in such high regard, but Ishiwara couldn't explain it clearly. So I argued a few sentences with him. But it wasn't as exaggerated as Yamamoto-kun said, about fighting."

There were those among the Japanese naval officers who had good relations with He Rui. Hearing Yamaguchi Tamon say this, the officers also felt Ishiwara Kanji's ideas were indeed exaggerated and nodded in agreement. Although He Rui was powerful, building a navy required time. In the Navy's view, it would take China at least twenty years to build a fleet capable of challenging the Japanese Navy. So the topic naturally turned to the first item of this voyage.

Yamamoto asked Vice Admiral Okada, "Your Excellency, will the British fleet want to shell Shanghai?"

Asked this, Vice Admiral Okada didn't make a sound. Other officers felt Yamamoto was starting his "whimsical thinking" again. Someone immediately stated that Shanghai was the most important and prosperous city in the Far East, so the probability of the British shelling Shanghai was very low.

But Captain Nagumo Chuichi expressed support for Yamamoto. "The concessions no longer exist. The foreigners inside the concessions have all fled. Given He-kun's attitude, he cannot possibly allow the concessions to continue existing. Thus, the value of Shanghai to the British has greatly diminished. Shelling now is actually shelling He-kun's Shanghai; the British have no reason to feel heartache for He-kun."

Captain Nagumo Chuichi belonged to the scholar-type officers in the Navy. When he spoke, the naval officers fell silent. Many looked at Vice Admiral Okada, wanting to hear the Fleet Commander's view.

Vice Admiral Okada appreciated the views of Yamamoto and Nagumo. He had initially considered the possibility of the British fleet shelling Shanghai, but was unsure of the intensity. Seeing the officers looking over, he asked, "Yamaguchi-kun, if the British shell it, to what extent will they go?"

Yamaguchi Tamon thought for a moment. "This subordinate believes that even if Britain shells it, they won't scare He-kun. However, letting He-kun's subordinates feel the power of the British fleet through shelling can influence their views. Therefore, the warships entering the Yangtze must be vessels capable of defending against 150mm field guns. Through shelling, they will deal a heavy blow to He-kun's troops, especially the artillery units."

The naval officers quite agreed with this judgment. Someone asked, "Then why hasn't the Yangtze Fleet left? Do they want to rendezvous with the British shelling fleet?"

Another officer replied, "The news we received from Wuhan is that the purpose of the British Yangtze Fleet is to transport and escort the troops evacuating the concession personnel, and they have half-sold, half-given the ships of the Yangtze Fleet to the Zhili warlord Cao Kun."

Hearing that this news described exactly the British style of doing things, many laughed out loud. The Yangtze Fleet consisted of shallow-draft heavy gunboats. These ships had very limited combat capabilities at sea. Even if ships of a few hundred tons ran out of the Yangtze Estuary, they wouldn't be of much use. Selling them to Cao Kun earned a sum. If Cao Kun could use these ships to cause trouble for He Rui, they earned another sum. They really earned on both ends.

As for whether the Zhili warlord could defeat the National Defense Force, the Japanese naval officers had no intention of discussing it. They didn't even discuss the extremely low probability possibilities. If Cao Kun could beat He Rui, then He Rui would definitely be able to sink the British battleships with those small gunboats in his hands that the Japanese Navy wouldn't even look at. And sink them with one shot.

Finally, someone asked a question, "If the British fleet invites us to join the shelling, shall we participate?"

This question actually had no realistic possibility, but the implications within were much more complex. The Japanese Navy very much wanted to propose its own strategy, but knew it was not easy. Looking at the best possibility, Japan's optimal scenario was for Britain to provide massive support to Japan in order to blockade China. And if Japan could become the entrepôt for Chinese trade, the optimal situation would be achieved.

However, even the most arrogant naval officer would not publicly propose this idea, though everyone actually hoped in their hearts it could be achieved in some form. If such a strategy could really be realized, the Navy would completely master the initiative in national policy.

So no one answered this question. The officers engaged in a serious discussion about the future strategic situation.

At 9:00 AM on December 7th, the Japanese fleet met the British fleet off the coast of Shanghai. The two sides only exchanged friendly communications via radio and did not exchange personnel boarding.

This British fleet consisted of one battlecruiser, the *Indomitable*, two cruisers, and four light cruisers. In the design philosophy of warships, the armor of the ship should be able to protect against attacks from its own main guns. Even the four 'Town'-class light cruisers were each equipped with four triple-mounted 6-inch turrets. That is, twelve 152mm naval guns.

As for the cruisers and the battlecruiser, the main guns were 203mm and 305mm. Although the battlecruiser's armor was insufficient to resist 305mm naval gun attacks in pursuit of speed, "insufficient to resist 305mm naval guns" simply meant that; He Rui's 120mm field guns and the captured Japanese 150mm field guns, even using armor-piercing shells, would be nothing more than scratching an itch.

The fleet currently outside Shanghai was not worth mentioning compared to the British Grand Fleet. But the maritime combat power of such a small fleet was already powerful in East Asia. for the He Rui government, which had zero navy, it was a situation of being unilaterally beaten.

Sure enough, the British fleet expressed friendly greetings to the Japanese forces and, guided by British pilots well-versed in the routes outside the Yangtze, advanced towards downtown Shanghai.

Watching the silhouette of the battlecruiser *Indomitable*, the Japanese naval officers felt the British were truly crafty enough. According to the Washington Naval Treaty, the *Indomitable* was supposed to be scrapped by Britain. Sending it to the Far East to execute a mission now was truly making full use of waste.

It wasn't until the main guns of the *Indomitable* began to bombard Shanghai from 15 kilometers away that the boom of the 305mm naval guns made the Japanese naval officers feel renewed respect for the Royal Navy. The flagship of the Japanese fleet heading south this time, the *Kongō*, was one of four Japanese Kongō-class battlecruisers (*Translator's Note: The text says 'battleships' but Kongō was a battlecruiser/fast battleship. Keeping literal translation or context.*), and its naval guns were only 356mm. It was the core of the current Japanese fleet, a priceless treasure. Yet the battlecruiser Britain was about to scrap and dismantle was equipped with 305mm naval guns. Even though Japan was now the world's third-largest navy, there was still a huge gap with the world's number one navy.

The maximum range of the 305mm naval gun was 17.5 kilometers. Accuracy when firing from 15 kilometers was not to be expected. However, since the British fleet was demonstrating its power rather than truly trying to precisely destroy specific targets, those deviations didn't matter. The shells would definitely land inside the Shanghai urban area.

When the British fleet arrived outside the Yangtze Estuary, the National Defense Force's Air Force reconnaissance planes discovered them and immediately reported the matter to East Route Army Commander Zhong Yifu. Zhong Yifu's expression became grave. He ordered the headquarters to quickly execute the response plan based on previous relevant plans. He himself invited the Air Force Commander assigned to the East Route Army into a small room in the headquarters.

Closing the door, Zhong Yifu said in a steady tone, "Commander Qin, the planes that just transferred over have arrived..."

East Route Army Air Force Commander Qin Sihai immediately replied, "Commander Zhong, since the General Headquarters already has a prediction, we will execute the order. Do you have anything else to add, Commander Zhong?"

Zhong Yifu subconsciously bit his lip and sighed, "In that case, I want to ask one thing. Can those comrades execute the mission resolutely?"

Qin Sihai frowned and even looked away. But a moment later, Qin Sihai turned back, his expression full of determination. "Executing orders is entirely voluntary. We will absolutely not force anyone who is not willing. At a time like this, I believe in the comrades."

Zhong Yifu knew that ordering troops to charge was completely different from ordering this operation. When troops charged, although there would be casualties, luck played a large part. But an order where one would die if they sortied, and where the officers and men set out knowing this, challenged human nature, or was even anti-human. But Zhong Yifu had to make such an arrangement, so he said, "Tell the comrades, if there were any other way, we would not make such a decision."

Commander Qin Sihai was unwilling to discuss this further. He silently saluted Zhong Yifu, turned, and left the headquarters.

Three days were not enough to build a permanent airport, but during the Korean War, the Northeast Army had accumulated rich experience in temporary airfields. The construction of this kind of airfield was originally based on He Rui's memories of U.S. military techniques for building airfields in the Pacific. If planes could take off and land quickly in that kind of harsh environment, building a temporary airport near the warm and flat Yangtze River was at least an order of magnitude less difficult.

Planes were already parked full on both sides of the runway. When Qin Sihai rushed to the airfield, the Special Flight Team had finished assembling. Behind them, the air crew mechanics were completing final adjustments on those specially modified planes.

The British warships' shelling had already begun. The roaring sound and the subtle vibrations under their feet let these pilots know that the enemy was using artillery of unprecedented power to fire upon downtown Shanghai.

Qin Sihai wanted to speak, but couldn't say anything for a moment. Those encouraging words were insignificant compared to the sacrifice the comrades were about to make. Finally, Qin Sihai spoke, "Chairman He said, 'Land one punch to avoid a hundred punches coming.' The foreign devils use naval guns to scare us, calling it gunboat diplomacy. After we sink the foreign fleet, they will never dare appear in front of our Air Force again. Comrades, I have let everyone down. I can only ask everyone to fight for the country."

Having said this, he should have ordered the troops to sortie. But Qin Sihai suddenly felt his vision blur, his lips trembled, and he couldn't speak again.

Just then, Qin Sihai heard Shen Chonghui, the Captain of the Special Flight Team, ask, "Commander, can we depart?"

Qin Sihai wiped away his tears and nodded. At this moment, a sense of shame welled up in Qin Sihai. Since he was asking comrades to sacrifice themselves, how could he be such a coward that he didn't even dare to give the order?

Standing up straight, Qin Sihai said loudly, "All units! Attention!"

Following the order, the 24 pilots of the first attack wave of the Special Flight Team immediately stood at attention.

Qin Sihai ordered loudly, "This sortie is entirely voluntary. Anyone who feels they lack determination may remain standing at attention. The unit will absolutely not blame you. This sortie requires attacking all British warships simultaneously, striving to annihilate them in one fell swoop. To strike at the enemy's confidence so they never dare attack our coast again. Now, comrades who have decided to sortie, board your planes!"

After speaking, Commander Qin Sihai raised his hand in salute to the comrades of the Special Flight Team.

Captain Shen Chonghui immediately returned the salute and ran towards his plane without looking back. Just then, a pilot shouted, "Commander, I have a question!"

Other pilots intended to move but stopped. Even Shen Chonghui turned back, looking at the team member with displeasure.

The team member asked loudly, "Commander, if we sink the British fleet, they won't dare do this next time, right?"

Qin Sihai shook his head. "Next time they won't dare come over so casually. Next time they will be very careful, coming only when they are sure there is no Air Force of ours. However, I can guarantee you all, if there is a next time, it will be several years, or even ten years later. By that time, our Navy will have a fleet capable of fighting the British Navy. At that time, our Navy won't give British warships the chance to bully us like this!"

Hearing this, the team member immediately stood at attention and saluted Qin Sihai, saying loudly, "Commander, when our Navy has warships that can fight the British fleet, please be sure to burn some paper money for us and tell us that we have a Navy."

After speaking, the team member turned and ran straight to his plane. The other team members and Captain Shen Chonghui saluted Qin Sihai again and ran to their planes.

Qin Sihai wanted to watch the comrades leave, but couldn't help turning his back, tears raining down. He was considering the present, but what was in the hearts of those sorting comrades was China's future. They were not fighting for something in the present, but for the future of the country.

When Qin Sihai finally wiped his tears dry and turned around, the plane piloted by Captain Shen Chonghui had already started and taxied onto the runway. Commander Qin Sihai stood at attention and saluted. The ground crew and other officers and soldiers also raised their hands in salute. Although these comrades were still alive, they were already martyrs. No one doubted their courage and determination. Of course, even if someone abandoned the mission, everyone would not blame them. They only hoped they could come back alive.

Engines roared, driving propellers to churn the air. The planes taxied, faster and faster, and flew into the sky of the motherland.
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The British battlecruiser *HMS Inflexible* was the flagship of the fleet shelling Shanghai. Laid down at the John Brown & Company shipyard in Clydebank on February 5, 1906, she was launched on June 26, 1907, and commissioned in October 1908, at a cost of £1,720,739.

During the Great War in Europe, *Inflexible* hunted the German battlecruiser *SMS Goeben* in the Mediterranean in July 1914. On December 8, 1914, she participated in the Battle of the Falkland Islands alongside *HMS Invincible*. In January 1915, *Inflexible* served as the flagship of the Dardanelles fleet, taking part in the bombardment of the Turkish coast from February to March. She was severely damaged by a mine on March 18 and forced to return to Malta for repairs. On May 31, 1916, she was assigned to the 3rd Battlecruiser Squadron and fought in the Battle of Jutland.

This battlecruiser had participated in almost every major British naval engagement of the Great War. Now, on the verge of decommissioning, she had come to China as a flagship to lead a fleet in executing "gunboat diplomacy" against Shanghai.

Inside the bridge of the *Inflexible*, the Fleet Chief of Staff looked out through the porthole at the faint outline of the distant city and said with emotion to the Fleet Commander, "Rear Admiral, will the *Inflexible*'s final mission be the shelling of Hong Kong?"

The Fleet Commander was momentarily at a loss for words. He and the Chief of Staff had discussed the current situation in China several times on the journey over. Downing Street's judgment remained quite calm; they were not considering a declaration of war against the new Republican government. The purpose of this bombardment was punitive and demonstrative.

Warships could not conduct landing operations. Their ammunition and barrel life were limited. Even if the British Empire disregarded bankruptcy and sent its entire fleet to the Far East, they could not prevent the Chinese army from seizing Hong Kong with sustained shelling alone. Since it could not be done, they would simply not do it. It was only a matter of time before Hong Kong was taken by the National Defense Force.

Thinking of the advantage the British Empire had held in China for eighty years, the Fleet Commander felt disheartened. He hummed a uniquely British nasal sound and said, "Chief of Staff, our future task will be how to cut off China's trade lines and deal with the navy China will build in the future. However, we likely won't have the chance to engage the Chinese navy before we retire."

Hearing mention of the British Empire's naval superiority, the Chief of Staff's sense of loss was washed away considerably. He stood up. "Your Excellency, in about an hour, we may encounter Chinese artillery. I will go make preparations."

The British Chief of Staff was clearly mistaken. The National Defense Force was well aware of its own artillery strength. Without coastal defense guns, ordinary field artillery was no match for the British fleet.

Not only was the National Defense Force General Staff clear on this, but the Special Flight Team had also received relevant briefings. Or rather, only pilots who understood this situation could volunteer for the Special Flight Team.

Squadron Leader Shen Chonghui originally thought he understood clearly, but when he piloted his plane and saw the British fleet shelling with his own eyes, he realized he hadn't fully grasped it.

The Air Force was used to seeing the effects of artillery explosions on the ground, but the "flowers of death" blossoming before his eyes were incomparable to anything heavy field artillery could produce. If the explosion from a 120mm field gun was like a fingernail-sized wildflower by the roadside, then the 305mm main guns of the British battlecruiser created peonies the size of half a hand.

Although it was difficult to see details on the ground from the air, Shen Chonghui knew with certainty that no one could survive such explosions. Before setting out, Shen Chonghui had hoped his sacrifice would create something. Now, looking down at the city under bombardment by the British fleet, that expectation, mixed with faint unease, was dispelled and replaced by a more intense emotion.

If they could not destroy the British fleet, China could only watch them ravage the land until they exhausted their ammunition and returned to port to resupply. Once the British had resupplied and repaired, they would come again. Endless, ceasing. To save the Chinese people from such a fate, they had to end the British fleet causing this destruction right now.

From takeoff, Shen Chonghui had subconsciously hoped this short flight would last a little longer. But now, the boiling emotion in his heart made him wish to finish this journey immediately and reach the endpoint where he would end the British fleet.

In his urgent anticipation, Shen Chonghui finally sighted the British fleet. Just as the reconnaissance planes had reported, there were seven warships in total. The most striking among them was a massive battlecruiser. The ship was bristling with guns, and every time its main batteries fired, they spewed out huge clouds of smoke visible even from the air.

The British fleet was moving toward the mouth of the Yangtze River in a nearly uniform straight line—undoubtedly the perfect opportunity for an attack. Soon, the air group arrived over the British fleet. Every pilot had been assigned a target beforehand. Shen Chonghui wanted to make a final call to his comrades, but their current communication equipment did not support it.

Shen Chonghui pushed the control stick. His specially designed plane was loaded with 300 kilograms of high explosives, with various control devices ensuring the explosives would detonate as simultaneously as possible. At this moment, Shen Chonghui began his final flight, diving toward the British battlecruiser assigned to him. Right now, leading by example was the best encouragement.

The British battlecruiser grew larger and larger in his field of vision. Shen Chonghui could already see the orange tongues of fire amidst the smoke as the British warship's main guns fired. Soon, the flags on the British battlecruiser were close enough to be seen clearly. Shen Chonghui pressed down hard on the control stick. In his mind, only one thought remained: let everything end as quickly as possible.

***

On the flagship of the Japanese fleet, the *Kongō*, Japanese officers and sailors currently off-duty were by the rails watching the British fleet shell Shanghai. As the lookout reported the appearance of Chinese planes, the officers raised their binoculars to the sky. The sailors also looked up. Soon, sailors with sharp eyes pointed at the sky, telling those around them that Chinese planes had appeared. Other sailors stretched their necks, straining to see.

A Lieutenant Commander standing next to Yamamoto Isoroku lowered his binoculars and laughed. "Yamamoto-kun, the British warships don't seem to have any anti-aircraft machine guns."

Yamamoto Isoroku was unimpressed. He lowered his binoculars and replied in a mocking tone, "Indeed. It seems the British navy thinks adding that little bit of weight would affect the ship's speed."

Receiving such a blunt response from Yamamoto, the Lieutenant Commander who had made the joke looked up at the sky again. Immediately, Yamamoto saw the Lieutenant Commander's expression change to one of astonishment. Yamamoto turned his head and saw the Chinese planes in the sky diving one after another toward the British warships on the sea.

With no superfluous movements, the planes streaked across the sky like meteors, crashing into the British warships one after another.

Yamamoto felt his mind go blank. Even as the impact sites exploded violently; even as a British *Town*-class light cruiser, after being hit by a Chinese plane, spewed a massive tongue of fire upwards from within and broke in two, sinking rapidly; even as the superstructure of the battlecruiser *HMS Inflexible* was instantly destroyed, its tall masts blown apart and falling into the water along with the signal flags—Yamamoto Isoroku's mind remained blank.

At this moment, there were no more Chinese planes in the sky. Only the British warships on the sea, exploding violently.

What exactly had happened?

Yamamoto managed to pull himself together from the chaos. He seemed to recall the Chinese planes simply diving down and crashing into the British warships. Then everything became like this. At that moment, another British light cruiser exploded violently from within. Every opening in the hull connecting to the outside spewed flames. Immediately, it was blown to pieces like an over-inflated balloon and began to sink rapidly.

Footsteps rang out. Having witnessed the briefly soul-shaking scene, the Japanese naval officers and men stood frozen as if under a spell. Apart from the communications officer running up from the telegraph room below deck, no one was moving quickly on the deck.

The communications officer ran to the Japanese Fleet Commander, Vice Admiral Okada Keisuke, and reported loudly, "Commander, we have received a clear-code telegram from the Chinese side!"

Okada Keisuke still appeared composed. He ordered, "Read it!"

The surrounding Japanese officers and men held their breath. The only sound on the deck was the flapping of the naval ensign in the wind.

The communications officer read aloud: "The East Route Army of the National Defense Force of the Republic of China informs the Japanese fleet off Shanghai: Your fleet is already within Chinese territorial waters. You are ordered to leave immediately. Otherwise, you will be destroyed."

Just as he finished reading, an incomparably massive, dull explosion rang out. The Japanese naval officers and men hurriedly turned to look. They saw the forward deck guns of the British battlecruiser *Inflexible*, which was still afloat after taking at least seven hits from Chinese planes, being blown directly into the air from below. Massive fragments of the deck danced in the sky—the result of the magazine detonating.

Next, the *Inflexible*, a meritorious warship of the British Royal Navy that had survived almost every battle of the Great War, began to slowly list. Although the angle of the list was not yet great, the Japanese naval officers knew that this ship was beyond saving.

Footsteps sounded again. Another communications officer delivered a new telegram. It was still from the National Defense Force, and the content was exactly the same as the previous one.

"Your Excellency, Chinese planes have appeared in the sky again!" A new report came from the lookout.

Now the Japanese officers and men could not help but feel nervous. Many officers unconsciously looked at the row of anti-aircraft machine guns installed on the side of the *Kongō*. If the planes of the National Defense Force descended from the sky, these guns could at least offer some resistance.

Vice Admiral Okada Keisuke tried hard to keep a straight face, not wanting his subordinates to see the change in his expression. But now, he had to give an order. Under the gaze of his subordinates, the Vice Admiral spoke, "Send a telegram to the National Defense Force."

The communications officer hurriedly took out his notebook and heard the Vice Admiral say, "In view of your side's naval experience, our side kindly reminds you that rescuing personnel who have fallen into the water after a naval battle is a naval tradition."

After speaking, the Vice Admiral clasped his hands behind his back and left the deck, walking straight to the entrance of the bridge.

The Commander entered the command center inside the bridge, and the officers hurriedly followed. As most of them passed Captain Yamamoto Isoroku, they glanced at him. There was unease in their eyes. It was as if the tragic attack just now had been commanded by Yamamoto Isoroku.

Yamamoto Isoroku felt he needed some quiet. The sailors had already returned to their duty stations on the battleship *Kongō* under the command of the officers. Only a few young officers remained on deck, looking at the British fleet that had not yet sunk. Yamamoto looked over; the ships had stopped on the sea. The superstructures of the cruisers were a mess. The superstructures of the light cruisers had been almost completely blown flat, their bridges gone without a trace. Less than a fifth of the smokestacks remained, and raging flames were consuming the twisted and distorted turrets.

Taking out a cigarette and lighting it, Yamamoto tried to recall how long it had taken from the moment he saw the Chinese planes to the moment they crashed into the British fleet. Although his mind could replay the entire process of the planes diving down without hesitation, that period seemed both very long and like a mere instant.

Just then, the battleship shuddered slightly and began to turn. Yamamoto, who should have been able to walk smoothly on a moving ship at any time, almost stumbled. A hand grabbed him, steadying him and saving him from embarrassment.

The person who supported him was Yamaguchi Tamon. Yamaguchi's eyes were red; he had clearly just been crying. The tear tracks on his face were still obvious. He said with emotion, "Senior Yamamoto, it took less than two minutes. From the planes arriving overhead to the completion of the attack, it took less than two minutes."

"It was that fast?" Yamamoto felt astonishment and heavy pressure. If Yamaguchi Tamon had not mistaken the time, given the speed and anti-aircraft capabilities of current large warships, there was absolutely no possibility of escaping the attack.

At this moment, another dull explosion came from the distance. The light of an explosion rose from a light cruiser. It would likely sink completely within a few minutes. Yamaguchi Tamon could no longer hold back. He walked to the ship's rail, raised both hands high, and shouted at the wreckage of the sinking British fleet, "Magnificent! The warriors of Asia!"

Several young Japanese naval officers standing next to Yamaguchi Tamon saluted in the direction of the explosions. It was unclear if they were mourning Britain, or if...

Yamamoto also had the impulse to salute, but he held back. He simply took off his military cap, put it back on straight, and walked with steady steps toward the bridge.

Many thoughts churned in Yamamoto's mind. The loss of such a British fleet meant little to the British Empire as a whole. The flagship, the battlecruiser *Inflexible*, was just an old ship ready for scrapping. A few cruisers and light cruisers were not worth mentioning against Britain's naval shipbuilding capacity.

The most direct immediate impact was limited to Britain abandoning its plans for gunboat diplomacy and adopting a trade blockade instead.

In the longer term, since Britain could not launch a full-scale attack on China by land or sea, Japan's value to Britain would rise rapidly. But this might not be a good thing. Yamamoto was very wary of the British. Once Japan was eyed by Britain, Britain would certainly try to strengthen its control over Japan. Present-day Japan had precisely many opportunities for the British to intervene.

Walking into the command room, which he expected to be buzzing with discussion, Yamamoto found few people speaking. Looking at the officers who still hadn't fully recovered from the shock, Yamamoto Isoroku suddenly understood the reason for everyone's silence.

It was not only Britain that had lost the opportunity for gunboat diplomacy, but Japan as well. As long as the He Rui regime did not suffer internal problems, the Great Powers would no longer consider gunboat diplomacy. Although a trade embargo was a noose around China's neck, there had been eras of isolation in Chinese history. As long as foreign countries could not use military force to smash open China's door, China could rely on its vast territory to live quietly.

China had broken free from the shackles forged by the Great Powers!
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By the time Jordan returned to Beijing with a group of European reporters, it was already December 19, 1923. It was less than two weeks until January 1, 1924.

Eight years had passed since He Rui, back in the Northeast, had first defied the Republic of China's designation of January 1st as "New Year's Day" (Yuandan). Instead, he had insisted on calling January 1st the "Beginning of the Year" (Suishou) and reserving the title of "New Year's Day" for the Lunar Spring Festival. Now, He Rui could finally promulgate the calendar he approved of as he pleased, with no so-called Central Government left to block his will.

Receiving Jordan was Li Shiguang, Director of the Department of Western European Affairs of the Ministry of Foreign Affairs of the Republic of China, with Yan Huiqing attending as an attaché. Both sides had to go through the motions first: Jordan and Li Shiguang expressed the strongest protests to each other. Jordan protested the He Rui regime's hanging of prisoners of war, while Li Shiguang protested the British government's shelling of Shanghai and the massacre of Chinese civilians there.

After the formalities were concluded, the two sides continued the subsequent negotiations in a relatively calm manner. Jordan demanded that the He Rui regime protect the safety and interests of British personnel in China.

Li Shiguang immediately asked, "Is this the intention of Downing Street, or is it the personal request of Your Excellency the Ambassador?"

In the past, when Jordan met with He Rui, He Rui had tried his best to avoid discussing Jordan's official standing. At that time, as a regional power, if He Rui had publicly claimed diplomatic relations with the British government, it would have been completely contrary to diplomatic tradition. Hearing Li Shiguang explicitly ask who Jordan's words represented, Jordan sighed with emotion; the He Rui regime was finally conducting itself as the Central Government.

Now, however, it was Jordan who could not say too much. As a Special Plenipotentiary Ambassador, Jordan could not make official commitments to the unrecognized He Rui regime. At least, not before the two sides held a formal conference.

So Jordan played dumb, "As a civilized nation, this is a legal system that must be observed."

Yan Huiqing smiled and said, "Mr. Jordan, I solemnly remind you here, please do not use words like 'civilization' and 'legal system' in front of us. In terms of civilization and legal systems, the Republic of China is far above Britain. Britain needs to ask us for advice on what a legal system is with a sincere attitude."

Before Jordan could express his dissatisfaction, a reporter from *The Times* who was attending the meeting could not bear it any longer and asked directly, "Mr. Yan, what gives you the courage to speak such boastful words to Britain, which possesses centuries of legal history?"

The other British reporters held their notebooks, ready to record. Every one of them wore the same look of displeasure as the *Times* reporter!

Yan Huiqing smiled faintly, "Mr. Reporter, I am a *citizen* of the Republic of China. And you? Are you a *citizen* of the British Empire, or a *subject* of the British Empire?"

The reporter instantly realized he had chosen the wrong focal point for the confrontation, but there was no way to change the proposition now. The indignation on the faces of the other reporters turned into anger, but they were helpless.

Yan Huiqing's tone was sincere, "The foundation of law is equality before the law. If a law itself determines that the people within a country are born with distinctions of high and low, noble and base, then for such a country to discuss who is more civilized with a country where everyone is equal is simply a joke. Mr. Reporter is knowledgeable and experienced; surely you have heard of the theory of the 'fruit of the poisonous tree'."

***

When it came to verbal sparring, Yan Huiqing would never lose to He Rui's subordinates. It was just that He Rui's subordinates had always been supported by military power, while Yan Huiqing had no such backing behind him.

Both parties at the meeting knew very well that what Yan Huiqing said actually didn't matter. What was important was that apart from a trade embargo, Britain no longer had the ability to threaten the He Rui regime with its former methods.

If it wanted to impose a trade embargo on China, Britain would have to convene an international conference on the China issue. At such a conference, it was very possible to reach an agreement on an arms embargo against China by all nations. However, regarding civilian goods, Belgium and Italy might agree to an embargo on civilian goods to China, but those two countries had little trade with China to begin with, so an embargo made little difference. As for other countries, the United States might not conduct arms trade with China, but it was impossible for them to cut off civilian trade with China.

Therefore, the He Rui government had nothing to fear, and indeed had the qualifications to be fearless.

So Jordan acted as if he hadn't heard Yan Huiqing's ruthless ridicule at all. He said, "The British Empire is very concerned about the land policy of the He Rui regime in the occupied areas. This policy is barbaric; it savagely deprives landlords of their land ownership rights and has caused massacres targeting civilians. Britain has a very deep and friendly relationship with China and is very concerned about recent developments in the situation."

After speaking, Jordan was ready to wait for Li Shiguang and Yan Huiqing to attack with "sheep eating men" (the Enclosure Movement) or the "Great Irish Famine." And Jordan had already prepared a routine to deal with it.

However, Li Shiguang and Yan Huiqing just looked at each other, and Li Shiguang asked, "Mr. Jordan, where did you hear these fictitious accusations? Can you tell me the names of these people?"

The reporters immediately recorded the dialogue. A news story about a barbaric military government demanding the names of whistleblowers and sending troops to arrest them was already forming rapidly in their minds.

Jordan shook his head, "To protect these people, I cannot reveal their names."

The *Northeast Daily* reporter was also recording the dialogue between the two sides, and heard Li Shiguang answer straightforwardly, "Then I can only suspect that you are fabricating lies, because the Republic of China government's land policy is **redemption**, not confiscation. Moreover, this policy has not yet begun to be implemented. We have not made any changes to land ownership rights."

The foreign reporters were a little startled, and their recording speed slowed down considerably. Jordan was even more surprised; he had never imagined that He Rui, who was considered a Communist, had adopted violent land reform in the Northeast but was adopting a redemption policy for national land reform. This change was too great!

But Jordan was not unprepared. He immediately asked, "Then what about the Qian family in Jiangsu and Zhejiang?"

"Oh. That traitor from the Qian family," Li Shiguang nodded slightly. "I have heard of the matter Mr. Jordan mentioned. According to our laws, the private property of traitors will be confiscated. British law also has such articles and precedents."

Speaking of this, Li Shiguang smiled brightly, "Of course, I know very well that those traitors who harm China's interests are close partners for Britain. I completely understand."

...

The verbal sparring continued to unfold, and at the same time, some information was flowing in the midst of it.

When the meeting ended, Li Shiguang and Yan Huiqing took the meeting minutes and summary to seek an audience with He Rui. It was not until past 8:00 PM that they saw He Rui.

In the small room, He Rui was holding a bowl of shredded pork noodles and pickled vegetables, eating voraciously, with a steamed bun (mantou) in his hand. Seeing the two enter, He Rui swallowed the food in his mouth and asked, "Have you two eaten?"

"We ate in the cafeteria," Li Shiguang answered quickly.

He Rui pointed to the chair opposite the table that served as desk, office table, and dining table. "Sit. Don't mind my table manners, let's just talk directly about this meeting."

Yan Huiqing did not feel that He Rui lacked table manners. If He Rui was willing, he could be much more dignified. But He Rui had not chosen that kind of life. Sitting in front of He Rui and listening to him eat with such gusto, Yan Huiqing unconsciously felt like swallowing his saliva. It was good to be young.

Li Shiguang told He Rui the main content of the meeting, and He Rui listened quietly. He finished the noodles quickly, poured plain boiled water into the bowl, used his chopsticks to poke the few small sections of noodles stuck to the bowl into the water, and lifted it up to drink it all in one gulp.

By this time, Li Shiguang had finished reporting the general content. He Rui exhaled comfortably, "It seems Britain wants to compete with us for the middle and upper classes in the country."

Yan Huiqing's impression of He Rui was that he knew how to govern, was formidable in war, and absolutely did not fear foreigners. As for his level of diplomacy... Yan Huiqing felt he didn't have the chance to have the same background as He Rui, so he couldn't fully compare. But it should be somewhat above Yan Huiqing's own ability.

Seeing He Rui eating and listening to a general summary, yet arriving at a conclusion that had taken Yan Huiqing and Li Shiguang hours of careful review and discussion to determine roughly, Yan Huiqing felt great admiration for He Rui in his heart.

He Rui didn't care about all that. He asked Li Shiguang, "Besides Britain, who else in Europe has made accusations on these issues?"

Li Shiguang replied, "No one for the time being."

He Rui instructed, "Continue to pay attention to this matter. Especially in those countries that have newspapers in China; they will definitely propagate the idea that we are an evil regime to their audiences."

Seeing that the meeting was about to end, Yan Huiqing seized the opportunity to ask, "Chairman He, are we really going to implement land redemption?"

He Rui's evaluation of Yan Huiqing was "a sensible person"; this evaluation was much higher than his evaluation of Gu Weijun (Wellington Koo). Since Yan Huiqing asked, He Rui nodded, "That's correct. We are going to implement redemption."

"Then will the redeemed land be distributed to the people for farming free of charge?" Yan Huiqing was really concerned about this.

"Of course. It is to be distributed to the people for farming free of charge." He Rui continued to affirm Yan Huiqing's guess.

"What about industry and commerce?" Yan Huiqing asked the thing he cared about most.

Yan Huiqing knew very well that farming didn't make much money; it just kept one from starving. What really made money was industry and commerce, but industry and commerce were fat sheep that had always been subjected to various forms of exploitation from the Qing Dynasty to the Republican government. He Rui's policy would determine the future of industry and commerce. He had to get this clear.
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Hearing Yan Huiqing ask about industry and commerce instead of land, Li Shiguang's gaze became sharp. He Rui was aware that Yan Huiqing was acquainted with many industrial and commercial owners, but Yan Huiqing himself spent all his money on his children's education and had no funds to open factories. Yan Huiqing had also donated his family's land, so this question must have been asked on behalf of those around him. He Rui stood up and invited Yan Huiqing and Li Shiguang to sit on the sofa. He Rui smiled and said, "Brother Yan, since we are chatting, why not address each other as brothers?"

Yan Huiqing had graduated from the Tongwen Guan (a foreign language school opened by the Qing Dynasty) in his early years, and later studied at the University of Virginia in the United States. He had not met He Rui many times, but he knew that He Rui, just as Zhao Tianlin had said, was a 'Military Scientist' rather than a traditional Beiyang soldier. Traditional soldiers regarded military service as a lifelong profession, and inevitably had that soldierly manner—stern and grim expressions, and a bearing full of oppression. As a 'Military Scientist', He Rui was just a scholar, like a 'Jurist', 'Chemist', or 'Mathematician'.

Hearing He Rui use the way scholars communicate to build a discussion atmosphere fit Yan Huiqing's expectations exactly. He sighed, "Brother He, you changed the Republic's New Year's Day back to the beginning of the year, showing you understand Chinese culture very well. Why don't you choose a courtesy name for yourself? This is a bit too modern."

"Brother Yan, China's situation is as precarious as a stack of eggs. Our most urgent task is to stop the trend of the Divine Land sinking with maximum efficiency, and make China return to the path of forward development. I went out to study when I was young, and now I cannot do these things, to avoid subordinates following suit."

Although Yan Huiqing didn't quite understand what He Rui meant by 'subordinates following suit', he could understand the necessity of keeping everything simple. He nodded, "Brother He, the matter of land redemption involves a great deal. Distributing land to the people for free is naturally a benevolent policy. This decision involves such a wide range and has such a deep impact that I, your foolish brother, have thought about it and have absolutely no clue. If Brother He is willing to give some guidance, I would be overjoyed."

"Brother Yan, forgive my presumption, have you ever read the 'History of Song'? Or perhaps read some foreign economics works?"

Yan Huiqing had read many books but had not researched them, so he answered frankly, "I have browsed a little, but know nothing. Brother He might as well speak more simply to avoid a lot of trouble."

He Rui thought for a moment and asked, "Brother Yan, what is China's primary task right now? How much has been completed?"

Yan Huiqing answered immediately, "Naturally, it is to determine national security and not be subjected to continuous foreign threats. Now most of it has been completed."

"China will not suffer a foreign military invasion. The greatest result of this is that China can formulate and implement long-term, stable economic development policies, without worrying that the policy execution period will be interrupted when formulating policies. As for the foundation of economic development policies, it is the stability of the regime. The policy of distributing land use rights to the masses is not a benevolent policy, but an urgent task concerning whether the regime can be stable."

"Oh?" Yan Huiqing's spirit rose upon hearing He Rui say this, and he quickly said, "I wish to hear the details."

"A socialist regime naturally tends to protect the lower classes and does not accept the model of satisfying the maximization of interests of those who control the means of production at the expense of the lower classes." Saying this, He Rui paused deliberately, wanting to see Yan Huiqing's reaction.

Sure enough, he saw confusion in Yan Huiqing's expression. However, Yan Huiqing did not hide it; he asked straightforwardly, "These terms are too profound. Please change to a simpler way of speaking, Brother He."

He Rui satisfied Yan Huiqing's request. "Currently, families in China who rely on their own land to maintain their livelihood account for about one-fifth of China's total population. The remaining four-fifths all live in a state of precariousness. Distributing land use rights means that these sources of social unrest immediately become sources of social stability. As long as society can stabilize, the people, through labor, can not only eat their fill but also have a little surplus. At the end of every year, in addition to preparing seeds and farm tools for next year's cultivation, there is still spare money to make two sets of clothes for the family. The whole society has embarked on a path of development."

Yan Huiqing originally thought that He Rui's main recent goal was to end the chaos and restore order. He didn't expect that the purpose of He Rui's policy was actually to solve the poverty of the people. In his excitement, he couldn't help but praise, "If everyone doesn't go hungry and can buy two sets of clothes every year, this is a time of peace and prosperity!"

He Rui was not excited. He continued calmly, "In Chinese history, such times were few, and times when the people generally encountered various problems were many. The reason lies in the fact that economic development cannot keep up with population growth. China has a large population and needs to develop faster to solve this problem. At this time, we can talk about the industrial and commercial issues Brother Yan asked about."

Yan Huiqing looked at He Rui, wanting to know immediately what kind of future He Rui had planned for industry and commerce. He heard He Rui say, "Since the Westernization Movement began, Chinese industry has started. However, Chinese industry has never been able to develop. A major reason is that a system adapted to industrial development has not been established. The new government aims to create an environment suitable for industrial development at this stage. As long as they abide by the relevant Labor Law, Education Law, National Security Law, and other regulations, industry and commerce can develop to the best of their ability."

He thought He Rui would propose some extraordinary plan for industrial and commercial development, but he didn't expect just these few sentences. Yan Huiqing felt that something seemed wrong, so he pressed, "Brother He speaking like this really makes one unable to make heads or tails of it."

He Rui smiled, "Brother Yan, this is making it hard for me. These are formulated and executed by relevant government departments. The text in the outline manual issued to industrial and commercial owners has tens of thousands of words; I haven't even read it. if Brother Yan cares, why not go ask for one and read it yourself."

Hearing He Rui say this, Yan Huiqing felt a burst of shame in his heart. He Rui's work was to formulate policy, not to do this specific work. He was confused by concern and had actually forgotten this. He picked up his water glass and drank a mouthful of plain water to calm his mood.

After regaining his composure, Yan Huiqing asked a question he had never been able to find an answer to from others, "Brother He. Even if industrial development cannot be said to be known to everyone, it is not a secret among the Great Powers. However, the results of industrial development in various countries are widely different. Some people speak of the issue of national character. I wonder what Brother He thinks of this?"

Seeing Yan Huiqing care so much about the so-called national character view, He Rui felt it was quite funny, but this kind of view was actually quite influential within China, and He Rui couldn't help but answer, "Cultural accumulation has a great influence on all countries; this is inevitable. The so-called national character is just nonsense. British and French industry once surpassed Germany. Germany, as a latecomer to industry, developed extremely fast. This is the result of the state promoting industrial development. And what are the dominant categories of Germany in industrial varieties now? Brother Yan should have some understanding, right?"

Yan Huiqing thought for a while, "Germany is renowned for products requiring exquisite craftsmanship. German products are technologically advanced and exquisitely crafted. Is this not related to the Germanic national character?"

"The term 'Germanic nation' appeared in the German states after 1840. It has been less than 100 years until now. When the term 'Germanic nation' appeared, it was considered that the Germanic nation was backward and weak. It was necessary to learn the advantages of other nations, get rid of Germany's backward national character, and build a great will. When the 'Germanic nation' was proposed, there was absolutely no saying that the Germanic nation was born rigorous and serious. If there really exists a naturally rigorous and serious Germanic nation, then there is only one explanation. 80 years ago, the Germanic nation was swapped by some force. From that day on, every German born was naturally rigorous and serious."

Yan Huiqing didn't expect He Rui to explain it this way and was stunned for a moment. Li Shiguang beside them was amused and let out a 'Ha' of laughter. In his surprise, Yan Huiqing thought carefully and found that this comical conclusion was actually built on a completely reasonable logic. Now Yan Huiqing didn't know whether to laugh or cry, but still felt something was wrong.

He Rui continued to explain, "Britain and France both have vast colonies. The populations of both countries are a little over 40 million. Germany has a population of 65 million. Britain and France can plunder from colonies to deal with internal problems. Germany has no colonies. When encountering economic problems, it can only obtain revenue by selling goods externally. Britain and France have their own industrial systems, and German similar goods cannot be dumped in the British and French markets. To obtain a market, Germany can only work on technology iteration and process development. In this way, German goods can be sold. That is to say, the advanced technology and exquisite craftsmanship of German industry were forced out by reality. Moreover, for advanced technology and craftsmanship, the cost cannot be too high. If the price is too high, it also cannot be sold. If German enterprises cannot do this, they have to close down and go bankrupt. Those who can survive until now are certainly enterprises that possess these characteristics. Just looking at the German enterprises that have survived until now, one naturally feels that German enterprises are very advanced. If one looks at it from the history of German industrial development, one will understand how cruel market competition is. Enterprises that are not excellent enough will all go bankrupt."

Yan Huiqing only felt his inner thoughts surging. The explanation He Rui proposed was very persuasive, and Yan Huiqing wanted very much to accept such an explanation. However, He Rui's explanation was too simple and clear, which made Yan Huiqing feel confused again.

Distributing land can allow landless peasants to return to a self-sufficient life from their current destitute life; Yan Huiqing could easily understand and accept this. But engaging in industry was actually also this simple and straightforward? Yan Huiqing felt a sense of incongruity in his heart. If things were this simple, why has Chinese industry never truly developed in the 60 years from the Westernization Movement to now? Apart from the reason of foreign enemy invasion, there must be other reasons.

He wanted to speak, but at this moment, He Rui's secretary came in to report, "Chairman, the next meeting is about to start."

He Rui stood up and extended his hand to Yan Huiqing, "Brother Yan, if there are industrial and commercial owners asking you about your views on the policy, just tell them that the new government supports industrial and commercial development, and for specific questions, they should go to the local government to understand national policies. I will take my leave for today."

Yan Huiqing quickly stood up and held He Rui's hand, "Chairman He, I still hope to have the opportunity to ask for advice in person. Talking with Chairman He, I have a feeling of sudden enlightenment."

He Rui smiled, let go of Yan Huiqing's hand, and under the guidance of the secretary, took Li Shiguang with him to the nearby conference room. At this time, all the comrades had arrived. After He Rui and the others took their seats, the executive chairman of this meeting, Minister Zhao Tianlin, who was in charge of science, education, culture, and health, began to speak about the theme of this time. "Regarding land redemption, it has already been promoted in the Beijing-Tianjin-Zhili area, and the results in the Beijing-Tianjin area are impressive. The local landlords are quite knowledgeable, knowing that there is absolutely no possibility of armed confrontation, and the execution speed is extremely fast. At this stage, we have already begun to enter the land distribution phase. However, comrades in other regions have many ideas. The opinions that comrades have collected will be discussed here."

After Zhao finished, Organization Minister Xu Jia followed with a speech, "The Party has already communicated the policy content to the grassroots. Comrades are very supportive of the policy of completely realizing land state ownership through land nationalization. Comrades have accepted the policy that we do not aim to physically eliminate all landlords. For evil landlords who have committed crimes, physical elimination and confiscation of land are carried out. Comrades are very supportive. The parts where comrades' thinking diverges are mainly the following points."

Speaking of this, Organization Minister Xu Jia opened the content at the back, "Why not distribute the land to the people first, and then redeem the land from the people? This is the question raised the most. The organization has already made an explanation and is trying its best to unify understanding. Among the reasons causing the bankruptcy of landless people, private ownership of land is certainly an important reason. Once private ownership of land is eliminated, the people's living standards will rise rapidly, and this problem can be solved in the short term. Moreover, those qualified to have their land redeemed are landlords who have no crimes and have not taken up armed resistance because of their political stupidity. Redeeming their land can reduce our opposition to them to an acceptable level."

After reading this summary, Xu Jia asked, "Chairman, the comrades' emotions are still very strong. Please give instructions on this."

He Rui had long thought about these issues. Since the situation had progressed to a new stage, it was also time to speak about it. He Rui began to speak frankly, "At this stage, we are only establishing a government locally, and the conflict with the local areas has not yet fully unfolded. Therefore, among the people comrades see jumping up and down, there are still many who must be resolved. It is easy for comrades to intuitively think that all landlords and gentry are like this. Once military action begins, everyone will see a huge change."

The level of understanding of the comrades attending the meeting was much higher than that of the grassroots. He Rui's answer addressing the grassroots' mood was full of bloodiness in these comrades' feelings, and their expressions unconsciously became extremely serious. However, everyone also knew that if it were the current grassroots comrades hearing He Rui's words, perhaps they would smile.

He Rui continued to explain, "Comrades see those landlords getting money, and their mood will naturally be unhappy. This is a human instinct reaction. Some comrades will think that those landlords have made a profit and are secretly rejoicing in their hearts. This is not the fact."

Speaking of this, He Rui's mouth was a little dry. He picked up his teacup and took a sip before continuing to explain, "Currently, China's land is in the hands of the old upper and middle strata. These people not only want to use land to earn rent but also want to obtain political benefits through controlling land and corresponding product transportation, from the source of grain production, acquisition, sales, and other means. As long as the government does not exchange equal political privileges with them based on the amount of land, these old upper and upper-middle strata losing land ownership means they lose the many powers derived from land. The little money they get is negligible compared to what they lose. Their hearts must be painful, much more painful than we can imagine. There is absolutely no joy to speak of. On this point, comrades must be clear. In terms of attitude adjustment, I hope comrades can all possess the ability to seek truth from facts; this is a powerful tool for understanding the real world."

The meeting secretaries recorded quickly to provide content for the subsequent meeting summary. Seeing that the first problem was solved, Xu Jia continued to raise other questions. "Many comrades have doubts. Since we can completely resolve those landlords without spending a single cent, what is the benefit of adopting redemption?"

He Rui did not think; he had completed the thinking on these contents long ago, and only needed to elaborate when the policy was pushed to a corresponding degree. "The Civilization Party is a communist party, and its thinking must be based on reality. The current landlords arrived locally earlier than we did, and their purpose in becoming landlords was not to confront us. When they became landlords, the Civilization Party had not been founded. That is to say, we are the outsiders, the latecomers. Fully understanding this matter helps to clearly distinguish between ourselves and the enemy."

"According to the social status quo, what we want to unite is the broad masses of the bottom layer. As outsiders and latecomers, the masses of the people know very little about us, or even nothing at all. Let alone so-called trust. In such a realistic environment, the judgment of the broad masses of the people on us is entirely based on their simple understanding. If our actions go beyond their understanding, it will trigger misunderstandings, and misunderstanding is precisely the starting point of the chain of suspicion."

"Make a note to emphasize this sentence later and explain it clearly to the comrades. Human heads are not chives; they don't grow back after being cut. This is not only something we can understand but also something the masses of the people can understand. When those evil tyrants who committed crimes are killed, the masses will feel that they should have suffered retribution long ago, and now the retribution has come. For those guys who stupidly resisted the land policy and were defeated and killed in battle, the masses will feel that this bunch of people didn't understand, were insensible, and had no eyes. They actually confronted the government directly and courted their own destruction. regarding the destruction of these people, as long as our evidence is conclusive and our propaganda is in place, the masses can also understand."

"But!" He Rui increased his tone, "But, for landlords who have not committed crimes worthy of beheading and are not stupid enough to confront the government, if they are killed, the masses cannot understand, yet they have to try to understand. Then, they will definitely produce misunderstandings. This will cause a huge impact on our work. As for the landlords, they have already submitted. If they are deprived again, they will definitely fight to the death. At that time, people who originally would not have died at all will be swept into such fierce conflicts, and corpses will litter the fields. While creating a large number of tragedies that could have been avoided, it also delays the time for land reform. In this world, human lives and time are both more precious than money. If spending money can save human lives and save time, this is undoubtedly a valuable redemption."

Speaking of this, He Rui asked Xu Jia, "Continue asking other questions."

Xu Jia's gaze was deep, obviously thinking about He Rui's explanation. Hearing He Rui ask this, he answered, "Chairman, originally there was another question about the amount of this money and the impact on the economy. Now I feel it seems no longer that important. The previous issues alone are enough to convince the comrades and unify their thinking."

"No. I don't think so." He Rui immediately expressed disagreement. "This is actually a very good question, and also a very important question. Only by calculating the accounts clearly can everyone reduce the resistance in their hearts."

After speaking, He Rui ordered the secretary to start writing numbers on the blackboard, and then explained to the comrades, "Quick land redemption saves one year of time. Our tax revenue is 30%. This grain means that our economic activities in the local area immediately become active. Comrades are either from the army or are southbound cadres, and have all learned some logistics and transportation knowledge. If we can allocate materials nearby, we save a lot of time and transportation costs. Farmers who receive land sell their surplus grain, and they will buy production materials and living materials. How many transactions has the input of this money created? It has played a huge role in the vitality of the local economy. Just like in the Northeast, it provided market purchasing power for the small commodity economy."

Most of the participating comrades knew this; they paid more attention to the numbers. The main reason why He Rui had to explain this issue was that only He Rui's personal explanation had authority. Although other leading cadres had the right of interpretation within their responsibilities, they were far inferior to He Rui's personal explanation.

He Rui had relied on these to persuade the comrades of the Central Committee before, and it was not too much to say it again at this time. "As for the little money the landlords get, it is all paper currency paid over ten years. Paper currency is worthless if it is not spent. So much currency flows into the market, completing production and sales. If some of the landlords use the money to open workshops, engage in handicraft factories, or even invest in industry, it will have a promoting effect on the economy. As for paper currency, this equivalent exchange, let's make a joke: once the central bank's printing press turns on, there is as much as you want. The government may lack everything, but it does not lack paper currency."

These words did not trigger the comrades' laughter. Everyone had too much serious work in their hearts, weighing heavily on their minds. This level of joke simply could not achieve the effect of making people laugh.

Xu Jia closed the prepared file, his heart still heavy. If the progress of the redemption policy could really be as He Rui described, it would naturally be a huge success. Completely eliminating the landlord class, solving the rural land problem, uniting the broad masses of people, and invigorating the economy—all kinds of problems could be solved through this redemption.

But can things really be this easy? Xu Jia believed that the land redemption policy could finally be implemented, but its process was destined to have too many unexpected waves.

As the executive chairman of this meeting, Zhao Tianlin began to invite other comrades to express their opinions. After Xu Jia spoke and asked questions, other comrades found that most of the problems seemed to have already been discussed, and the content they prepared was not particularly different. Even so, everyone still picked out the differences and raised questions, waiting until the participants completed the work stipulated by the process. Zhao Tianlin looked at his watch; it was already 12:30 late at night. He took off his glasses and rubbed his eyes, "If comrades have no other questions, the meeting is adjourned."

When everyone had walked out of the conference room, Zhao Tianlin said to He Rui, who was sitting in his seat yawning, "Chairman, there is a group of people who insist on celebrating Lord Zhang's birthday in advance. What do they want to do? Seeking official positions?"

"What else can it be but seeking official positions?" He Rui answered wearily. This regime change, in the eyes of foreigners, was He Rui's regime driving away Duan Qirui. But in the eyes of the Beiyang people, it was not that case at all.

He Rui was ready to go to sleep, so he stood up and answered, "Let them be."

Zhao Tianlin wanted to express agreement but said nothing. This matter was quite funny, but also had considerable complexity. As the minister in charge of science, education, health, and culture, Zhao Tianlin still had quite a bit of pressure.
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When the new Republican government troops entered Beijing, they did more than just dismantle the concession signs at the entrance of the Legation Quarter. To apprehend those foreign concession personnel who had fled into the embassies, the troops unceremoniously stormed the various legations within the Quarter.

On the afternoon of December 24, 1923, just hours before Christmas Eve, ambassadors and ministers from various countries gathered at the British Embassy. When the topic of Christmas Eve arose, talk naturally turned to that day which had been anything but peaceful.

Unlike the Boxers, He Rui's subordinates were elite troops fresh from the Sino-Japanese War. The assault teams that forcibly entered the embassies carried submachine guns rather than rifles. As explained by the British and French military attachés, the embassy staff came to understand just how tragic the result would have been had a firefight broken out. In the final stages of the Great War in Europe, the German Stormtroopers had been equipped with submachine guns perfectly suited for close-quarters combat, and had breached the trenches defended to the death by British and French forces in a single stroke.

The ministers and ambassadors of the various nations maintained their national dignity, sternly rebuking the Chinese troops who had rushed in. But the Chinese officers, speaking in the official languages of the respective nations, made one thing clear: "Embassies are residences and workplaces for diplomats. Anyone who does not possess diplomatic status, whether Chinese or foreign, potentially threatens the safety of diplomatic personnel. Therefore, to protect the diplomatic members of each embassy, the Chinese army must remove all these non-diplomatic personnel."

The Dutch Minister, bringing up the incident, remarked mockingly, "The Dutch spoken by those Chinese thugs was atrociously bad!"

The Belgian and Spanish ministers nodded in agreement, expressing similar disdain. However, the French Minister did not join in this condemnation. The professionalism displayed by the Chinese officers and soldiers was truly extraordinary, and the fact that young Chinese officers spoke broken but serviceable French was proof enough that He Rui's army possessed a very high standard of education. In the French regular army, officers who could communicate with the Chinese in their own language were, if not non-existent, then certainly countable on one hand. Knowing foreign languages, especially those of potential enemy states, was a capability the officer corps absolutely had to possess.

However, the French Minister did not raise this point at the moment. Instead, he smiled at the British Ambassador, Sir John Jordan, with a hint of sourness. "Congratulations, Your Excellency. Among the list of ministers in the Chinese provisional government, there is actually a British subject."

Ambassador Jordan could not help but smile bitterly. Morrison, serving as the Minister of Commerce in the He Rui regime, had indeed shocked the various embassies in the Legation Quarter when the appointment was recently announced. Yet, upon careful reflection, it was not so strange; Morrison had originally been the Director of the Northeast Government's Merchants Bureau, so his ascent to Minister of Commerce was a logical progression.

After the appointment was handed down, Jordan had received a telegram from the Foreign Office in London, instructing him to ascertain the implications behind this personnel appointment as quickly as possible.

Since the French Minister had brought it up, Jordan seized the opportunity. "Minister Morrison has issued invitations to us in his private capacity for a Christmas Eve ball. Will your legation be attending?"

The French Minister did not answer immediately. This choice of minister by the He Rui regime had surprised the French government as well, and the French Foreign Ministry wanted to understand the political significance within. The most convenient way to obtain intelligence was to seek verification from the person involved. Morrison holding a ball in a private capacity was undoubtedly an attempt to make contact and exchange views with the various embassies.

"Will you be attending, Sir John?" the French Minister asked in return.

Knowing the matter could not be kept secret, Jordan answered truthfully. "The vehicle to take me to the ball is already prepared."

The French Minister looked at the other ministers attending the gathering, noting the slightly mocking smiles on everyone's faces. Needless to say, everyone who had received an invitation would be attending.

Morrison had rented the grounds of Tsinghua College to hold the ball. The current state of urban construction in the capital was terrible; calling it a giant garbage heap would not be an exaggeration. The dilapidated buildings of the Foreign Ministry could not support a large-scale ball. Among the schools available, Tsinghua's architecture was the most suitable.

While inspecting the completion of various preparations for the ball with comrades from the Ministry of Foreign Affairs, Zhao Tianlin arrived. Morrison immediately set aside his work to go and welcome this high-ranking cabinet member of the provisional government.

As the two ministers walked through the venue, already decorated for the Christmas Eve ball, Zhao Tianlin looked at the various Western-style decorations and asked, "I wonder if university professors in Europe would be interested in coming to China to teach?"

Morrison paused, then a look of delight appeared on his face. Once China and Britain established formal diplomatic relations, he, as a cabinet member officially visiting Europe, would be able to speak with European ministers and secretaries as an equal. for Morrison, this was a situation he had never dared to imagine.

"I will write to Edinburgh University, and also to my classmates, to ask for their views," Dr. Morrison of the Edinburgh University Medical School replied. "Minister Zhao, you must have contacted Columbia University, correct?"

Zhao Tianlin nodded. "The current situation is not enough to attract the most excellent scholars. I discussed this with the Chairman, and he believes we should prioritize inviting experts from the mathematics department; perhaps the success rate will be higher."

"Mathematics? My specialty is medicine; I really don't know much about that."

"I studied law; my understanding of mathematics is extremely limited."

Both ministers held doctorate degrees, yet different trades are like different mountains; neither understood the field of mathematics. Even less could they understand He Rui's comprehension of the importance of mathematics. Mathematics was indeed an extremely useful discipline, but its application would only truly skyrocket after entering the computer age.

Although they did not know the future, both ministers with their PhDs agreed that mathematics was a very important foundational discipline, and that China lagged comprehensively behind the world in this field.

"So, Minister Zhao, how much budget can you provide?" Morrison laughed.

In a government, there were naturally many ministers, and a minister's importance was determined by how much budget their respective ministry could secure.

In Britain, the Prime Minister automatically served as the First Lord of the Treasury, while the Second Lord of the Treasury was the official who actually ran the Exchequer, though nominally half a rank lower.

In the He Rui government, Premier Wu Youping directly managed the Ministry of Finance and the Central Bank (Northeast Bank), deciding how much budget each ministry received.

The department receiving the least budget was the Republic of China Ministry of Defense. The organizational structure of the National Defense Force (NDF) differed from other countries; it was led by the Civilization Party. The Minister of Defense was a member of the government, a post concurrently held by the Commander-in-Chief of the NDF. The entire Ministry of Defense consisted of one formal member and one employee—the Ministry's press spokesperson.

The Minister of Defense was actually the Vice Chairman of the Military Commission in charge of military orders. Structurally, these two were seconded from the NDF to the Ministry of Defense, so their rank and salary were not drawn from the Ministry of Defense at all. Because the Minister of Defense and the press spokesperson had no salary establishment within the government.

But this did not mean the NDF had no budget; the NDF's budget had been the largest single item in the government budget for years. Its importance naturally ranked first.

Ranked second was not the Ministry of Industry led by Zhuang Jiaxiong, but the science, education, culture, and health work led by Zhao Tianlin. In the Northeast Government's budget, these areas accounted for a very large proportion. Of course, the science, education, culture, and health departments had also provided the Northeast Government with rich returns in human resources over the years.

The Ministry of Industry ranked third. The reason for this department's lower budget was largely because orders were issued by the military, and the budget came directly from the military's accounts.

Ranked fourth was the Ministry of Agriculture. A department like Morrison's Merchants Bureau was nothing compared to the previous ones in terms of budget. That was why Morrison had half-jokingly asked Zhao Tianlin for funds.

As they were speaking, Cao Yunxiang, the President of Tsinghua College, walked over briskly, greeting Zhao Tianlin from afar. "Brother Zhao, long time no see!"

Upon approaching, President Cao Yunxiang shook hands warmly with Zhao Tianlin. "Brother Zhao, are you also attending today's ball?"

Zhao Tianlin shook his head. "Brother Cao, I came to see Minister Morrison to discuss some official business."

Cao Yunxiang simply offered a brief greeting to Morrison before pulling Zhao Tianlin into a discussion about the students going to the United States for study. "Brother Zhao, is there a charter from the new government regarding public funding for studying abroad? People are anxious right now; letters are coming to the school from every province. If you hadn't come, Brother Zhao, I would have had to pay a visit to your door!"

Zhao Tianlin smiled. "There will be no changes to studying abroad. Once the Ministry of Education has finished auditing the accounts, Brother Cao can go to the relevant department to inquire."

Cao Yunxiang did not appear relieved by this; instead, he looked more serious. "There are so many 'relevant departments' now, it leaves one at a loss. Moreover, the United States has not established diplomatic relations with us yet, and there are rumors here that Chairman He wants to abolish all unequal treaties. This is naturally a good thing, but will the agreements for studying in the United States be invalidated along with the treaties?"

Watching the two men exchange warm greetings and conversation, Morrison could only say a word of farewell and continue his preparations for the ball. Thinking about the current transfer of power, Morrison found it quite amusing. While working in the Northeast, Morrison had chatted with many people of Beiyang background about their views on Beiyang.

Without exception, Zhao Tianlin and his group believed the Beiyang regime was a representative of rot and corruption. They were born from the corpse of the Qing Dynasty, colluded with foreign aggressors, and inherited the various vices of the Qing. It was a comprador regime through and through. It was something that absolutely had to be overthrown.

Morrison had also had contact with the revolutionaries in the South. The evaluation of Beiyang by Zhao Tianlin and others, and their attitude of wanting to destroy it as quickly as possible, proved the saying: "Heretics are always more hateful than heathens."

In Morrison's view, in the eyes of the various Great Powers, it was a different scene altogether.

The British Foreign Office had given He Rui several nicknames, one of which was "The Elector of the East." He Rui himself, as well as the principal members of the He Rui government, if not of Beiyang origin themselves, had been educated by the system established by those of Beiyang origin.

With such a clear pedigree, this change of regime was essentially the student army formed by the radical youth of Beiyang seizing supreme power. It was still a Beiyang regime.

However, Zhao Tianlin did not think so, which puzzled Morrison somewhat.

Of course, there were those who could understand this. For example, in Tianjin, having finished his bath and applied moisturizing oil, Zhang Xiluan wore thick, fluffy home clothes as he walked with his cane to sit in the glass flower room. A servant brought tea, and Zhang Xiluan listened to the music playing from the gramophone, feeling incredibly relaxed.

When Xu Shichang and Duan Qirui announced their resignations, Zhang Xiluan did not stay in the capital waiting to meet He Rui, but took the train back to Tianjin. Upon returning home, the frail Zhang Xiluan began arranging his own funeral affairs. The coffin was moved to the family storehouse, and the burial clothes, incense, and candles were all prepared. Zhang Xiluan felt his days were numbered and prepared to die quietly.

As the days passed, Zhang Xiluan's health actually gradually recovered in his familiar home. Only then did the old man discover that the biggest reason for his physical decline might have been the environment of his residence in the capital. With the same indoor temperature, the radiator by the wall and the underfloor heating were simply much more comfortable than a coal stove in the room.

Various other details of life were, without exception, affecting Zhang Xiluan's health. Seeing his health improve, his family was very happy. Yesterday, Madame Zhang even wanted to return the coffin to the coffin shop, but was stopped by Zhang Xiluan. Madame Zhang was initially surprised, but then understood. In the view of traditional Chinese mysticism, having a coffin in the home of someone in their declining years might play some role in warding off death.

Zhang Xiluan hadn't considered that much. But being able to live a few more days, especially living as relaxed and happily as now, wasn't bad. The old man listened to the records, drank clear tea, and basked in the sun; it was truly delightful.

Just then, a servant entered to announce, "Master, Director-General Duan has arrived."

"Invite him in," Zhang Xiluan ordered softly.

Not long after, Duan Qirui arrived outside the flower room carrying a chill from the outdoors, but was blocked by Madame Zhang. "Director-General Duan, please sit inside the door for a while to warm up."

Duan Qirui was puzzled why he had to sit at the entrance of the flower room for a while. Over there, Zhang Xiluan laughed. "Brother Duan, don't blame your sister-in-law. She heard some nonsense somewhere and thinks that if I get even a little bit of cold, I'll fall ill. It's fine, come in and sit."

Duan Qirui immediately understood the reasoning. Madame Zhang was worried that the cold air on him from outside would freeze Zhang Xiluan. He hurriedly said, "Brother Zhang, it's warm by the door, I'll sit here for a bit."

At this moment, someone brought a chair with a cotton cushion. The room was warm, the humidity was good, and there was no coal smoke from a stove, only a fresh fragrance in the air. After sitting down, Duan Qirui felt very comfortable and sighed, "Brother Zhang, you are living the life of an immortal here."

"Speak, what is the matter?" Zhang Xiluan was direct now, having absolutely no scruples.
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Since the transition of power from the Beiyang regime, Zhang Xiluan felt he had fulfilled his obligations to his old Beiyang brothers. From that point on, he was utterly without desire or requests. He asked nothing of Duan Qirui or Xu Shichang, and he asked nothing of He Rui.

Duan Qirui naturally understood this. Hearing Zhang Xiluan's straightforward question, he answered frankly, "Brother Zhang, I have come to ask a favor of you. Brother He recently announced the list of ministers for the provisional government. These young brats have no regard for us Beiyang men; they’ve given all the official posts to Brother He’s people. I wonder if you are aware of this, Brother Zhang?"

Zhang Xiluan asked unhurriedly, "No regard for Beiyang? Brother Zhiquan, do your words imply that Brother He and his associates are not people of our Beiyang?"

Duan Qirui froze, immediately realizing his phrasing was inappropriate. He hurriedly corrected himself, "Brother Zhang is right, I spoke in anger. But I am not truly angry with Brother He. It is those who lost their official positions who keep thinking there are still backdoors to exploit. Brother Zhang, your word carries the weight of nine tripods within Beiyang. If you were to speak to the brothers, they would understand that further efforts are futile."

Hearing that Duan Qirui wanted him to play the villain, Zhang Xiluan criticized him without hesitation. "Brother Zhiquan, I must blame you first. In April of this year, when the situation of the war became clear, if you had yielded real power in the localities to Brother He, given his conduct in the Northeast, those brothers would certainly have been retained. The unworthy ones would have been replaced later, but for those Beiyang brothers with ambition and decent character and ability, Brother He would not have cast them aside as he does now."

Duan Qirui had long regretted it. He Rui was a man of his word; he had honored every promise made to the Anhui clique. This made Duan Qirui regret his hesitation even more. He had never imagined that He Rui actually possessed the strength to build the government down to the grassroots level, completely shattering the traditional governance pattern where "Imperial power stops at the county level." When village governments were established in every village across Beijing, Tianjin, and Zhili, the old Beiyang brothers were completely dumbfounded.

Duan Qirui pleaded, "Brother Zhang, I already know I was wrong. I only ask you to see the Beiyang brothers one more time. As long as you give the word, these brothers will give up hope."

Zhang Xiluan did not refuse immediately. He knew very well what these Beiyang brothers were fussing about, and he was even more astonished that He Rui’s strength had reached such a level. Even Zhang Xiluan would not have dared to believe it until he confirmed that someone had actually built a government organization extending from the center down to the villages.

Duan Qirui and the Beiyang crowd certainly knew that a regime extending from the capital to the villages signified immensely powerful strength. They also knew clearly that establishing such a regime required a massive number of officials and incurring enormous costs to pay their salaries. Therefore, they did not believe He Rui could do it. Regarding the rumors from the Northeast, these Beiyang figures felt it was merely wartime propaganda used to scare the enemy. In a non-war era, with He Rui being a newcomer, they assumed he would have to use some locals and borrow the strength of local powerbrokers. They never expected He Rui to be so fully prepared, relying on the massive number of personnel he brought with him to build an unprecedented government system.

Official positions have their own system; one radish, one pit. He Rui’s people had occupied all these pits, leaving no room for the Beiyang personnel. The Beiyang crowd no longer dared to hold their heads high; they were willing to compromise and start from minor positions. But in the current situation, there was not even a chance to be a minor official.

Zhang Xiluan did not want to exert effort for these people, but he also knew that if he didn't come out to refuse them, those who still wanted to be officials would certainly come to bother him. Evasion would be useless. Even if these people didn't dare to find Zhang Xiluan, they would desperately seek out the Zhang family members.

Regardless of how outsiders viewed them, Zhang Xiluan felt that his descendants were merely ordinary people. Compared to He Rui’s brilliant talent, and compared to the tenacious character of He Rui’s subordinates, the Zhang family children fell far short. With such ordinary aptitude, having finally encountered this opportunity of a change in dynasty, they should cherish and grasp it. Ordinary people are inevitably influenced by others, and Zhang Xiluan did not want his children to be led into a ditch by those fellows who were proficient in sycophancy and dragging others down into the water because of their own weakness.

So Zhang Xiluan agreed to Duan Qirui's request. "Brother Duan, you arrange this matter."

Duan Qirui felt a great sense of relief. He knew deeply that these Beiyang fellows were absolutely not the type to share adversity. At this moment, Duan Qirui was powerless to help them further, and among this group, there were certainly those who wanted to gain benefits by selling out Duan Qirui. If Duan Qirui wanted to protect himself, he had to draw a clear line with these people now, to save himself from being dragged down without even knowing it.

As for how to do it, Duan Qirui had already made a decision. "Brother Zhang’s eightieth birthday did not invite any guests. Why not host a banquet for the brothers on the day before the New Year?"

Zhang Xiluan nodded. "I will ask Brother Duan to handle this matter, but Brother Duan must absolutely not pay for it on my behalf. If Brother Duan cannot agree to this, then let the matter drop."

Duan Qirui rejoiced in his heart. Although he felt Zhang Xiluan should come forward to help resolve the trouble, he hadn't been sure. Hearing Zhang Xiluan avoid suspicion like this, he completely relaxed. He immediately guaranteed, "Please rest assured, Brother Zhang. I will absolutely not put you in a difficult position."

The so-called "day before the New Year" was December 31st of the Western calendar. It was exactly seven days from now, giving Duan Qirui just enough time to prepare. Duan Qirui rose to take his leave and went to handle the matter.

***

Unlike Duan Qirui, who was desperately kicking people out, Zhao Tianlin was trying every method to invite experts to join. After meeting with Cao Yunxiang, the President of Tsinghua School, the two chatted as they walked, and unknowingly entered Cao Yunxiang's office. Cao Yunxiang introduced in detail his goal and plan to turn Tsinghua School into a modern university.

Zhao Tianlin would never complain about having too many university students; one of his purposes in coming here was to personally hear President Cao Yunxiang's plan. Cao Yunxiang was a sensible man. Seeing that Zhao Tianlin was not enthusiastic about Tsinghua School continuing to send students to the United States, he knew that given the He Rui government's hardline nationalist stance, they would absolutely never accept unequal treaties.

Even though abolishing the treaties might obstruct studying abroad, Cao Yunxiang did not touch upon it. Instead, after introducing the Tsinghua University construction plan, he once again congratulated Zhao Tianlin on taking charge of education, science, culture, and health.

Because the congratulations came from the heart, Cao Yunxiang's eyes were shining. "Brother Zhao, since the New Policies of the late Qing, it is truly delightful to finally have a genuine scholar serve as the Minister of Education. Look, so many gentlemen coming and going outside, all wanting to catch a glimpse of Brother Zhao."

Zhao Tianlin smiled faintly and said nothing. Cao Yunxiang continued his praise, "Among the ministers in the provisional government list, there are four doctors and nine bachelors. I wonder if Brother Zhao believes that our Republic can enter an era of Technocracy?"

As soon as these words were spoken, there was immediately some movement outside. The door, which had not been tightly closed, was knocked open. As if a gourd rack had been pushed over, several young teachers who had been eavesdropping outside lost their balance and fell through the doorway.

Caught eavesdropping, the young teachers looked a bit embarrassed as they got up. The leader bowed slightly to Zhao Tianlin. "President Zhao, we have made a fool of ourselves."

Other young teachers, as well as the teachers watching from outside, also greeted 'President Zhao'.

Hearing this address, Zhao Tianlin was certain that in the hearts of the Beijing academic community, he was 'Zhao Tianlin, Doctor of Law from Harvard University, USA, and President of Peiyang University'—he was one of their own in the eyes of academia. Since everyone was so enthusiastic, Zhao Tianlin said to Cao Yunxiang, President of Tsinghua School, "Since so many friends are here, why don't we go to the conference room to talk?"

Cao Yunxiang had already introduced the plan for Tsinghua School to establish a university to Zhao Tianlin, and seeing that Zhao Tianlin was quite approving, he naturally had high expectations. It was approaching the New Year, and the period from the New Year to the Lunar New Year was the critical time for formulating the fiscal budget for 1924. As long as Tsinghua School's plan to establish a university department was included in the budget list, the matter would be settled. At this time, letting Zhao Tianlin meet the teachers, if it could lead to Zhao Tianlin having a favorable opinion of them, would be very beneficial for entering the Ministry of Education's budget allocation list. Naturally, he was happy to facilitate it.

The Grand Auditorium had been lent to Minister of Commerce Morrison, so before long, the teachers of Tsinghua School and a portion of the outstanding students arrived at the Small Auditorium. Seeing Dr. Zhao Tianlin with their own eyes, the teachers and students were all in high spirits.

Once everyone was seated, a young student immediately stood up and asked a question similar to President Cao Yunxiang's. "Dr. Zhao, hello. I am Wang Zaoshi, a student in the Tsinghua School political preparatory class. I have a question: Has the current government entered the stage of Technocracy?"

Facing the enthusiastic gazes from the audience, Zhao Tianlin answered frankly, "The current government is not a Technocracy, nor is it a parliamentary system. Rather, it is Scientific Governance and a Democratic system. Science and experts are not the same thing, and parliament and democracy are also not the same thing."

Hearing such a precise description, the eyes of the Tsinghua School teachers and students shone even brighter. Everyone held their breath and concentrated, listening to Zhao Tianlin's speech. Wang Zaoshi couldn't help but ask loudly, "May I ask where the difference lies?"

Zhao Tianlin stood up, motioned for Wang Zaoshi to sit down first, and then began to explain. "The distinction between science and experts lies in the fact that science moves permanently forward, while experts are merely people who are walking ahead in a certain field at a certain stage. Scientific research never ceases; a hundred schools of thought contend, pushing out the old and bringing in the new. Technocracy is indeed much more advanced than rule by power-holders, but compared to Scientific Governance, it is inevitably narrow."

Hearing this, enthusiastic applause erupted among the teachers and students. At this time, Tsinghua School's main work was providing preparatory education for studying in the United States; the teachers and students were not academic heavyweights like Zhao Tianlin. Even so, everyone understood Zhao Tianlin's emphasis on 'a hundred schools of thought contending, pushing out the old and bringing in the new.' The teachers and students of Tsinghua School were all outstanding talents from across the country; such an academic environment was undoubtedly what they looked forward to.

Zhao Tianlin raised his hand and pressed down. The teachers and students quickly stopped applauding and cheering, suppressing their excitement as they waited for Zhao Tianlin to continue speaking.

"Parliament and Democracy are also not the same thing. Any organizational system has a scope of application, and democracy is no exception. Ancient Greek democracy, French democracy, and American democracy produced different parliaments because of their different scopes of application. Greece had a tax-paying citizen system, France considered nationals as citizens, and the United States is more complex. But all of them are different from China's tradition. In China's tradition, due to the elimination of the aristocracy and religion, there is a tendency where the scope of application is that everyone is human. Under such a system, China's democratic system is a democracy based on all Chinese people. Under such a scope of application, Scientific Governance is even more needed to coordinate with it."

"Is everyone equal?" a student couldn't help but shout excitedly.

Zhao Tianlin smiled faintly and asked in a loud voice, "Gentlemen, the phrase 'everyone is equal' is just a propaganda slogan. If one really wants to implement it, conditions must be added. Everyone is equal—equal before whom? I wonder if you have considered this matter?"

Hearing this question, the teachers and students in the audience froze for a moment, and then joy arose in everyone's heart.

Especially those who doubted whether Dr. Zhao Tianlin had turned into an official under power completely put their minds at ease. A person who could ask such a question must be a true scholar.
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"Dr. Zhao, may I ask why we must confiscate the landlords' land?!"

Zhao Tianlin had anticipated that someone would raise this question. Looking at the expression of the teacher, who appeared to be in his thirties, Zhao Tianlin saw unconcealed displeasure, but not the look of deep-seated hatred or antagonism.

This was the attitude of speaking to one of their own—direct and straightforward.

As an 'insider' of the academic community, Zhao Tianlin replied without concealment, "Without exception, the collapse of every dynasty in Chinese history stemmed from fiscal collapse. In the agricultural era, the greatest cause of fiscal collapse was nothing other than land annexation, after which landlords had too many ways to evade and avoid taxes, shifting the tax burden. Those who bore these taxes were the lower classes. So, historically, how was this problem resolved? Can anyone tell me?"

Either they didn't know, or they knew but didn't want to say; in any case, no one answered.

Zhao Tianlin gave the answer with a cold and solemn expression: "The land contradictions were resolved through the massive elimination of the population."

The teachers and students below fell into a silence; no one could judge or evaluate such a 'solution.' Zhao Tianlin was not speaking empty words; he briefly recounted data from the Qin and Han dynasties through to the Ming and Qing dynasties for the audience.

Hearing about the massive population reductions during those dynastic changes, the teachers and students gasped and sighed. Zhao Tianlin was not worried that these accounts would be questioned. Since the inception of the Northeast Government, many literati who had prestige but could not be employed in administration were recruited into the Institute of Culture and History, and universities had also established history departments. Whether it was the Institute or the history departments, they were not left to do whatever they pleased. Since they took the government's money, they had to complete the research tasks assigned by the government.

These data were all obtained from historical records. Although the new National Archives had just started operating and was vigorously collecting lost archival documents, historical records would document the total household registration at the founding of a dynasty, and this portion of public information was sufficient as a data source.

After stating these cruel figures, Zhao Tianlin continued, "After the fall of the Qing Dynasty, the transfer of power was peaceful, and there was no all-out civil war. China did not suffer massive population loss. Therefore, the situation of the actual bankruptcy of the rural economy has not been reversed. Eighty percent of the peasants do not have land to support themselves through farming, and the majority of social contradictions stem from this. If this contradiction is not eliminated, China cannot develop steadily."

The teacher who asked the question was not convinced. Even if he knew Zhao was right, he still could not accept it, so he asked loudly, "Does the new government believe that the current situation in China should be borne by the landlords? This is unfair!"

Before Zhao Tianlin could answer, sounds of displeasure and booing had already emerged from among the teachers and students. although the teachers and students of Tsinghua School came from the middle and upper-middle classes of society, this did not mean that everyone prioritized landlord interests. Of course, the few booed, while the majority remained silent.

Zhao Tianlin answered without any psychological burden, "To solve a problem, the government will naturally start from the source of the problem. If the source of social problems were not the current land system, the government certainly would not engage in land redemption. However, the facts are otherwise, so the government must implement land redemption."

The teacher was indignant and accused loudly, "I have seen the land redemption announcement. It uses the average grain price of the past five years as the base..."

Zhao Tianlin interrupted him, "It is the average price of grain in the past five *non-disaster* years!"

Many teachers and students laughed out loud seeing the teacher get shut down. However, in the eyes of some, Zhao Tianlin at this moment was Minister Zhao, not Dr. Zhao. He was one of the few high-ranking cabinet members in the current new government.

Forcibly interrupted by Zhao Tianlin, the teacher had no way to retort and could only gloss over the grain price issue. "According to the average grain price of the past five years, and 150% of the grain yield as the price for redeeming the land. The first payment is only 20%, and the remaining 80% is paid in installments over ten years, with an annual interest subsidy of 4%. This is not redemption; this is daylight robbery!"

Zhao Tianlin found the term 'daylight robbery' quite interesting. Initially, when the land redemption price in the policy hadn't been released yet, everyone thought the land would be redeemed at market price. The Civilization Party comrades were very unhappy, and cadres from former Northeast landlord families were even more displeased.

If redeemed at market price, it would be equivalent to letting landlords sell their land. After the redemption standards came out, this resentment instantly dissipated. The comrades felt that this redemption price was 'very reasonable.'

Zhao Tianlin certainly would not argue with anyone on this issue. He asked, "So, after the land redemption is completed, what happens next?"

"Next? Next is naturally bankruptcy and ruin!" The teacher finished speaking, feeling only depression in his heart. Adding to the fact that students supporting land redemption were booing, he simply sat back down in his seat, exhausted.

When able to propagate policy, Zhao Tianlin would not avoid talking about it. He said loudly, "Landlords definitely will not go bankrupt. What is redeemed is only the land; the property of the landlord families hasn't been touched in the slightest, and they have the additional money obtained from redemption. Moreover, land use rights will be distributed to the people. Based on the population count, former landlord families can also receive corresponding land use rights. More importantly, because the rural population across the country has obtained land use rights, besides being able to eat their fill, they can also obtain money by selling surplus grain. This money is not much at first; perhaps in a year, they can buy some iron farming tools, or maybe just some cloth to make a new set of clothes. However, the initial 80% of the rural population did not possess such consumption power. China has a population of over 500 million; 80% is more than 400 million people. If everyone buys one *chi* of cloth a year, with a width of 40 meters, how long would such a length of cloth stretch? It could stretch from the Capital to Tianjin."

The teachers and students were stunned. Even though their family circumstances were far, far better than those of the poor, a number in the hundreds of millions was a conceptless figure to them. However, most of these people had taken the train from the Capital to Tianjin, and many had traveled this route quite a few times. At this moment, they had a concept, and they couldn't help but be amazed by such a massive figure.

To convince the current academic community, Zhao Tianlin naturally had to use methods that the academic community could accept. He emphasized again, "Gentlemen, this is not a forced distribution to the peasants, but rather peasants having money exchanged from selling surplus grain. This money is already there; this is demand, this is the market! Why did foreign countries use guns and cannons to blast open China's gates, forcing China to allow foreign cloth to be sold in China? Because China has a huge market. Why is China's industry lagging behind foreign countries? Because China's domestic industry has no way to fully enter such a market."

Although the academic community's support for the 'land redemption' policy was very questionable, the content Zhao Tianlin recounted was something they could understand. Especially since Zhao Tianlin did not explain it from the angle of morality or national humiliation, but used simple and clear economic reasons. The teachers and students understood even better. At least, Zhao Tianlin believed they should be able to understand.

This kind of explanation was precisely the reason Zhao Tianlin chose to throw in his lot with the Northeast Government. When He Rui revealed China's current status and his vision for China's future to Zhao Tianlin in its entirety, Zhao Tianlin quickly discovered that if he wanted to realize his ideal of saving the nation and the people, the Northeast Government was the only choice.

"We lack logistics. The flow of commodities between provinces within the country encounters all sorts of likin and taxes. Cloth that was originally very cheap has had countless extra fees added to it by the time it is transported from the production site to the hands of the people buying it. On the contrary, foreign goods, through their privileges and cargo ship transportation, have prices much lower than Chinese goods when they reach the market. In the new government's industrial policy, the first thing is to thoroughly smash these shackles hindering industrial development!"

Speaking up to this point, Zhao Tianlin took a slight breath to calm his somewhat agitated emotions, and also to let those rather agitated teachers and students have a little time to reflect on these logical chains, which were actually not simple.

It is easy to attack the cruelty and shamelessness of foreigners. It is also easy to attack the muddle-headedness and incompetence of the old government. Zhao Tianlin had thought this way before. One of the greatest gains Zhao Tianlin made in following He Rui was learning to look at problems from an economic perspective. Once switched to this vein of thought, which does not float on the surface, many problems become entirely different. Cruelty, shamelessness, muddle-headedness, incompetence—all have reasonable explanations.

What is a reasonable explanation? In Zhao Tianlin's view, a reasonable explanation allows people to clearly understand that the villains at home and abroad are no longer incomprehensible madmen and scoundrels, but shrewd and cunning enemies sparing no effort to maximize their own benefits. As long as one grasps these key points and struggles against enemies at home and abroad, China has no reason to fail.

Zhao Tianlin expounded the government's policies to the teachers and students of Tsinghua School.

Through land redemption and the free distribution of land use rights to the people, the broad masses of China finally can have a tiny bit of meager consumption power. And since China's population is huge, a tiny bit of consumption power from each person is enough to converge into a super-colossal market.

The 'thrilling leap' of industrial production is selling the industrial products. Once there is a huge market, coupled with the Chinese government's protectionist policies for the market, China's industry will develop crazily. It will provide a large number of jobs and provide a large amount of tax revenue for the country.

The monetary wealth obtained through taxation will be invested in infrastructure, education, research and development, military construction, and other aspects, upgrading the productivity of the entire China. The development of productivity will in turn promote the increase of people's income, and the market will continue to expand. People's wealth will accumulate rapidly.

Of course, Zhao Tianlin did not recount the problems that this kind of development would encounter at this time. That is the economic crisis of industrial society.

Economic crises are composed of multifaceted factors, including short, medium, and long economic cycles, as well as the fact that laborers can only obtain the returns on their labor, while the side owning capital and the side owning the means of production can obtain capital returns and returns on the means of production.

With the rapid increase in productivity and the high-speed popularization of knowledge, those groups mastering the means of production in the future will obtain 'capital returns + returns on means of production,' which will naturally cause the income gap to widen rapidly. While improving 'efficiency,' it leads to the rapid intensification of social unfairness issues.

He Rui always emphasized that the unsolvable problem of modern civilization lies in 'efficiency and fairness cannot be had simultaneously.' The state, as a tool of rule, can only improve efficiency when efficiency is insufficient, and turn towards fairness when fairness is insufficient. It is rather like having ten pots and five lids; whichever pot boils over excessively, the lid is placed on that pot.

Zhao Tianlin did not speak of these problems naturally because the teachers and students of Tsinghua School could not understand them. There was another reason: Zhao Tianlin did not have complete confidence in himself either. He Rui fully understood these things and fearlessly advanced despite the difficulties. Zhao Tianlin was willing to give everything for China's development, but he did not believe he possessed He Rui's shockingly brilliant talent.

Even so, the teachers and students of Tsinghua School were completely attracted by the policies Zhao Tianlin expounded. Every clear and thorough explanation caused the teachers and students off stage to erupt in enthusiastic applause.

In recent years in China, various theories have emerged one after another: Saving the Country through Education, Saving the Country through Industry, Saving the Country through Science and Technology, Saving the Country through Military Affairs. All sorts of arguments had relevant historical experiences of the Great Powers as evidence; they were clear and logical, without issues.

The intellectual circles actually did not believe these theories, not because the intellectuals were muddle-headed or dull, but because no matter how beautifully it was said, the possibility of realization could not be seen at all.

Now, the new government not only proved to the intellectual circles that they had the ability to defend China's national security against the threat of foreign invasion, but Dr. Zhao Tianlin of the new government also clearly expressed the new government's policy of fully developing industry.

!

Saving the country through education, no... now it was the era of Strengthening the Country through Education, Strengthening the Country through Industry, Strengthening the Country through Science and Technology! Most teachers and students felt that as long as they completed their studies and achieved academic success, they could display their abilities in this thriving China. How could everyone not be excited? Many students' hands turned red from clapping without realizing it in their agitated state of mind.

After Zhao Tianlin finished saying this, he took out an old pocket watch and checked it; it was about time. He still had a meeting to attend. Seeing that he was about to leave, the teachers and students shouted out their questions one after another. Although Zhao Tianlin was 'one of their own,' Zhao Tianlin was still an important government official. Opportunities to hear him teach like this were rare.

However, Zhao Tianlin could not stay longer. Public affairs were, after all, public affairs; for public servants, they came first. The reason for coming to Tsinghua School this time was also official business, not running over to give a lecture on a whim.

Just as he was stepping down from the podium, one question among the many caught Zhao Tianlin's attention. He stopped his steps and walked back onto the podium, asking from his high vantage point, "Who was it that asked just now that industrial development and economic development seem not to be the same thing?"

A young student immediately raised his hand. "It was me."

Zhao Tianlin wanted to ask the student's name, but didn't. Staff members would naturally remember this person; asking at this moment would not be good for this student. Zhao Tianlin casually drew a few circles on the blackboard, then pointed to a diagram of rings interlocking with rings and said, "Industrial development is a part of economic development, but in different regions, industrial development may not necessarily be the dominant force in that region's development. This involves issues of industrial layout, economic layout, and so on. To be able to consider this level shows that there is already a deeper consideration of the relationship between industry and economy. China has a vast territory and a large population; China itself is inevitably a great industrial power and a strong industrial power. As long as the thinking is based on seeking truth from facts and adapting to local conditions, China's economic development will inevitably be the first in the world."

This assertion clearly exceeded the comprehension ability of the teachers and students of Tsinghua School. Only Principal Cao Yunxiang agreed deeply, nodding secretly. Cao Yunxiang went to the United States to study after graduating from St. John's University in Shanghai and obtained a Master's degree in Business Administration from Harvard University. He was an alumnus of Zhao Tianlin, just in a different major. Hearing Zhao Tianlin's exposition strengthened Cao Yunxiang's confidence in the new government even more.

Seeing Zhao Tianlin step down from the podium and walk outwards, Cao Yunxiang hurriedly escorted Zhao Tianlin out. At this time, the campus was already decorated, full of the characteristics of a European Christmas. (American Christmas is quite different from European Christmas, especially the current image of Santa Claus, which was created by the Coca-Cola Company in 1930. The European Santa Claus is a religious figure based on Saint Nicholas of the 4th-century Asia Minor region. The Asia Minor region is present-day Turkey; Saint Nicholas's ethnicity would certainly be of the local appearance, not of the Nordic race. The appearance of the European Santa Claus involves a religious procession and does not involve a large amount of interaction with the surrounding crowds.)

Colorful lights, gingerbread, and other traditional foods had been arranged. Zhao Tianlin walked on the campus path with this alumnus and finally couldn't hold back, sighing, "Brother Cao, to run education, one must still have breadth of mind."

Cao Yunxiang thought Zhao Tianlin was boasting a bit and hurriedly unleashed a stream of flattery. Seeing Cao Yunxiang like this, Zhao Tianlin didn't say anything more. He parted ways with Cao Yunxiang at the school gate and left Tsinghua School in a car.

Inside the car, Zhao Tianlin considered the current situation. Since the view that Tsinghua School wanted to establish a university was already the consensus of the entire school, it wasn't a bad thing for the young people to do it themselves.

At this moment, a vehicle drove towards him from the opposite direction, with a small British flag flying on the hood. It seemed the ministers and ambassadors of various countries were coming to attend the banquet.

Zhao Tianlin was very clear about He Rui's strategy of seizing upon the UK to beat soundly next. In his heart, he could only look forward to Morrison being able to transmit some important news correctly to the American side. Because between China and the US, there was an insurmountable problem: the *Chinese Exclusion Act*.

Based on Zhao Tianlin's understanding of the United States, it was very easy for the US to pass a law, but overturning a law was as hard as ascending to heaven. The *Chinese Exclusion Act* would inevitably be an important stumbling block causing official relations between China and the US not to be harmonious on the surface. But reality being such, Zhao Tianlin decided to let it be regarding this matter. After all, after the military struggle ended, both Britain and the US would become targets of China's struggle in the propaganda field.
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The cars of the ministers and ambassadors of various countries stopped as they entered the gate of Tsinghua College to undergo inspection by the guard. Facing the cool yet polite questioning of these National Defense Force soldiers, the drivers and entourages of the envoys showed no sign of their usual arrogance. They all cooperated very well, presenting their invitations and identification.

In less than two months, China had become a different world. Especially after the destruction of that British fleet, the change in the attitude of the foreign ministers and ambassadors was very obvious. A large reason for this was also that when they engaged with the relevant personnel of the new government, they felt a standard that was on par with their counterparts in Western countries.

Morrison's appearance was quite handsome, with a bit of the air of a British aristocrat. Not to mention that this Australian, a descendant of British criminals, was now a British noble. As a British noble serving as a minister of this great Oriental power, with this double endorsement, Morrison appeared even taller in the eyes of the foreign envoys.

Although his ancestors had arrived in Australia on a convict ship, none of this could be seen in Morrison. His behavior was composed, his speech appropriate. Except for the fact that the Australian and Edinburgh flavors in his London accent were indeed a bit hard to describe, other aspects were impeccable.

The French Minister behaved the most cordially, joking with Morrison about when he would visit France. Morrison simply asked, "If China and France establish diplomatic relations, will France extend an invitation?"

"I think it is very possible," the French Minister admitted readily.

Precisely because a British fleet had truly been destroyed by the National Defense Force, no one discussed the matter. The diplomacy of imperialist countries was all about treating people according to their status. An opponent who could not be threatened by gunboat diplomacy should naturally enjoy normal diplomatic rights. In the telegram sent by the French Foreign Ministry to the Minister, the Minister interpreted a meaning: 'The French government does not care about building equal diplomatic relations with China, as long as China can weaken Britain.'

Just as the two were talking, the American Ambassador joined the conversation with a glass of wine. "Mr. Morrison, congratulations on becoming a cabinet minister. As a British knight and as a Chinese minister, I wonder whom you are more grateful to?"

The diplomatic personnel around Morrison stopped their conversations, listening for Morrison's answer. It was obvious that the American Ambassador's question was ill-intentioned, yet it was something all the foreign diplomats were very curious about.

Morrison answered in a relaxed tone, "I thank my alma mater, the University of Edinburgh. It is precisely because I received a relatively complete education at school that I have been able to receive goodwill from all sides."

The diplomats smiled; this answer was very clever and full of confidence. Seeing that he hadn't managed to provoke anything, the American Ambassador raised his glass. "Thank our alma maters for the education they gave us. And, congratulations again on becoming the Minister of Commerce of the Republic."

Morrison then clinked glasses with the American Ambassador. "Thank you."

After taking a sip, the American Ambassador said, "Shall we take a walk on the campus?"

Morrison nodded. After moving a slight distance away from the crowd, the American Ambassador asked, "My government has always held a friendly attitude towards the Chinese government. But given the current situation, we have questions regarding the issue of accepting Chinese students."

"Mn," Morrison just made a sound of acknowledgement. The United States accepted Chinese students to study in the US under the name of remitting the Boxer Indemnity. In Morrison's investigation, this was nonsense. The US did not take a penny less; the expenses for Chinese students to study in the US were still paid by China. This behavior, in Chinese terms, was 'wanting to be a whore but also wanting a monument to chastity'. Moreover, what the US expected was to cultivate a pro-American faction in China, or even for a pro-American faction to emerge and dominate the new government. The establishment of He Rui's new government made the US realize that their efforts had failed.

Zhao Tianlin, Lu Daoming, and others were all educated in the US and had completed their studies there. These people's attitudes towards foreign countries and the US were no different from He Rui's, or perhaps even more radical than He Rui. The US government's cultivation had only created a group of excellent scholars who had strength and loved their country, not a group of 'bananas' who loved the US.

When discussing this matter with Zhao Tianlin, Zhao Tianlin raised a question. Was it possible that the US side was disappointed with the Chinese students and would thus change its study abroad policy? If the Republican government actively proposed wanting to continue the study abroad program at this time, it would undoubtedly put the government in a disadvantageous position. Morrison naturally would not let the Yankees take advantage of this.

Seeing Morrison's completely indifferent appearance, the American Ambassador could only ask proactively, "There has always been a saying that the Chinese government does not recognize previous treaties. Is this the case?"

Morrison asked back, "How does the US government want the Chinese government to recognize previous treaties?"

If this question had come from the mouth of a Qing official, the American Ambassador would have immediately reminded the Qing official to 'mind his status'. Now that Minister Morrison of the new government asked such a question, the American Ambassador understood the attitude of the new Republican government.

The US government actually did not really care about those Americans killed by the new Chinese government. For the lives of so few Americans, were they going to send the Great White Fleet to escort tens of thousands of US Army troops to the Chinese coast to launch an attack?

Denouncing the new Chinese government as barbaric and brutal in the newspapers would not affect the US President's position. If the Great White Fleet were sunk, and tens of thousands of sailors and tens of thousands of US Army troops were hanged from streetlamp poles in Chinese cities by the new Republican government, the President would step down in disgrace and bear eternal infamy.

The core point of international politics is to recognize reality and respect strength. The telegram from the US Secretary of State to the Ambassador hoped that the Ambassador could maintain trade between China and the US as much as possible, use the conflict between China and Britain to reach an agreement with the new government on trade, and expand the sales of US goods to China as much as possible.

Based on the current priorities, the American Ambassador asked, "Your Excellency Morrison, as Minister of Commerce, do you have any policies regarding trade?"

Minister of Commerce Morrison answered readily, "Under equal tariffs, we are willing to conduct full trade with the United States."

The American Ambassador frowned slightly. The new government had completely taken back the customs, and so far, the quality of the personnel sent by the new government to the customs was quite good. That is to say, the situation the US side expected and worried about—that the Chinese customs would not be able to operate normally—did not occur.

If China's tariffs were equal to those of the US, US goods would immediately lose many advantages, running counter to the US Secretary of State's requirements. But to solve this problem, the US only had peaceful means left. Equality was a basic rule between the Great Powers. Given China's industrial disadvantage, the US government actually had no other means to manipulate the new government.

By the time the two had walked a lap around the venue, the two sides had only reached a consensus on fair trade that should have existed under equal relations, without anything new.

Jordan had thought Morrison would take the initiative to talk to him, but he didn't expect that Sir Morrison was really 'putting on airs' now and simply would not take the initiative to approach Jordan. Since Morrison wouldn't take the initiative, Jordan took the initiative.

The dance began. As the host, Morrison finished the first dance with the wife of the most senior diplomat present, and other diplomats and their families danced gracefully on the dance floor. Jordan held his wine glass and proactively walked towards Morrison's vicinity. Morrison did not deliberately give him the cold shoulder; he walked over with his wine glass. In the eyes of other diplomats, this pair seemed like young men and women forced to get to know each other at a ball under parental pressure. Fortunately, both were male and didn't have to be forced to dance together.

Of course, Morrison was actually very calm inside. Jordan had seen so many storms and waves, and was also very composed. The reason Jordan was a bit hesitant was that he actually had considerable objections to London's orders.

London's orders required Jordan to quickly stabilize the chaos caused by the regime change in China. Jordan felt that the big shots in London completely failed to understand that there was no chaos in the Far East. The He Rui government was building the government and restoring order at an astonishing speed. So far, the chaos that was expected to be caused by land redemption had been very small.

If anything was chaos, the fundamental changes brought about by the rapid establishment of the new government were the chaos. This meant that the order in the Far East had completely broken away from British control and began to be rearranged according to the expectations of the Far Eastern countries.

"Congratulations, Your Excellency Morrison," Jordan sighed.

Morrison expressed sympathy sincerely, "Your Excellency Jordan, I can understand your unhappiness. Serving under General He is indeed much more relaxing than serving under those big shots in London. Because General He's level of understanding of the world is even above us subordinates who are on the front line."

Jordan nodded. In any case, Morrison was a British subject and a British noble; some words could be spoken more thoroughly. "I actually don't quite understand. What exactly does General He want to get from the current confrontational relationship with Britain? The British fleet might still come to the Chinese coast to demonstrate, and will issue various statements and condemnations. But General He should be very clear that this is an explanation to the British domestic audience, not an attitude towards General He. General He has ample room to improve relations between the two countries. Why did General He refuse such an opportunity? In the report from London, they believe General He is a nationalist, but they do not think General He is a radical nationalist."

Morrison nodded, "I appreciate the judgment of those Excellencies in London. However, they still disappoint me somewhat. what General He expects is to integrate into the current world order. There must be a place for China within the Versailles system. In the current world order, China's status is only a little bit better than that of a defeated nation. I think this is unjust to China. What do you think, Your Excellency Jordan?"

Jordan looked at Morrison in his decent suit, and his tone could not help but carry sarcasm, "Does China want to obtain a status equal to Japan? Does General He wish to convene a conference to discuss China's naval ratio?"

Morrison seemed not to hear the sarcasm in it at all. He answered frankly, "If, in addition to these, we can also sign a trade agreement like Japan's, we can completely stitch the Far East together with the Versailles system in an orderly manner. Britain can also obtain huge benefits from a large amount of trade!"

Jordan did not answer this vision, which could be described as crazy. He walked a few more steps before saying, "Your Excellency Morrison, I have already submitted my resignation to London. Soon, I will return to the small seaport in Spain where I lived during my last retirement. If you have the opportunity to go to Europe, I welcome you to my retirement place to drink and chat. As for other matters, please discuss them with the next Ambassador to China."

Morrison could understand Jordan's despair at this time. Eight years ago, after Yuan Shikai failed in his attempt to become emperor, Morrison felt a deep despair. All his efforts as a political broker were lost because he bet his chips on Yuan Shikai. At that time, it was He Rui's invitation that gave Morrison a glimmer of hope. With the mentality that since there was nothing left to lose, he might as well give it a go, Morrison went to the Northeast.

Now Morrison was willing to believe that He Rui could succeed. Once He Rui succeeded, Morrison was also ready to retire. He would return to Britain with honor and deep connections to spend the final stage of his life.

Morrison nodded, "I will definitely go to Spain to drink and chat with Your Excellency."

Jordan decided to make a final effort, "Does Your Excellency not want to reveal some of General He's plans?"

Morrison smiled slightly, "Does Your Excellency see me as a traitor?"

Although his words were imposing, Morrison knew in his heart that while he was an important cabinet member for He Rui, he was not a core member of the Civilization Party. He Rui had certainly formulated actions against Britain, and those discussing the actions were all core members of the Civilization Party. Such matters must absolutely not be explained to the outside world. If others knew, Morrison would only receive ridicule instead of praise.

Jordan did not answer. He suspected that Morrison did not know He Rui's core strategy. However, such things could only be thought about; saying them out loud would be humiliating himself.

The New Year's ball was held very well. All foreign diplomats realized that the He Rui government did not have strong sentiments of revenge. Their goal was no different from normal countries, which was the integrity of national sovereignty. After obtaining sovereignty, the He Rui government, like other Western governments, sought normal commercial intercourse.

After understanding this point, only one question remained before the Western countries. In the current situation where military force could not shake He Rui's new government, on what conditions should they accept the He Rui government's requests?

The governments of various countries were very clear that the He Rui government had no navy and naturally had no ability to force countries to accept its requests. The initiative in this matter was not on the He Rui government's side, but in the hands of the Western countries.

So at the end of the banquet, everyone stood together and sang Christmas carols. Morrison invited Jordan to the stage, and the two sang the famous British song, "Auld Lang Syne" together. In a joyous and harmonious atmosphere, the banquet ended.

The German Ambassador returned to the embassy and completed the report he had started earlier, staying up all night. On Christmas Day, he sent a long telegram to Berlin.

"...The He Rui regime is composed of Chinese elites. From the survey forms of these elites' backgrounds, it can be determined that none of them come from the old upper class. Their connections with the old upper class are very weak; instead, they have deep integration with the Chinese middle and lower classes...

...The new government has adopted a very traditional Chinese centralized system in its organizational structure, adopting the operation mode of a European left-wing government. Interestingly, this operating model has been completely accepted by the Chinese upper-middle and lower classes. They do not consider this a system model originating from the West, but rather believe it is a historical experience that has long existed in China's ancient history. It is hard to judge whether this is a kind of confidence or an illusion...

On the basis of left-wing economic policies, the He Rui government seems to be doing its utmost to avoid the common incompetence of left-wing governments, namely, the attack on and stigmatization of capital. Although it is unknown whether such an attempt will succeed, at least at this stage, we can hold expectations for the development of the Chinese business community.

...The industrial products needed for China's industrial development, especially electrically driven machine tools and internal combustion engines, are traditional German strengths. Cooperation in these areas can expand the export of German goods.

...The He Rui regime has not explicitly shown a dislike for the Versailles system; they likely hope to join rather than overthrow the Versailles system...

In summary, the new Chinese government is a reformist government and does not insist on a tough stance and policy. Based on the fact that there is no strategic conflict between China and Germany, and based on the consideration of Germany's current status and future interests, it is suggested to launch diplomatic cooperation with the new Chinese government without setting any preconditions. And to complete the signing as soon as possible to obtain political and economic benefits."

When the telegraph operator sent the message to Berlin, the German Ambassador, who had not slept all night, had already fallen asleep. In his sleep, the German Ambassador found that he had actually returned to the battlefield that had escalated into a world war. The radio was announcing the latest good news: 'Marshal He Rui, Chairman of the Republic of China, has formally declared war on Japan and Russia. The Northern Army Group composed of 1 million Chinese Army troops is attacking the Russian Far East. The Eastern Army Group composed of 800,000 Army troops is attacking Korea. The Southern Army Group composed of 200,000 Chinese Army troops has broken through the Sino-French border and entered Vietnam to fight. The future goal of the Southern Army Group is to seize Singapore and completely blockade the Strait of Malacca...'

The scene then switched to the General Staff. Amidst the intelligence flying in like snowflakes, Russia was forced to transfer the troops attacking the Austro-Hungarian Empire to the East via the Trans-Siberian Railway. Although France abandoned Indochina, Britain, in order to keep its colonies in Southeast Asia, had to withdraw troops from the French battlefield to support Southeast Asia and India.

And hundreds of thousands of German elites were being transferred continuously from the Eastern Front to the Western Front by rail, about to deliver a fatal blow to the French.

The Ambassador, as a member of the German General Staff, had already appeared on the front line and was commanding his brigade to make pre-war preparations.

Just then, the Ambassador suddenly woke up. No one had disturbed him, but he woke up because of his violent heartbeat. At this moment, he only felt parched. He picked up his water glass and took a sip. Panting slightly, the German Ambassador realized he had had a dream, an unimaginably beautiful dream.

Upon waking from the dream, the cruel reality lay before the Ambassador. Germany had been defeated. As a defeated nation, Germany had lost everything it had painstakingly gained over the past few decades. Except for the fact that Germany had not been completely dismembered, nothing remained.

As for whether Germany would be completely dismembered, it was also a difficult question to answer. The current Germany was on the edge of a cliff and might fall into the abyss at any moment.

Suddenly, the Ambassador wished he could have dreamed that beautiful dream for a little longer.
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On December 26th, the north wind whistled through the mountainous areas of Qufu. On the road, a group of shackled prisoners were repairing the road. Seeing trucks pass by, the prisoners moved to the roadside, watching the truckloads of supplies and the National Defense Force soldiers escorting them. Their expressions were complex.

The "Sounding Horses" (mounted bandits) of Shandong were even worse than the "Beards" of the Northeast. Decades of destitution, with people landless and displaced, had provided ample recruits for the Shandong bandits. Various bandit groups ran rampant in Shandong, daring even to fight against government troops.

When the National Defense Force entered Shandong, the bandits knew that this army had defeated the Japanese, so they chose to avoid its spearhead. After all, when the Japanese army entered Shandong years ago, they had ruthlessly attacked any bandits they encountered; the bandits had suffered heavy losses and learned to be obedient.

Unexpectedly, the National Defense Force stationed a battalion—about 600 men—in every county. These troops all carried artillery and launched encirclement campaigns against the bandits. Those small cannons looked insignificant, but the mountainous terrain where the bandits hid and the strongholds they built couldn't withstand them at all. Some shells even seemed to fall from the sky, rendering the bandits' advantage of familiar terrain completely null.

In less than a month, the bandits were swept clean. The leaders and those who had committed murder were all subjected to public trials, endured the angry curses of the common people, and were then executed according to the law. The others were sentenced to fixed-term imprisonment. Fortunately, the National Defense Force did not kill prisoners; those sentenced to imprisonment who were uninjured began to repair roads.

Seeing large quantities of supplies being trucked into Qufu, most of the bandits were filled with regret. How could they have been so blind as to think that as long as they didn't provoke the National Defense Force, the National Defense Force would let them off? Even if just for the safety of these truckloads of supplies, the National Defense Force couldn't possibly rest easy.

The bandits had overthought it. The first item in the government's work plan was to take over local governments, and the second was to thoroughly exterminate bandits and restore social security, especially travel safety. The existence of bandits was itself a threat. Regardless of their understanding of "being sensible," anyone who did not actively surrender within the time fixed by the announcement would be wiped out.

When the supplies arrived in Qufu, the Director of the Supply and Marketing Cooperative came to receive the trucks. Seeing so many supplies, the Director's face blossomed with a smile. "Great, great! Thank you, comrades! As soon as the goods arrive, the Supply and Marketing Cooperative will have things to sell!"

The automobile captain had traveled to many places these past few days and couldn't help but be somewhat surprised. "You guys are doing pretty well here. I thought the Kong family would put up a stubborn resistance."

"Stubborn resistance my ass! Where would the Kong family get the guts to resist? They're currently dragging their feet at the cemetery. The Mayor has spoken, telling them to hurry up and prepare to accept the land measurement. It should be finished in a few days."

Seeing there was no drama to watch, the automobile captain turned the topic back to the present. "So many things, who bought them all?"

The Director laughed. "The landlords bought them. They got our money and came to the Supply and Marketing Cooperative to buy things. They almost bought the Cooperative empty. They haven't come much these past few days; if they do, it's to ask about farm tools and shoes. A while ago, they came every day to look, thinking we were lying to them and that money couldn't buy goods."

Hearing this, the automobile captain couldn't help but complain, "Shandong's broken roads are really killing me. These people claim to be scholars, but I'm afraid what they truly believe is 'Murder and arson earn a golden belt; repairing bridges and paving roads leaves no corpse.'"

They chatted for a while longer. Seeing that the unloading wasn't very fast, the captain went into the room to rest for a bit. Compared to the roads in the Northeast, Shandong's dirt roads were almost a different world. Though if comparing dirt road to dirt road, they were about the same. However, the Northeast had built many highways in recent years; driving on the highways of the Northeast Plain was truly relaxing and comfortable. Driving on Shandong's roads reminded the captain of his experience driving in Korea.

Not long after he entered the room, someone strode in. The captain didn't recognize him but felt he must be a cadre from a military background. Sure enough, this person introduced himself: "I am Liang Tianqi, Mayor of Qufu. Captain, don't leave today. You might need to transport a batch of people back to the provincial capital tomorrow."

Although the other party was the Mayor, the captain didn't feel he was anything special. He stood up and asked, "Mayor Liang, you served in the troops, right?"

"Mn. I was in the 7th Army when I fought," Mayor Liang answered readily.

Sure enough, a comrade from the troops. The captain quickly said, "I transported comrades from the 7th Army back then too. Maybe you even rode in my truck."

This was true. During the large-scale maneuvering of the troops back then, there were too many people going up and down. At that time, it was 'people rest, trucks don't,' doing everything possible to transport troops to the designated positions.

Mayor Liang smiled. He didn't object to chatting with comrades-in-arms. However, being a mayor meant he really had no time. After just two sentences with the captain, he said, "I can't talk much today. I still have to go *dou dizhu* (struggle against landlords). Let's drink when there's time."

The captain initially thought that perhaps Liang, having become an official, might have become arrogant. Hearing that the mayor was going to "struggle against landlords," he understood immediately. Fighting enemies was tense and exhausting work, so he smilingly saw the mayor out.

Mayor Liang mounted his horse and led the troops straight to their destination. Although the Kong family was the largest in Qufu, they weren't the only landlords. That the Kong family was sensible didn't mean other landlords were equally sensible. After all, the Kong family was a big target and had seen much of the world; with every change of dynasty, they would bow their heads in submission. Only thus had they preserved their lives until now.

The views of other landlords were very different. For example, the landlord they were visiting this time was also surnamed Kong. He was of the Kong lineage, but a distant relative.

Arriving at this family's gate with the troops, Landlord Kong did not shut his doors or play any games of stubborn resistance. News of the battles between the National Defense Force and Japan had long spread throughout the country; Landlord Kong knew very well his courtyard couldn't stop them.

When Liang Tianqi entered the courtyard, Landlord Kong came out to greet him. Before he could speak, Liang Tianqi's face darkened, and he ordered, "Let me speak first!"

Landlord Kong looked at Liang Tianqi and saw a man less than thirty years old, wearing a plush winter hat often worn by officials of the new government. There was a scar on his right cheek. The wound had long healed, but the scar remained. Judging by the size of the scar, one could feel that blood must have poured out at the time.

However, this scar did not make Mayor Liang Tianqi look fiendish; combined with his sharp gaze and serious expression, it gave Liang Tianqi a solemn and killing aura.

As Liang Tianqi finished speaking, someone behind him brought over two boxes. The one on the left was opened first, full to the brim with Northeast *Fengpiao*. Liang Tianqi pointed at the box. "Brother Kong, this is the redemption money. I advise you to take the money and quickly get things done. Once you take the money, how you curse at home is your business. Don't delay the government's work progress."

Seeing this young lad being so impolite, Landlord Kong initially wanted to beg a little, but anger surged up. He asked, "May I ask Mayor Liang, what is in that box?"

Liang Tianqi made a gesture. The box on the right was opened; inside was rope. Liang Tianqi smiled. "If Brother Kong is unwilling to redeem, then I'm sorry. We will tie up those in your family who refuse redemption and send them to the provincial capital. Whether it's prison or being paraded through the streets, that will be the province's arrangement. I will continue land reform in Qufu. Once the land distribution is finished, we will release you. Rest assured, we will distribute the redemption money and the land that should be allocated to your family according to policy. You have no blood debts, so we won't lock you in prison."

Hearing such a barbaric approach, Landlord Kong was both shocked and angry. But Liang Tianqi continued, "Brother Kong, don't blame me for being impolite. Honestly, tying you up and parading you through the streets of Qufu would be fine, but it would hurt your face. Our convoy is ready to send those who refuse land reform to the provincial capital. This can be considered saving your face. I brought people here today. Where you go from here... I'll give you ten more minutes. If you don't agree, I'll deal with you according to the 'refusal' method. Alright, let's begin."

As Liang finished, a staff member had already set a customized alarm clock for ten minutes and held it in his hand for Landlord Kong to see.

Landlord Kong's blood surged; his face turned red then white. He asked with a trembling voice, "Mayor Liang, I'm afraid your family doesn't have land in the Northeast, right?"

Liang Tianqi raised an eyebrow. "No land? Before Chairman He arrived in the Northeast, my family didn't have much land there. Less than two thousand *mu*. But our Northeast has black soil; the crops grow vigorously, yielding at least sixty percent more than in Shandong. When we had land reform in the Northeast, there was no redemption; the government just took it. Aren't we living just fine? What are you chattering about here? Speak quickly—do you agree or not?"

Hearing Liang Tianqi say this, Landlord Kong didn't know whether to believe it. But since Liang Tianqi had already said so, Landlord Kong simply said loudly, "Throughout the dynasties, who has ever seen it done this way? This violates the Way of the Sage!"

"Way of the Sage? This Sage you speak of, is it Sage Confucius?" Liang Tianqi asked, a look of mockery appearing on his face.

Landlord Kong felt he had finally found an area of superiority and immediately said, "It is the Great and Venerable Teacher, the Sage!"

Liang Tianqi put away his smile and recited clearly, word by word: "*When a country is well-governed, poverty and a mean condition are things to be ashamed of. When a country is ill-governed, riches and honor are things to be ashamed of!*"

Landlord Kong prided himself on being a descendant of Confucius and actually looked down on 'soldier boys' in his heart. He hadn't expected the other party to recite a passage of classical Chinese aloud. Landlord Kong was stunned for a moment and couldn't immediately recall where this passage came from.

Liang Tianqi finished reciting and waited for a moment, then asked, "Brother Kong, don't you know which chapter of the Four Books and Five Classics this comes from?"

Landlord Kong wanted to blindly guess *The Analects*, but hearing the other party mention the 'Four Books and Five Classics,' he didn't dare answer recklessly. However, he knew that the people of the new government were not like those bandit-like warlord troops and did not commit evil deeds; he was actually safe. So he pretended and asked, "I do not know where it is from."

Liang Tianqi looked at Landlord Kong, mockery surfacing on his face. "It is from *The Analects: Tai Bo*."

Now Landlord Kong was flushed red. Seeing the young man opposite him with a face full of mockery, he shouted angrily, "You are insulting a scholar!"

"A scholar? Good! Since you are a scholar, you presumably consider yourself a *shi* (gentleman/officer). *The Analects: Zi Lu* says: '*He who in his conduct of himself maintains a sense of shame, and when sent to any quarter will not disgrace his prince's commission, deserves to be called a shi. Next to him, there is he who is praised by his relatives for his filial piety and by his villagers for his fraternal affection. The lowest class is he who insists on his word getting believed and his actions getting results—an obstinate little man! Yet he may be considered the next class below!*' Brother Kong, I only use the lowest class of *shi* to require you. Give me a straight answer; do not waste everyone's time."

As soon as his voice fell, the alarm clock rang. Liang Tianqi saw the time was up. Opposite him, Landlord Kong had a face full of shock and anger. Liang shouted to the comrades, "Ask them one by one! Those willing to accept land reform, and those unwilling—tie up the unwilling ones and take them away!"

After speaking, Liang Tianqi ignored Landlord Kong's pleading, turned, and left. There were too many hypocritical people in the local area; Liang Tianqi still had several families to visit.

The next day, when the automobile convoy left, they took away a dozen or so people bound with ropes—all stubborn characters.

These people were transported to the provincial capital and thrown into prison. By this time, the prison had replaced all its jailers. The new prison system was built according to formal models like detention centers and prisons, and the scale was several times larger than before. With the temporarily transferred personnel added, the scale was more than twenty times larger than in the past. Manpower was still somewhat tight.

After all, the banditry accumulated over the past decades, as well as the various local tyrants and evil gentry, were too numerous. The new government needed to handle cases seriously, so the accumulated prisoners were just too many.

Even so, after receiving the report, Provincial Governor Han Haitao still told Provincial Party Secretary Chen Deli about Liang Tianqi's handling method while they were eating.

After listening, Chen Deli was amused. "This method is actually quite good!"

Han Haitao already thought it was good and laughed. "Yes. When it's time to scare, you have to scare."

***

Chen Deli was an old cadre who had joined the revolutionary team when He Rui arrived in Tianjin, but at this moment, he had his own worries. "Governor Han, the goods in the Supply and Marketing Cooperative have been selling too fast recently. Should we urgently add a batch?"

"I don't think so," Han Haitao answered.

Han Haitao had served as the Director of the Price Bureau for several years and was an expert on commodity flow. Chen Deli wanted to hear Han Haitao's opinion, so he asked, "Why?"

"I looked at the Supply and Marketing Cooperative's bills. The landlords initially got our Fengpiao and immediately went to the Cooperative to sweep up goods, buying whatever they saw. They were worried the Fengpiao was waste paper. After emptying the Cooperative twice, what they bought afterward were commodities not available locally. After all, our Cooperative's goods are cheap. At this stage, the credit of the Fengpiao has been established. There shouldn't be a situation where they buy a lot of things anymore. After all, the masses who received land are poor and have no money to buy goods. They also don't understand what has happened right now; having obtained land use rights, the money in their pockets will naturally be hidden as tightly as possible."

Hearing Han Haitao's thorough analysis, Chen Deli praised, "Governor Han, you really have experience!"

Han Haitao smiled slightly, but he was still somewhat worried in his heart. If the situation in Shandong did not conform to common logic, he would lose face.
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With three days remaining until January 1st, Shandong Party Secretary Chen Deli, after discussing current tasks with Han Haitao, suggested, "Governor Han, I propose we have a normal holiday for the New Year."

Han Haitao was stunned for a moment. Although there had been no major problems in Shandong, there was a constant stream of minor issues. Just when work was intense and they were striving to complete tasks as early as possible, suddenly proposing a normal holiday... how would they account for the delayed progress?

The Secretary was mainly in charge of personnel. Who to employ and what treatment to provide them were all within Chen Deli's scope of work. Holidays, however, fell within Han Haitao's administrative authority. If he didn't issue the order, no one could rest.

Han Haitao was somewhat puzzled. "Why?"

Chen Deli stated his reason: "Better rest leads to better work. Moreover, if we rest normally, it will make the common people feel that the new government consists of normal people too."

"Normal people..." Han Haitao felt there was a paradox in this statement. Trying to make people feel one is normal is, in itself, abnormal. But this reason convinced Han Haitao. With so much content to work on, simply extending working hours could no longer improve efficiency. So, he agreed to Chen Deli's suggestion.

The Shandong government did not know that not only Shandong Province, but several provinces already firmly controlled by the new government, as well as party and government departments in the Beijing-Tianjin region, had all issued the same order for rest. The military, railways, postal service, water supply, electricity, and other sectors had their own rest systems and did not participate in this.

Tianjin and the smoothly land-reformed Zhili (Hebei Province) were even preparing to publish the official holiday schedule for 1924. In Beijing, He Rui wrote a memorandum stating that once the National Assembly reopened, Speaker of the Assembly Duan Qirui would need to undertake legislative work such as the "Holiday Law."

At this moment, Duan Qirui did not know that his position as Speaker of the National Assembly was not an idle one, and various tasks were already waiting for him. He was wholeheartedly dealing with his own troubles, which was to make those good-for-nothing Beiyang remnants give up hope at Zhang Xiluan's birthday banquet and stop looking for Duan Qirui's connections to seek official positions.

The day before the New Year, December 31st, arrived. At 10:00 AM, Duan Qirui arrived at the prepared restaurant. The steward who had already arrived asked Duan Qirui to walk through the place. Seeing that everything was arranged properly, people had already started arriving at the entrance.

Given Duan Qirui's status, he naturally wouldn't do the welcoming and seeing off. He went to a private room upstairs. However, by 11:00 AM, the steward came in to report, "Master, there are too many people coming. We have already booked the adjacent restaurant as well."

Duan Qirui knew the steward had made contingency plans and had already spoken with the neighboring restaurant. It was just that initially, only selected people were notified, but the number of people who heard the news and came was greater than expected.

Around 12:00 PM, Zhang Xiluan's car arrived. A soft sedan chair was already parked at the restaurant entrance. Zhang Xiluan sat in the sedan chair and was carried into the restaurant by two bearers. The restaurant was already large, and at this moment, there were no empty seats. Seeing Zhang Xiluan enter, everyone stood up to offer greetings. Many more people, seeing Zhang Xiluan's car arrive, came out from the adjacent restaurant and headed straight for the main birthday celebration venue.

Zhang Xiluan hadn't expected so many people and was momentarily annoyed. However, since things had reached this point, there was no reason to turn around and leave. The crowd coming to offer birthday congratulations knew the rules; no fool came up to pull Zhang Xiluan into a long-winded speech. They even sensibly cleared a path, allowing Zhang Xiluan to smoothly take the seat of honor.

Microphones and speakers were ready. Zhang Xiluan thanked everyone for coming to celebrate his birthday and invited them to eat and drink well. Then, supported by others, he went up to the second floor.

The entrance to the second floor was strictly guarded; only those truly invited could come up. Duan Qirui was already waiting for Zhang Xiluan on the second floor. Soon, the first batch of significant guests arrived on the second floor. Zhang Xiluan was stunned at a glance; the group leading the way turned out to be foreigners.

Duan Qirui's steward introduced, "This is the British Consulate in Tianjin... this is the representative of the International Chamber of Commerce in China... this is the representative of the French Chamber of Commerce in Tianjin..."

It turned out that the diplomatic and chamber of commerce representatives of various countries in Tianjin had heard the news. Although they hadn't received invitations, they took the initiative to come and offer birthday congratulations.

Although Duan Qirui's abilities were hard to evaluate compared to the new government, his personal integrity among the old Beiyang clique was passable. When he sent out the invitations, he had stated that individuals should come empty-handed, but he wouldn't let everyone see Zhang Xiluan empty-handed at the birthday banquet. Guests arrived, and paper and pens were already prepared for everyone to write a birthday scroll. In terms of etiquette, there was no problem.

For those whose calligraphy wasn't presentable, several types of pre-written birthday scrolls were also prepared. These people could choose one, sign their names, and that would suffice. It was quite dignified.

Even this group of foreigners was treated the same way. They presented birthday cards and letters, expressed their congratulations to Zhang Xiluan, and then went down.

The second wave consisted of thirty-some people, all in their early thirties or forties. Those old Beiyang members over forty-five, even if they didn't quite understand the situation, knew that at their age, there was no point in tossing about, so they didn't struggle anymore. After everyone wished Zhang Xiluan a happy birthday, Zhang Xiluan laughed, "Hehe, brothers, I didn't expect that for my birthday, so many foreigners would come. This is all due to the nation's prosperity."

Hearing this, everyone laughed along, but dared not speak recklessly. There were always some more free-spirited individuals in the crowd, and one said, "Duke Zhang, the new government has swept away national humiliation, and China is no longer bullied by foreign countries. Although we are dull, we have witnessed the previous situation. If the country is not strong, the entire nation suffers bullying. We are willing to serve the country, but we don't dare to think of seeking official positions. We just want to ask Duke Zhang to point out a clear path."

Hearing this, Zhang Xiluan's expression became serious. "I can guess a thing or two about your thoughts, brothers. I am reminded of old times. Brother He took a position from Brother Duan's side and went to the Northeast in... 1915. Tomorrow is 1924. In the blink of an eye, nine years are about to pass."

Everyone felt that He Rui's rise over these years was breathtaking. Hearing Zhang Xiluan speak like this, someone flattered, "Chairman He is a heaven-sent talent. In a mere nine years, he has achieved today's situation. We truly cannot compare."

However, more people remained silent, merely sighing with emotion in their hearts. Zhang Xiluan shook his head and turned to ask Duan Qirui, "Brother Duan, Brother He will be thirty-four next year. When he was admitted to the Shandong Military Primary School, how old was he?"

The Beiyang military academy system had undergone changes, with significant variations. Overall, it followed the progression of Army Primary School, Army Middle School, then the establishment of the Baoding Military Academy and the Army War College.

As for He Rui, after graduating from the Army Primary School back then, he went to study at the Army Middle School. Because of his excellent academic performance, during his time at the Army Middle School, he was selected to study abroad in Japan, attending the Imperial Japanese Army Academy. From 1907 to 1915, he studied in Japan for eight years. Calculating backwards, He Rui must have spent fourteen years just studying in various military academies.

Duan Qirui replied, "When Brother He entered the Army Primary School, he was at most eleven years old."

Zhang Xiluan turned to everyone present. "Brothers, Brother He certainly attended private school in his hometown. From his elementary education until he graduated from the Army War College in Japan, he studied for at least twenty years. Adding the past nine years, for Brother He to reach where he is today, he spent a full thirty years."

Thirty years. Hearing this number, the group of people anxious to find a connection was temporarily speechless. Their ages were comparable to He Rui's, and they had all read some books and attended some school. Thirty years was already the vast majority of their lives. Even studying for twenty years would exceed half of their lives. Although everyone had their own feelings, they didn't know what exactly Zhang Xiluan wanted to say.

Zhang Xiluan didn't expect this group to really amount to anything, so he spoke extremely frankly. "Brothers, after I yielded the Northeast to Brother He, I heard that in the first year, Brother He established schools. Not only did he order children to study, but he also established adult education, teaching adults who were previously thought to be past the age of reading. My son is a few years older than you brothers. In the past few years, while serving in office, he also participated in adult education. Now in his forties, because he completed his studies, he took the entrance exam for the Northeast Institute of Hydraulic Engineering last year and actually passed. I asked him at the time, at such an age going to school and becoming classmates with a group of youths, would he feel ashamed? My son said, the Sage said, 'If one hears the Way in the morning, one can die in the evening without regret.' Since there is school to attend, and after graduation one can build water conservancy projects, he felt this life would not be wasted in vain. Hearing him speak like this, I was both happy and sad. I always felt that if my horizons had been broader back then, I should have sent him to study abroad early on."

Since they were valued by Duan Qirui, they were naturally not fools. Listening to Zhang Xiluan's words, these people probably had some ideas, but most of their expressions turned ugly.

Sure enough, they heard Zhang Xiluan continue, "Brothers, the country is certainly going to prioritize education now. You have already read books. If you go and take the entrance exams for various schools now, I'm afraid you can get into university. Universities are divided into several types, with professional colleges graduating in three years. At that time, Brother Duan should still be serving the country, and naturally, Brother Duan will recommend talents. What do you have to worry about?"

Hearing these words, some people couldn't help but curse inwardly. They originally thought Duan Qirui might help, even if it was difficult. But they didn't expect the path Zhang Xiluan offered to be this arduous. If these people really wanted to study, they would have gone abroad long ago; why would they be racking their brains to find connections?

The method Zhang Xiluan gave was indeed correct, but it was truly not what they desired.

However, Zhang Xiluan didn't care in his heart. He and Duan Qirui wanted to shed all burdens. If these people were really willing to study and could pass the exams, doing a favor would naturally be easy. But Zhang Xiluan and Duan Qirui felt that these people probably didn't have such broad-mindedness, nor were they willing to endure the hardship of studying. Offering such a path could be considered making them retreat in the face of difficulties.

At this time, the banquet had already started in the restaurant. The crowd downstairs was eating and drinking boisterously. Joyful sounds drifted in from the staircase, showing that the atmosphere of the feast was truly lively. However, the crowd on the second floor either hesitated to speak or remained silent; the huge second floor was actually silent.

Because too many people came, Duan Qirui's steward had booked not two, but four restaurants. Many people actually knew they might not necessarily see Zhang Xiluan. The food served here was quite good, so they might as well eat and drink first.

In the three restaurants outside the main building, people recognized some and didn't recognize others. Those who didn't know each other were arranged together, and instead found things to talk about.

After three rounds of wine and five courses of food, a rather thin former Beiyang official sighed, "These years the country uses people, and they are all new people. I'm afraid in Chairman He's eyes, we are old-school figures."

Everyone's mind was on finding a connection. Hearing someone start a topic, someone immediately asked, "May I ask this brother, how is 'new school' defined? Is it the new school like the Revolutionary Party?"

The thin official smiled and shook his head. "Brothers, look at the ministerial candidates Chairman He recently announced. Chairman He is using our Beiyang people. Think about it, is it not so?"
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Duan Qirui's steward had arranged "Eight Immortals tables" for the guests, with eight people per table. Hearing the thin official say that the people He Rui employed were all from the Beiyang clique, most of the diners at this table were stunned. After a moment of thought, someone slapped the table lightly and praised, "What this brother says is true!"

However, others might not see it that way. Someone asked, "There are foreigners among these cabinet members. How do you explain that?"

Without needing the thin official to explain, someone beat him to it: "That Morrison was an advisor when Duke Yuan was alive. Although he is British, he followed Duke Yuan for many years. He can also be counted as one of our Beiyang people."

This statement was a bit far-fetched, but not necessarily unreasonable. Everyone hoped in their hearts to be employed by the new government, so they naturally didn't want to nitpick.

Someone beside him poured a cup of wine for the thin official before asking, "Brother, I wonder how 'new school figures' should be defined?"

The wine at the banquet was shochu produced by the Northeast Grand Distillery. Aside from being a bit strong, both the taste and the kick were excellent. The thin official, who was fond of wine, raised his cup and drained it in one gulp. After putting down the cup and savoring it for a moment, he said, "From the end of the Qing Dynasty to the present, there have always been people calling themselves new school figures. Everyone has seen so many people claiming to be new school. What do you gentlemen think a new school figure should look like?"

This question stumped the people at the table. Someone said unconfidently, "If you ask me what a new school figure should look like, I can't explain it clearly either. But a new school figure should at least have studied abroad and drunk foreign ink."

Hearing this explanation, the others felt it made sense and nodded in agreement. Before the thin official could speak, someone at the next table said, "Drinking foreign ink doesn't necessarily make one a new school figure. Look at the current Premier, Wu Youping. He's only in his early thirties, yet he has become the Premier. In the former Qing Dynasty, this Wu Youping would be a Grand Councilor, a Prime Minister, ranking first among civil officials. He was a student of the Beiyang Railway Official School. He never studied abroad."

Hearing this, the thin official looked appreciative and stood up to invite him. "Brother, could you come over to this table?"

The person who spoke stood up. Dressed thickly for winter, this person stood up looking round as a ball. He poured wine into his own cup, then carried it over. Someone pulled out a seat for him, and when he sat down by the table, the clothes on his chest trembled a few times along with the fat on his belly.

Someone recognized him as a minor official in Beijing who was often mocked for his physique. The thin official didn't mind; he said, "What this brother described is exactly the appearance of today's new school figures. Looking at everyone under Chairman He, one must be a new school figure of Beiyang origin to become an official."

The crowd only cared about becoming officials; they didn't really care about new or old schools. Seeing that the thin official had a conclusion, they hurriedly asked how to look at it. The fat official over there chuckled, a look of disapproval on his round face. The thin official then said, "Please, brother, tell us your thoughts."

Everyone's gaze shifted to the fat official, but he held his wine cup without making a sound. It wasn't until someone spoke up to ask for advice that the fat official replied, "The newspapers have published the current cabinet list. First, let's talk about the 'Five Tiger Generals' under Chairman He; they are all from the Baoding Military Academy. This Baoding Military Academy was established by Grand President Yuan. Those who entered this school are our Beiyang people."

As soon as this statement came out, some people couldn't help but frown. The fat official continued, "The people in the cabinet are either government-sponsored students sent abroad by Beiyang or graduates of various Beiyang schools. I've said this much; do you all still not understand?"

The crowd seemed to have caught onto something, but it still felt like looking at flowers in the fog. They could only say, "Brother has high insight," while still not understanding in their hearts.

The thin official first toasted the fat official with a cup. "Brother is a clear-minded person."

After drinking, seeing others looking at him again, he explained, "In the past, when speaking of Beiyang, it was either the Huai Army lineage of Li Zhongtang or those from the Beiyang Army background who served as soldiers under Grand President Yuan and were promoted by him and his subordinates. If others claimed to be Beiyang, they would only be laughed at."

This was clear, and everyone understood. Beiyang's power over the court did not mean the whole court was Beiyang people. To be considered 'Beiyang,' one had to have relatives or teachers from the Beiyang lineage. Just like the Beiyang Six Towns, two towns had Manchu commanders, and those two Manchu nobles were not really regarded as Beiyang.

The thin official continued with his view. "Under Chairman He, they are either government-sponsored students paid for by Beiyang, graduates from military academies opened by the Beiyang Army, or graduates from schools with the word 'Beiyang' in their names. As long as they have such origins, they are Beiyang people, and Chairman He will make great use of them."

Everyone recalled the resumes of the ministers published in the newspapers and felt that things were indeed so.

The fat official followed up at this point, "So, Chairman He's government is what the imperial court should look like. In the Qing Dynasty, Grand Councilors and ministers of various ministries were all *Jinshi* [successful candidates in the highest imperial exams]. Now that the imperial examination is gone, the Beiyang government-sponsored students and the various schools built by Beiyang are the new imperial examinations. Everyone should remember that back in the Qing Dynasty, officials in the capital came from all over, with all kinds of accents. When Grand President Yuan came to power, the only ones left in the court were his few people; there weren't many with southern accents left in the capital. But look at Chairman He's ministers; thirty to forty percent are Southerners. Look at their origins: either the Beiyang Railway Official School or the National Peiyang University. Brothers, I've said this much; do you still not understand?"

By 1923, it had only been twelve years since the fall of the Manchu Qing. Those who came to congratulate Zhang Xiluan on his birthday had mostly been officials. Although their backgrounds varied, they weren't ignorant of the Manchu Qing system. Hearing this, how could they not understand? Many people already showed joy, and someone said hatefully, "It's been so chaotic these years that the family rules have been thrown to who knows where. When I get home, I'll dig out the family rules. If those brats at home don't study hard, they'll definitely get a beating!"

The fat official chuckled, "Little dolls not studying hard indeed deserve a beating! Minister Zhao Tianlin is from our Tianjin Wei. In Tianjin Wei, who doesn't know of Minister Zhao! Minister Zhao graduated from the National Peiyang University, then studied abroad and got a PhD in the United States. This is equivalent to being the *Zhuangyuan* [top scorer in the imperial exam]. Minister of Water Resources Lu Daoming studied in the United States; that is a *Jinshi*. The current Premier Wu Youping and Minister of Industry Zhuang Jiaxiong are both *Tongjinshi* [Associate Jinshi]. Don't look down on *Tongjinshi*; in the Qing Dynasty, many *Tongjinshi* became Grand Councilors. Wasn't Lord Zeng Guofan a *Tongjinshi*?"

At these words, everyone laughed loudly. This was a true story. Zeng Guofan suppressed the Taiping Heavenly Kingdom and held high power in the court. However, he was a *Tongjinshi* and held a grudge about it all his life. There was an anecdote that when Zeng Guofan was reciting poetry with others, someone said 'Ru Furen' [like a wife/concubine], and someone else matched it with 'Tong Jinshi' [like a Jinshi]. Zeng Guofan, who was nearby, heard it and thought the other person was mocking him, and was furious at the time.

This table of people talked eloquently and laughed loudly. People at nearby tables had long pricked up their ears to listen. At this moment, several people came over with wine cups, sighing, "Alas! Listening to your words is better than reading books for ten years! If Chairman He's government is truly as you say, then it is a really good thing!"

"Yes! The former Qing suddenly abolished the imperial examination, throwing the official and military systems into chaos. After Beiyang came to power, the so-called recruitment of famous scholars was just for show. In reality, they used their own private people! If the new government can really restore the exams for officials, even if we aren't employed, at least our children will have something to hope for!"

Although people at the nearby tables didn't get up to come over, the topic of conversation shifted from how to find an official position for themselves to the official selection mode of He Rui's new government. At this time, He Rui's new government had been established for less than fifty days. Everyone didn't dare to be completely sure, but they still looked forward to the new government being able to restore the traditional imperial examination system.

Of course, in this era, the term 'Imperial Examination' would naturally not be used anymore, so changing it to 'Examination' was also fine.

The people present discussed spiritedly. At the banquet, a short man didn't drink much; he just listened, his brows slightly furrowed. At this moment, the thin official stood up to take his leave. The people at the same table wanted to keep him for a while longer, but the thin official said, "Gentlemen, I never expected to be received by Duke Zhang. The alcohol is going to my head now, so I will take my leave."

After speaking, he exchanged names with the others and left in a leisurely manner. Not long after, people in this restaurant left one after another, leaving only a few who still had some expectation of seeing Zhang Xiluan remaining in their seats.

The short man also stood up and left. He hadn't spoken much with the crowd, and the others didn't pay him any mind. The man walked along the street for a few blocks, stopped to look left and right, and seeing no one noticing him, entered a small alley and returned to his residence.

Sitting at the desk, the man picked up a pen and started writing, using Japanese. His brows were slightly furrowed; he would write for a while, then stop to ponder for a while. He wrote for the entire afternoon, only finishing when it got dark. The man lay down on the bed exhaustedly, looking at a patch of mottled light and shadow illuminated by the dim street lamp outside the window, and couldn't help but let out a long sigh.

This person was a Japanese intelligence agent who had lived incognito in China for over ten years, doing his best to collect various intelligence. Today, he hadn't treated Zhang Xiluan's birthday banquet as a particularly big event, but just went to listen for intelligence out of habit.

The land redemption-style land reform He Rui conducted was proceeding very smoothly in Beijing, Tianjin, and Zhili. This Japanese intelligence agent knew very well that in at most one year, when the 1924 harvest was completed, the common people would completely trust the new government. Society would likely stabilize. This was already immense pressure for Japan, which was struggling to recover from the Great Kanto Earthquake.

Unexpectedly, even this group of old Beiyang officials abandoned by He Rui's new government saw hope in He Rui's government! This was hope for the future brought about by the reconstruction of order.

Of course, this group of old upper-class people was not loyal to He Rui; what they sought was merely the future of their own children. Through a formal official selection system similar to the imperial examination, these people's families had hope. If Beiyang warlords were in power, official appointments and dismissals would depend entirely on the decisions of the warlord and the small group around him, and capable people would not get opportunities.

From a national perspective, selecting outstanding talents through a formal system would only make the country stronger and stronger. Japan's previous unwritten national policy foundation was that China would decline day by day amidst division, allowing Japan to maintain its advantage at an extremely low cost and obtain various benefits from China. Now that China was becoming stronger, Japan would only become relatively weaker. As one waned, the other waxed; Japan's future was very pessimistic.

With such a mood, this Japanese intelligence agent couldn't fall asleep for a long time. It wasn't until late at night that he unknowingly fell asleep. Even so, his sleep was very fitful. In various nightmares, the Japanese intelligence agent's body twitched from time to time.
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On the streets of Tokyo on January 4th, teams of workers were clearing the rubble. Tokyo, with a population of 5.6 million, was beginning to recover after experiencing the Great Kanto Earthquake. While destroyed parts of the city were being cleared patch by patch, reconstruction also began.

Lieutenant General Nagata Tetsuzan, Director of the National Mobilization Bureau, passed through the streets in his car. Nagata did not look out the window but sat with his eyes closed in deep thought. He was on his way to visit Finance Minister Takahashi Korekiyo.

Just on December 28th, the Takahashi Cabinet had dissolved again. A few years ago, Prime Minister Hara Takashi had been assassinated. That Takahashi Korekiyo, after completing the 'Armistice Agreement' with He Rui, actually stepped down alive and continued to serve as his Finance Minister, surprised many radicals.

Nagata was not surprised. This armistice was the intention of both the Ministry of Army and the Ministry of Navy. They just let Takahashi Korekiyo come out to clean up the mess and take the blame. Although the Ministry of Army and the Ministry of Navy made various hardline statements in the newspapers, they were merely hardline statements. Both sides kept a strict watch on internal radicals and absolutely would not allow them to actually cause trouble.

By this time, the radicals were actually behaving themselves. If they really wanted to display their Bushido spirit, they could simply launch a suicide attack against the Republic of China National Defense Force. Neither the Army nor the Navy proposed such a plan. Especially after the British fleet was sunk by Chinese suicide attack aircraft, the Navy also became thoroughly well-behaved.

The car arrived at the Ministry of Finance office building. Nagata got out and headed straight for Takahashi's office. Facing one of the few war heroes in Japan at the moment, all Ministry of Finance officials who recognized Nagata along the way respectfully made way.

Takahashi Korekiyo looked the same as before, only his eyelids were more swollen. Seeing Nagata arrive on time, Takahashi frankly stated the Ministry of Finance's requirements, "Given the current situation in Japan, we can only issue reconstruction notes directly. Nagata-kun, the Ministry of Finance cannot agree to the Mobilization Bureau's budget proposal."

In this war with China, the general mobilization order was issued by the Prime Minister and handed over to other ministers for execution. After the establishment of 'National General Mobilization,' the power to formulate general mobilization plans was transferred to the General Mobilization Bureau. Nagata becoming the director meant he could formulate general mobilization plans according to his own vision. In peacetime, the General Mobilization Bureau also had the power to intervene in daily economic operations. The former 'future leader of the Army' had become the core of the Army today.

Nagata was not displeased by the refusal. He took this opportunity to discuss Japan's current finances with Takahashi. Takahashi Korekiyo described the current situation to Nagata: Kanto was Japan's industrial heartland, and the stock market and banks providing financial services to the industrial area had also suffered heavy blows.

The blow was not simply the financial and human losses from destroyed offices and personnel deaths; a large number of transaction notes were destroyed, leading to unclear accounts. Re-auditing encountered various difficulties caused by the deaths of personnel.

Even if the accounts were clear and personnel survived, the Great Earthquake caused factory shutdowns and logistics chaos, forcing the interruption of a large number of financial transactions that provided monetary support for commodity trade. Banks had difficulty recovering funds, so they couldn't provide currency to companies in urgent need of capital. Under the chain reaction, the Japanese economy fell into a new round of chaos.

Listening to Takahashi Korekiyo's introduction, Nagata sincerely asked for advice, "Your Excellency, if the government does not provide liquidity support, how many Japanese companies will go bankrupt?"

Takahashi Korekiyo answered without hesitation, "30%."

Nagata was shocked. According to statistics so far, the Great Kanto Earthquake caused Japan to lose 5% of its wealth. If another 30% of companies collapsed, the entire Japanese economy would completely collapse. Nagata continued to ask, "Your Excellency, can the 'disaster relief notes' launched by the government allow companies to get out of the current predicament?"

Takahashi Korekiyo's evaluation of Nagata was okay. Normal Army 'idiots' hearing these complex and tedious economic problems would probably darken their faces and express their views in a tone of concern for the country and people: 'If the whole country is united as one and obeys the unified scheduling of the state, we can certainly tide over the difficulties.'

If things were really as simple as those Army 'idiots' who had never even opened a small shop thought, Takahashi Korekiyo would certainly choose to do so. However, the actual operation of the economy affects the whole body with one move; it seems uncomplicated, but it is extremely non-simple.

Since Nagata Tetsuzan didn't shout unrealistic slogans but asked for solutions, Takahashi Korekiyo was willing to offer some explanation. These 'disaster relief notes' were not simply compensation for Japanese industry and commerce, but the state providing 'liquidity' to these business owners at a time when the chaotic financial sector could no longer provide monetary services.

The disaster relief funds provided by the government to victims were only used to maintain basic survival. Although many people received relief funds, because the amount each person received was not large, the total amount did not feel as large as it was.

A single transaction for an enterprise could amount to tens or hundreds of thousands. The state absolutely could not provide so much cash to enterprises for emergency relief. As soon as cash was given, it would immediately be embezzled.

'Disaster relief notes' were just a kind of voucher that could only circulate within the industrial and commercial production system. The purpose was to let industry and commerce continue to operate first amidst the financial chaos. As long as industrial production recovered, workers could receive wages, and the government would not need to continue providing relief to workers on the verge of starvation. Economic and livelihood issues would be solved simultaneously.

To cope with the chaos caused by the Great Kanto Earthquake, the 'disaster relief notes' issued by the Japanese government were disaster area checks directly compensated by the government or rediscounted by the Bank of Japan for relief purposes. The Bank of Japan's loans for this amounted to 430 million yen.

Takahashi Korekiyo knew very well that this money temporarily allowed economic production to run again, but with the overall situation so bad, this money would inevitably lead to bigger problems in the future.

After explaining the current situation to Nagata Tetsuzan, Finance Minister Takahashi decided to see how reliable or unreliable Nagata really was. He said, "Nagata-kun, if we want to ease the current situation, one way is to restore Sino-Japanese trade as soon as possible."

Nagata's expression didn't change much; he just asked, "I wonder how great the impact of the interruption of Sino-Japanese trade is on Japan's finances?"

Takahashi Korekiyo gave a straightforward answer, "In 1919, Japan's investment in China was 1.439 billion yen, and the total trade volume with China reached 1.1424 billion yen. Afterwards, the investment and trade volume didn't change much. Now that a full-scale civil war has broken out in China, trade has almost been interrupted. As for the safety of investment in China, it is even harder to guarantee. If trade with China can be restored as soon as possible, the economic situation can improve a lot."

Nagata Tetsuzan naturally couldn't respond to this and could only remain silent. After finishing the talk with Takahashi Korekiyo, Nagata left the Ministry of Finance office building and unbuttoned his collar, wanting to catch his breath.

A total trade volume of 1.1 billion yen annually was very important for Japan. This was also one of the reasons why the Army always shouted 'Manchuria and Mongolia are the Empire's lifeline.' If China didn't trade with Japan, there were still Western countries to trade with. Even if China closed its doors and lived on its own, given China's territory and resources, it wouldn't be unable to survive. However, Japan might very well be unable to survive.

After the Sino-Japanese War, the Japanese Navy and Army no longer considered the option of conquering China by force in the short term. However, Nagata had failed to consider the issue of Sino-Japanese trade interruption caused by the Chinese civil war.

Previously, when the Northeast went to war with Japan, trade between the two sides was interrupted. Although it affected the Japanese economy, it wasn't that significant. Now that the whole of China was plunged into civil war, and He Rui's new government canceled concessions and took back customs, Sino-Japanese trade was directly interrupted.

Even without the Great Kanto Earthquake, the sudden loss of 1.1 billion yen in exports to China would have been a huge shock to Japan. After the Great Kanto Earthquake, this blow was even more fierce.

The more Nagata thought about it, the weaker he felt physically. Yet, he couldn't communicate this matter with others. As Lieutenant Colonel Nagata became Lieutenant General Nagata, a member of the core of power, he was already someone who had to solve problems for others. Even if he was at his wit's end, he had to pretend to be calm. Otherwise, Nagata would immediately lose popularity and eventually lose his status.

Suddenly, Nagata thought of Ishiwara. This guy was excluded from the decision-making core, but it was a blessing in disguise, as he didn't have to bear the huge pressure brought by decision-making. At this time, if there was anyone else who could discuss the current situation without being involved in interests, only Ishiwara remained.

Getting into the car, Nagata ordered the driver, "Go to the New Technology Training Bureau."

The office of the 'New Technology Training Bureau' had become what it should be: walls, teaching buildings, dormitories, playgrounds, training grounds. Although crude, everything that should be there was there. When Lieutenant General Nagata arrived, Lieutenant General Ishiwara Kanji was personally leading a group of young officers undergoing training to build some facilities. Under the command of chants, everyone hoisted a house beam onto a building with ropes. Everyone was bustling with activity, putting in full effort. It seemed they were completely unaffected by the critical economic situation.

Nagata waited until the beam was accurately in place before stepping forward to greet them. Seeing Lieutenant General Nagata Tetsuzan, a war hero whose reputation was faintly above Ishiwara Kanji's, approaching, the young officers hurriedly came forward to pay their respects. Nagata had things on his mind, so he just greeted the young officers with the serious expression a Lieutenant General should have, then said to Ishiwara, "Ishiwara-kun, let's talk."

Ishiwara took a towel handed by a young officer beside him to wipe his sweat, put on his military tunic and overcoat, and walked with Nagata along the track of the New Technology Training Bureau's playground.

In the cold wind, seeing Nagata's face was somewhat pale, Ishiwara couldn't help laughing, "Is Nagata-kun actually afraid? I wonder what big event it is?"

Nagata looked at Ishiwara, whose face was ruddy from labor, and said slowly, "When He-kun launched the unification war, he must have included the interruption of Sino-Japanese trade in his design, right?"

Ishiwara's expression became serious. "When He-kun thinks about national affairs, it's always politics first, then economics, and finally military. How could he not have considered such changes?"

"Ishiwara-kun said before that when He-kun's new government was established, Japan should immediately recognize the new government. I wonder if Ishiwara-kun thinks it is too late for the Japanese government to conduct diplomatic communication with He-kun now?"

Ishiwara Kanji answered immediately, "As time passes and circumstances change, He-kun has now stabilized the North and sunk the British fleet. These were expected for He-kun, but for He-kun's subordinates and the entire Chinese populace, they were earth-shattering. Recognizing He-kun's new government at this time... even if He-kun still wants to express goodwill to Japan and ease relations, with his prestige, he cannot go against public opinion. By the way, Nagata-kun has already seen the two latest major events in China, right?"

Nagata Tetsuzan nodded. Cao Kun's Zhili clique fought with the Republic of China National Defense Force and was beaten badly. Cao Kun had sent telegrams to He Rui one after another, expressing his hope for negotiations. The British side also jumped out to express their willingness to provide guarantees for peace talks.

The other event was that Commander-in-Chief of the Guangdong Army Chen Jiongming led the coalition forces to attack personnel from various countries fleeing from the Yangtze River Basin to Guangzhou. After fierce fighting, he captured them all. Chen Jiongming telegraphed the whole country, 'This battle is not to kill legal foreign citizens, but to arrest criminals from various concessions hiding among them, bring them to fair justice, and uphold the demands for justice of the Chinese people who have been harmed by these criminals.'

Upon learning this news, the British fleet in Hong Kong sent warships in an attempt to shell Guangzhou. As a result, seeing planes appearing in the sky, the fleet immediately turned around and left. They didn't even dare to stay in the Hong Kong military port and retreated directly to the safety of the sea.

Both events proved that He Rui's new government's unification war was rapidly entering a new stage. Once the coastal areas were all included in He Rui's sphere of influence, the Great Powers' idea of attacking China from the sea would no longer be possible. As for attacking China from land, even Britain and France were not so overconfident.

Just then, Ishiwara chuckled lightly, "One for one hundred. It seems Britain isn't willing either."

Nagata couldn't help but smile bitterly. The gold content of the yen was about the same as the Chinese silver yuan, with an exchange rate of roughly 1:1. The exchange rate between the yen and the pound was about 1:9. The sunken British battlecruiser 'Indefatigable' cost more than 1.7 million pounds, which was about 15.5 million yen. Adding two cruisers and four light cruisers, the total cost was about 20 million yen. The total number of sailors in the fleet was about 2,000. The total consumption of the fleet and personnel was over 30 million yen.

This was just a calculation based purely on money. As for the executed officers in the fleet, they were British naval personnel with extensive naval warfare experience. The loss of these human resources could not be measured by money alone.

China manufactured 24 suicide attack aircraft and trained air force pilots; the cost would not exceed 200,000 yen. 200,000 yen for 30 million yen; even the wealthy Britain couldn't sustain this. Not to mention Japan.

Ishiwara Kanji continued, "With the situation developing to this point, I'm actually a bit puzzled. Britain will definitely not let China's new government join world trade easily. They will inevitably impose a blockade on China, intercepting and capturing merchant ships heading to China. Even punishing merchants who trade with China. Even if the United States is not afraid of the British blockade, they wouldn't go so far as to break out into military and trade conflicts with Britain for China's sake. What He-kun is doing actually brings more loss than gain."

Nagata was somewhat puzzled. "More loss than gain might be an exaggeration. He-kun will definitely focus on internal affairs for the next few years. After a few years, Britain will still have to negotiate with China on trade."

Ishiwara shook his head. "No. He-kun is a person with far-reaching vision and knows deeply how trade promotes the economy. A blockade of several years will have a significant impact on China. It's not like He-kun didn't have gentler means to solve these problems."

Nagata wasn't here to discuss Chinese affairs with Ishiwara, let alone such profound issues. He simply stopped discussing this matter and turned the topic back to Sino-Japanese trade. "Does Ishiwara-kun think that Sino-Japanese trade will inevitably be affected by Britain?"

Ishiwara Kanji nodded. "If the country is willing to restore Sino-Japanese trade, we have to accept many of China's demands. Even if someone in the country works hard to push for it and prepares to sign a Sino-Japanese peace treaty, will Britain agree? Britain will certainly demand that Japan join in blockading China."

Nagata Tetsuzan knew Ishiwara Kanji's judgment was correct, and felt a burst of sorrow in his heart. Once Japan's continental policy went bankrupt, Japan was destined to be controlled by other countries. If Japan wanted to maintain a completely independent state, it wasn't impossible. Japan would just have to feed itself within its current territory. With Japan's small domestic market and domestic resources, Japan would be completely crushed by internal pressure without foreign countries attacking.

Even so, Nagata Tetsuzan tried to pull himself together. "In that case, when Britain demands Japan to join in blockading China, we must make demands of Britain."

Hearing this, Ishiwara felt disappointed in his heart. Even at this point, Japan's top power holders still couldn't see the situation clearly and insisted on continuing on the old path. Ishiwara believed that Nagata must understand that cooperation with China was the correct direction. But until they reached a dead end, Nagata didn't dare to question the old path. This was Nagata's sorrow, and also Japan's sorrow.



★


Spring of the North (20)

Volume 4 — Chapter 40

❧ ❧ ❧


Wuchang City, the city where the first shot of the Xinhai Revolution was fired. It was also one of the most important gathering places for foreign concessions in China's Yangtze River Basin. At this moment, there were few pedestrians on the roads in Wuchang City, but unexpectedly, there was no chaotic appearance of turmoil and war.

Wu Peifu rode his horse through the streets of Wuchang, in no mood to look around. The Zhili clique had received quite a bit of weapons aid from Britain and thought they could fight the National Defense Force. But in the first battle at Nanjing, they were beaten badly by the National Defense Force. After that, they retreated all the way. Fortunately, the National Defense Force did not pursue with full force, but just followed Wu Peifu unhurriedly. Whether Wu Peifu set up ambushes or suddenly turned back to attack, it was all useless. By the time they withdrew to Wuchang, the Zhili clique, which once had hundreds of thousands of troops, had few left.

At the gate of Wuchang City, the cold river wind blew against his face. Wu Peifu sighed in his heart: Is this Wuchang the burial place of the Zhili clique?

Stopping at the location agreed upon with the National Defense Force outside the city, Wu Peifu sat on his horse and saw a person with a big long beard coming from the opposite side. A person with such striking features, needless to say, was certainly his acquaintance Zhao Ti. Although Zhao Ti belonged to the Anhui clique, he privately supported the Zhili clique. When Duan Qirui was in power, Wu Peifu had met secretly with Zhao Ti many times. Zhao Ti had stated that as long as war broke out between Zhili and Anhui, he would lead his troops to join the Zhili clique and counterattack Duan Qirui.

However, He Rui's power outside the Pass grew larger and larger, and his attitude remained ambiguous, making the Zhili clique afraid to act. Later, Duan Qirui stepped down, and He Rui claimed to be the central government, incorporating various forces of the Anhui clique. This Zhao Ti probably saw he couldn't win and accepted the reorganization. But he didn't expect Zhao Ti to come as a representative of the new government. Needless to think, he naturally came to be a lobbyist.

Zhao Ti looked Wu Peifu up and down and sighed, "Brother Ziyu, long time no see. You have lost a lot of weight."

Wu Peifu had a very eye-catching chin, angular and protruding forward. The angle formed by his forehead and cheekbones combined with his chin to form a trapezoidal slope. In addition, his eyes were already somewhat protruding. At this moment, glaring with wide eyes, he looked very simple and upright.

But Zhao Ti knew that Wu Peifu himself was shrewd and capable, and very flexible in handling affairs. He heard Wu Peifu laugh, "Brother Zhao, He Rui confiscated the land of the Zhili brothers' families, yet he still wants the brothers to surrender. Saying he is bullying people too much isn't excessive, right!"

Zhao Ti smiled bitterly, his beard trembling along with it. "Brother, what time is it now? If the Zhili brothers really care about their families, now that the land has been redeemed, shouldn't they rush back immediately to prop up the family facade? If they die here, how much will their families cry?"

Wu Peifu was fifty years old this year, reaching the age of 'not dying prematurely.' Hearing about death, he wasn't very afraid. However, the faces of those Zhili officers around him changed when they heard Zhao Ti say this. Few people felt that Cao Kun was worth their undying loyalty; these Zhili brothers had fought until now entirely because of Wu Peifu. Previously suffering defeat after defeat, the military morale had actually already scattered. Hearing Zhao Ti mention now that the land at home had already been 'redeemed,' they were even more alarmed.

Wu Peifu held a breath in his chest but couldn't say anything. He saw Zhao Ti wave his hand, and two attendants behind him unfurled two scrolls in their hands and held them high.

These were two portraits. In the portrait on the left, Lord Guan [Guan Yu] wore a green robe, rode the Red Hare horse, stroked his long beard with his left hand, and held the Green Dragon Crescent Blade in his right hand. In the portrait on the right, Yue Fei wore a red robe, rode a white horse, and held the Liquan Divine Spear.

Wu Peifu had always regarded loyalty and righteousness as important and highly admired ancient Chinese heroes. Seeing the two portraits, he jumped off his horse. He dared not face these two great heroes in Chinese history from a high position.

Zhao Ti sighed in his heart. When it came to loyalty and righteousness, no one in the Anhui clique could compare with Wu Peifu. This was also the reason why he was willing to accept this task. It would be truly a pity for such a person to die for nothing.

Composing himself, Zhao Ti said, "Brother Ziyu, after Grand President Yuan passed away, Beiyang split into three branches: Anhui, Zhili, and Fengtian. With the Zhili clique fallen to this state, not a single person in the Anhui clique pleaded for Brother Cao. Yet General He called me over and asked me to bring a few words to you."

Hearing this, Wu Peifu felt a little better in his heart. Many of He Rui's subordinates were from Zhili, Beijing, and Tianjin, yet they never associated with people from Beiyang and were regarded by the Zhili clique as extremely arrogant. Sending someone personally at this time meant he at least had Wu Peifu in his eyes.

Since He Rui gave face, Wu Peifu asked, "I wonder what words Brother He asked Brother Zhao to bring?"

Zhao Ti asked, "China has declined to this point. Brother He fought Japan, killed the garrison troops, and hanged foreign criminals in the concessions. He wants to completely unify China. Is this right or wrong?"

Wu Peifu was unhappy in his heart, but he had always hated the Japanese. He Rui killing Japanese troops in large numbers was something Wu Peifu actually admired. After thinking about it, he simply replied, "What is there to discuss about right or wrong? If I, Wu, had such strength, I would naturally do the same!"

Zhao Ti continued to ask, "So many people starve to death in the world every day. Should the common people just starve to death like this? Should the land be divided equally so that everyone can survive?"

Hearing this, many of the Zhili officers behind Wu Peifu became angry. "For others to survive, must my family starve to death?"

Zhao Ti smiled slightly. "Brothers, hearing your words, were you deceived by someone? I came from the North. The land is not just given to those without land, but divided equally among everyone. There are only three types of people who don't get land: one is officials and troops who eat the imperial grain [government salary]; one is people in the city; and the other is those who work in the city and only return to their hometowns during New Year and festivals. This land reform also has a saying: land to the tiller."

Wu Peifu had taken the imperial examinations and passed as a *Xiucai*. He had read the new government's policies carefully. As long as the new government didn't deceive people, Wu Peifu couldn't say this policy was evil governance.

At this time, the officers around him also stopped making noise. Wu Peifu simply replied, "This policy cannot be said to be bad. But this cannot make me surrender."

Zhao Ti knew that Wu Peifu liked to put on airs, and that he could say this meant he already understood that He Rui really didn't want his life. Zhao Ti continued to ask loudly, "Our Beiyang has been torn apart since the death of Grand President Yuan. Now the Anhui brothers have returned to the central government. Is the Zhili clique preparing to treat itself as southern rebels? Brother Ziyu, so many brothers have followed you through birth and death. If you continue to fight now, they are bound to die. Do you think you can face them?"

Hearing this, some of the surrounding Zhili officers cursed, "Do you think I'm afraid of death?"

But more people remained silent. From Nanjing to Wuchang, this area was still Zhili territory. If they fought any longer, they would lose all their territory. At that time, everyone would have nowhere to go.

Zhao Ti ignored the few officers who were stubborn and continued to say to Wu Peifu, "Brother Ziyu, everyone should be dignified in conduct. However, those rituals were for the Emperor to recruit surrenderers and accept defectors, to set an example for other factions. Now it is the Republic. Chairman He has never thought of being an Emperor, and the Republic doesn't talk about those things. You fighting with the National Defense Force is a civil war. Surrender now, and this matter ends here. Everyone does what they should do afterwards, clear and plain. Also, your collusion with the British ends here as well. What does Brother Wu think?"

Although Wu Peifu never compromised with the Japanese, he was actually quite flexible with Beiyang. At this point in Zhao Ti's words, Wu Peifu knew his chance was only this one time. And Zhao Ti said He Rui didn't want to be an Emperor, so he didn't do those practices of recruiting surrenderers, which unexpectedly made Wu Peifu like it very much.

Since things had come to this, Wu Peifu said, "I alone cannot make the decision on this matter. I still have to ask Duke Cao to decide."

Zhao Ti knew very well that Cao Kun had long wanted to surrender, but was just afraid of being liquidated. He said readily, "Then I will trouble Brother Ziyu."

On January 18, 1924, Cao Kun led the remnants of the Zhili clique to surrender to the Republic of China National Defense Force in Wuchang. Since then, the formerly divided Beiyang ceased to exist. At least in the eyes of other forces in the Republic, Beiyang was unified. And Guangdong Army Commander Chen Jiongming, by arresting the foreigners from the Yangtze River Basin who fled to Guangdong, immediately announced his obedience to the leadership of the Republic of China government.

The wealthiest regions in all of China, except for the Chengdu Plain in Sichuan, all came under He Rui's new government.

Since then, although resistance still existed, it became weaker and weaker. By April 19, during the National Defense Force's advance from Hunan to Yunnan and Guizhou, the governments of both Yunnan and Guizhou telegraphed to express their acceptance of the central government's leadership. On May 27, the troops arrived in Lhasa, and the Tibetan government swore allegiance to the central government.

Since then, China, which had been divided for decades, was finally unified in name.

As a modern country, the standard of unification was naturally the convening of the National Assembly. Representatives from various places took different means of transportation and set off for the capital.

The National Defense Force and southbound cadres set off for various parts of the motherland. Eastern Army Group Commander Zhong Yifu received an order; his new position had been assigned: Committee Member of the Southwest Bureau of the Civilization Party.

The task of the Southwest Bureau was to complete a transportation route into Burma as soon as possible. The purpose of this route was to support mountain infantry operations of at least one corps (40,000 men) in Burma and the northeastern region of British India.

For this reason, Zhong Yifu rushed back to the capital from Hunan to personally understand the vision and goals of this work.

Arriving in Henan territory, he saw many engineering and technical personnel working along the railway line. Zhong Yifu thought they were repairing the line and was truly happy in his heart. In this war to unify China, a plan of '80% politics, 20% war' was set from the time of strategic design. However, when the fighting really started, the government troops in various places were vulnerable, and it was feared that even '10% military' was not enough.

What truly affected the advance was the terrible traffic, and the logistical supply made even more difficult by this terrible traffic. If a double-track railway was built, the route from the northern industrial base to the Yangtze River in the south would be much easier. This would be of great benefit to completing the Southwest transportation line.

Back in the capital, the Central Committee of the Civilization Party held a meeting. Zhong Yifu also met Hu Xiushan, who had been left in the Northeast to be responsible for defending against possible attacks. The armies of various Great Powers generally had 'three chiefs,' and the Republic of China National Defense Force had a similar organizational structure. Since the National Defense Force was an armed force led by the Civilization Party, it was inevitable that the Party Chairman would concurrently serve as the Chairman of the Military Commission. Therefore, the three chiefs of the Republic of China National Defense Force were the Vice Chairman of the Military Commission (Minister of Defense) in charge of military orders, the Chief of General Staff, and the Minister of General Logistics. Hu Xiushan served as the Minister of General Logistics. The original Commander of the West Route Army, Zheng Silang, was a committee member of the Northwest Bureau.

He Rui spoke with a relaxed expression, "The British side has already stated that they will never recognize the new government of China. Until the negotiations on British interests such as concessions are completed, they will not conduct any other negotiations with us. This is also very good. Burma has been our neighbor since ancient times. The Burmese government informed us that there is a group of armed bandits in Burma, whose nickname is Britain. The Burmese government invited us to enter the country to suppress bandits. For the sake of thousands of years of friendly relations, we agreed to the invitation of the Burmese government and will send armed forces into Burma."

Since Zhong Yifu ordered the sinking of the British fleet shelling Shanghai, the foreigners he saw were as obedient as grandsons one by one. He Rui's joke couldn't make him laugh anymore. Zhong Yifu asked a question, "Chairman, with our current strength, it is not enough to truly shake British rule in India. What is the reason for doing this?"

He Rui nodded. "You are right. India is the fundamental pillar of Britain. If India is lost, Britain is just an ordinary power in Europe. Precisely because of this, Britain can never give up India. Our strike against the British presence in India is aimed at increasing the cost of British rule in India. We in China have experienced long-term war and chaos, and we know very well what negative impact such chaos can have on a country's economy."

Zhong Yifu recalled the information on India he read on his way back and raised a question, "Chairman, I have a very intuitive idea. Britain has colonized India for so long; the wealth that can be scraped has almost been scraped clean. Our strike against British forces will only cause Britain to send more troops to fight us. This consumption is not particularly large."

"If it were floating wealth like precious metals, Britain would have scraped it countless times over so many years. But the interest of an industrial country lies in the market. As Britain's largest colonial market, the products produced by India's labor force are extremely huge. For example, after the American Civil War, cotton from the American South was no longer shipped to Britain but supplied to textile mills in the American North. Britain began to grow long-staple cotton in India, solving the raw material needs of British factories. This is just a not-so-important one among the important functions of India for Britain. The major function of India lies in that the products produced by the Indian people must be priced in British currency."

Speaking of this, He Rui stood up and started drawing a diagram on the blackboard while narrating, "Once Britain's money printing press starts, what is the use of the printed paper? It's too hard even for wiping one's bottom. But after British banknotes correspond to the commodities produced locally in India, this paper has value. Holding the paper can be exchanged for commodities. Exchanging paper for wealth is very easy."

At this time, He Rui had finished drawing the diagram. He turned around to face the comrades, "We enter India to fight, as Comrade Zhong Yifu said, Britain mobilizing troops to fight us doesn't cost much money; Britain can definitely afford it. However, our goal is not simply to annihilate the British army and occupy Indian land. Instead, by striking the British army, we mobilize the colonial people to gain independence. In this way, the quantity of commodities and labor that British banknotes can exchange for begins to decrease."

Speaking of this, He Rui picked up the blackboard eraser and wiped off a piece of the long bar representing the commodities Britain could obtain. Originally, the long bar representing the pound was the same length as the commodities; now the pound stuck out a section.

"Britain is indeed very rich, but if British money has no corresponding commodities, it is just a piece of paper. Meaningless. To maintain so much currency means the purchasing power of the currency shrinks, which leads to inflation. In the late period of Yuan Shikai and the early period of Duan Qirui, in order to purchase more equipment, they issued more currency. The direct result was inflation. Everyone should still have an impression."

Zhong Yifu understood a lot now. But before he could ask questions, He Rui continued to explain, "If Britain wants to continue maintaining its previous rule, there are two ways: suppress the Indian people, or bribe the Indian upper class. But no matter which method, Britain has to spend more. British money doesn't seem to decrease, but the quantity of commodities that British money can buy is constantly decreasing. As one wanes, the other waxes; the cost of British rule will rise rapidly."

Speaking of this, He Rui tapped the blackboard with chalk. "Comrades, wars with smoke indeed cost a lot of money, but wars without smoke often cost even more money."

Zhong Yifu had a general idea by now. "Chairman, if you say so, fighting into India is a huge project. The preparatory work to be sorted out is not just about war."

"Correct!" After He Rui finished speaking, he couldn't help but exhale a breath of pent-up air from his chest.

More than ten years ago, when He Rui first arrived in Japan to study, he had already started strategic thinking for this stage. Now, China's unification was entering the middle and late stages. Once China was completely unified, the prerequisites for executing this strategy would be met.

"Comrades, according to the information we have collected, have the oppressed people in the vast colonies ever resisted colonial rule? Not only have they resisted, but they are resisting. So, why have their resistance had no results? Who is willing to offer an opinion?"

Zhong Yifu answered immediately, "It should be that their resistance strength is too weak."

"Correct! The resistance strength of the colonial people in the past was too weak, but with our help, the resistance strength of the colonial people will be enhanced, and greatly enhanced. However, this does not mean that the colonized people can understand this point. What we want to send is not just guns and ammunition, but also tools to liberate their minds. Let them realize where the source of their miserable and painful lives comes from. Only by correctly recognizing the root of the problem and letting the people realize that true liberation can be achieved by solving the real enemy can the people's will to resist and fight be stimulated. This is indeed a big subject. Although we still have time now, this time is not long, and we still have a lot of work to do."

Speaking of this, He Rui wrote a sentence on the blackboard: 'Make many friends, make few enemies.'

Turning back, He Rui said seriously, "Comrades, what the colonial people need is liberation, not changing to a so-called slightly more benevolent oppressor. So, we are going to make friends, not to replace the colonizers. Only comrades who clearly understand this can participate in this operation!"
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On June 18, 1924, the Political Consultative Conference was convened in the capital. The poor implementation of the Republic's system had long been confirmed by countless facts. The new government unified the country by force, and the system suggestions proposed were all passed.

After the important practical content was passed, some content more focused on form was brought up. Seeing the proposal regarding where the capital should be located, a Hunan PCC representative immediately stood up and said with a heavy Hunan accent, "The Ming and Qing dynasties established their capital in Yanjing [Beijing] because it was close to their base of operations, facilitating a retreat. Now that railways and steamships have broken geographical restrictions, the capital is too far north. From Yunnan to the capital, one has to traverse almost the entire country. The capital should be located in the center of the realm. I believe that Kaifeng and Nanjing are both top choices."

The southern PCC representatives all agreed and spoke up in support one after another. Among the northern representatives, except for those from the capital itself who wanted the capital to remain there, even Tianjin did not support the capital continuing its tenure.

At this PCC meeting, supporting and opposing opinions were clearly listed on a large blackboard. Soon, moving the capital became a consensus. The discussion turned directly to 'where to move the capital.'

He Rui was meeting with Soviet envoy Joffe at this time. Joffe first congratulated the new government on completing China's unification, then presented a handwritten letter from Comrade Lenin. "Chairman He, Comrade Lenin asked me to convey his gratitude to you. The medicine you sent has indeed greatly alleviated Comrade Lenin's pain."

He Rui smiled, "Please convey my thanks to Comrade Lenin for me, thanking him for using the medicine we provided."

The conversation between the two was relaxed at this moment, but the topic was actually very serious. Due to China's insufficient chemical technology, a number of German chemical experts were currently hired to join the penicillin extraction project, but industrial production had not yet been achieved. The penicillin produced in the laboratory was brownish-yellow, not high-purity pure white powder.

Previously, the cooperation between the Northeast Government and the Soviet Russian government on sulfonamide was very successful. After the establishment of the Soviet Union, when asked if there were other drugs available, the Northeast Government provided penicillin.

The Soviet government naturally wouldn't inject Comrade Lenin with the medicine as soon as they got it. They certainly conducted a large number of experimental treatments and would only do so after confirming the efficacy and safety. Even so, accepting treatment at some risk also proved from the side that Comrade Lenin was worried about internal issues within the CPSU after his death.

However, the result at this stage was naturally happy for everyone. Penicillin effectively killed various germs, and Comrade Lenin's fever subsided. After the highest level of nursing and recuperation in the Soviet Union at this time, he resumed work.

With such a case, the Soviet purchasing delegation placed large orders for drugs and vaccines a while ago. Even for the newly introduced drug artemisinin, hearing that it was for treating malaria, the Soviet purchasing delegation bought it first before asking questions.

The Sino-Soviet trade was not a one-sided surplus for China; the Soviet Union also increased exports of raw materials such as ores and timber. Both sides expressed satisfaction with the status quo of maintaining a trade balance while the total trade volume increased rapidly.

Of course, Comrade Joffe's purpose here was definitely not to discuss trade issues. "Chairman He, the CPSU Central Committee has agreed to the Chinese side's request for defining the border, and specific boundary survey work can already begin. After recovering, Comrade Lenin recalled the proposal for Sino-Soviet strategic trust previously put forward by Chairman He and would very much like to conduct bilateral discussions on this issue. Regarding the agreement of non-stationing troops already implemented at the border, our country would like to know if it can be fixed by treaty."

He Rui knew that the Soviet Union had indeed made concessions on this matter. China had China's nationalist sentiments, and the Soviet Union had the Soviet Union's nationalist sentiments. The CPSU agreeing to cough up tens of thousands of square kilometers of territory occupied during the border demarcation after 1870 and implementing joint management of border waterways entering the sea was already the limit of what the CPSU could do.

In the current situation, strategic trust was the top priority. He Rui didn't mention those issues and told Joffe directly, "I think the content of the Sino-Soviet Friendship Treaty does not need to be complicated. Two articles are enough. Article 1: China and the Soviet Union shall not use force against each other and shall resolve conflicts and contradictions between the two countries through negotiation. Article 2: Neither China nor the Soviet Union shall allow any third country to use its territory to launch military attacks or threats against the other party. For China and the Soviet Union, two countries with a long border line, the emergence of contradictions and differences is inevitable. Comrade Joffe, do you have children?"

Joffe was stunned, not knowing why He Rui suddenly brought up children, but this was not a question worth hiding. The Soviet Union was also collecting basic information on Chinese leaders through various channels, and the basic fact that He Rui was currently unmarried and childless was no secret to the CPSU. Joffe smiled and said, "I have children."

"Then Comrade Joffe must know that children often argue and fight over some issues, and finally swear oaths never to interact with each other again. As parents, we just listen and let it pass. In fact, countries are the same; differences and disputes are the norm. Why don't we care much about conflicts between children? Because neither of us thinks that because of such disputes, the children will run home, pick up a gun, go to the other's house, and start a massacre. After the children sulk at each other for a while, they will happily play together again."

Joffe felt this metaphor was a bit strange, especially as it downplayed the sharpness and importance of conflicts and differences, but the meaning inside was easy to understand. Once these two articles were truly implemented, it meant that the contradictions between the two sides had not escalated to hostility. Conversely, once the hostility between the two sides rose to a certain stage, these two treaty articles would definitely be broken.

These two articles did not involve a third party and did not pose a threat to other countries. Because of this, both China and the Soviet Union had their own freedom of action in other aspects.

Before this trip, a series of views put forward by the Soviet Diplomatic Committee were submitted to the CPSU Central Committee. The CPSU Central Committee members put forward many of their own views and even objections. Only these two articles were untouched by anyone; no one expressed opposition, nor did anyone express support. This could be considered the bottom line.

Joffe asked again, "Does Chairman He think the current mode on the border can be determined by treaty?"

"The mode implemented on the border is an execution-level issue. It is best to determine it by a security mechanism rather than a treaty. The world is constantly changing. The volume of civilian trade on the Sino-Soviet border is not large now, but it may not be so in the future. In the coming decades, smuggling, and even armed smuggling, may appear. A treaty cannot predict such things. Within a certain period, the deployment of armed forces will be carried out according to the situation at that time. What is needed then is effective cooperation between the two sides, not a rigid treaty."

Joffe nodded slightly but felt that this statement did not mention the key point.

He Rui continued, "Military equipment also changes with each passing day. With the development of military equipment, the deployment of Chinese troops will move backward. However, the Soviet troops can only be deployed along the Trans-Siberian Railway. For example, it is not a big problem for our troops to be 500 kilometers away from the border. Is it possible for the Soviet Red Army to withdraw 500 kilometers reciprocally and live in the primitive forests of ice and snow?"

Hearing He Rui's description, Joffe's mood completely relaxed. Because large tracts of land, including areas south of Lake Balkhash, were conceded in the demarcation, many CPSU committee members were very dissatisfied and took a rather tough stance on the issue of not stationing troops at the border.

Some of them proposed that the distance of Chinese troops from the border must be much farther than that of the Soviet Red Army, and absolutely would not accept reciprocal distance. This made Joffe feel that the negotiations would encounter problems in this regard. However, He Rui's statement fully demonstrated sincerity. If subsequent discussions could be this smooth, this meeting would be fruitful.

Just as Joffe expected the best result, He Rui was very pragmatic about Sino-Soviet strategic trust. The core was the 'two articles of Sino-Soviet friendship' he proposed: mutual non-restriction, mutual non-war, and peaceful resolution of contradictions and differences.

Before this trip, Joffe had communicated with Lenin, Stalin, and Trotsky. Although Comrade Lenin's face appeared pale due to just recovering his health, his voice was still powerful. "China's main strategic direction is in the south, and our main strategic direction is in the west. He Rui is a leader who understands the period of strategic opportunity very well. If we try to gain advantages through bargaining at this stage, it will only make us waste this period of strategic opportunity. Thoroughly solving the border issue with appropriate goodwill at this time can save our country a large amount of strategic resources."

Comrade Stalin felt that too much was given up, but in principle, he did not oppose Comrade Lenin's view. Comrade Trotsky was not concerned with territorial changes; he hoped Joffe could learn more about China's current economic policies during the meeting.

This founder of the Red Army, with long hair like a lion's mane, seriously put forward his view. "China completed land nationalization through redemption but distributed the land, forming the world's largest small-peasant country. This is difficult to explain using Marxism, and I am very interested in this."

After discussing views on the border issue, Joffe frankly conveyed Trotsky's question. He Rui didn't have much interest in Trotsky, nor had he seriously understood this person's deeds and thoughts. But this question still had to be answered. "We in China face a very realistic social problem, which is that there are too many unemployed people, and the economic foundation has been completely destroyed. Distributing land has indeed created the world's largest small-peasant country, and the small-peasant economy is undoubtedly backward. The reason why the Chinese government chose this policy lies in the fact that after analyzing and measuring China's current situation, social stability is prioritized above all else."

Trotsky was not considering the economic policy of China's new government with an attitude of looking at Oriental scenery. Joffe continued to ask, "Comrade Trotsky is very interested in the subsequent development of this policy. He would like to ask Chairman He for his design and views on subsequent development."

He Rui didn't hide anything and explained the general development ideas to Joffe. The two recorders from the Soviet side scribbled away, striving to submit the most complete and accurate record to the CPSU Central Committee after the meeting ended.

The comrades on the Chinese side felt somewhat uneasy. Speaking so frankly about the country's development direction to a foreign country always felt a bit wrong. Moreover, even though He Rui had extremely high prestige and leadership in the Civilization Party, not all comrades fully agreed with the development direction proposed by He Rui.

He Rui himself didn't care about spreading policies and concepts to the Soviet Union. As a transmigrator, if he didn't even have such confidence and vision, it would be a bit of a failure.

The talks went on for a long time, and it was already late when they ended. The work of entertaining Joffe was naturally the responsibility of the Ministry of Foreign Affairs personnel. He Rui continued his work, browsing the daily topic report of the PCC meeting.

Seeing the matter regarding moving the capital, He Rui couldn't help smiling. It could be seen that the southern PCC representatives had quite a grievance against the current capital, and the reasons for moving the capital were very sufficient. Geographically, the current capital was too far north, which was inconvenient for transportation from various places to the capital. In terms of national security, the current capital was too close to the Soviet Union and Japan. Although China didn't need to fear foreign invasion now, the memory of foreigners attacking China from the sea every time was very deep.

There were three cities as candidates for the new capital: Nanjing, Kaifeng, and Luoyang. These three cities were all ancient capitals, and their geographical locations were in the 'center of the realm' in various senses.

While He Rui was reading, the secretary brought in a set meal. Green pepper fried pork, rice, and seaweed egg drop soup. Before eating, He Rui picked up a pen and wrote on the report: *Luoyang is geographically narrow and lacks space for urban expansion. Nanjing has the same problem and also suffers from floods. Kaifeng is located in the suspended river section of the Yellow River, with obvious safety issues. Request the PCC to discuss the following suggestion: Move the capital to Zhengzhou, directly administered Henan.*

Putting down the pen, He Rui picked up his chopsticks and started eating. It must be said that the dinner, similar to a 21st-century rice bowl with toppings, gave He Rui a nostalgic sense of peace.

Ten days later, the CPSU Central Committee held a meeting. Comrade Joffe introduced this trip to China. The CPSU committee members did not attach special importance to this. In the past few years, from Soviet Russia to the Soviet Union, Sino-Soviet relations had been stable. Many CPSU committee members didn't think there would be any major trouble in relations with China.

The doubts raised by many committee members before Joffe's departure were largely bringing the most important contradiction within the CPSU at the moment—the contradiction over what development direction and economic line the Soviet Union should take—into the discussion of Sino-Soviet relations.

Initially, Joffe's report made many committee members feel very bored. It was normal for things to develop this way; it would be abnormal if they didn't.

When Joffe finished introducing these, some Central Committee members thought about adjourning quickly to go back to their own work. Of course, the committee member in charge of railway work wanted to linger a bit longer; managing railway transport work would only turn a renowned and highly praised comrade into an incompetent villain spurned by thousands. It wasn't that there was any change in the comrade himself; doing this job was destined for such an outcome.

At this time, Committee Member Trotsky knocked on the table, and other committee members immediately focused their attention. Among the CPSU leaders, Trotsky had great influence. Although his status had relatively declined over the years, the CPSU committee members would not underestimate Trotsky.

"Comrades, I entrusted Comrade Joffe to ask Chairman He Rui some questions. Chairman He Rui also gave very interesting answers. This part of the content is ready. The document will be distributed to everyone now, and I will narrate this part of the dialogue."

After Trotsky finished speaking, the secretary distributed the printed interview dialogue to every CPSU committee member. Trotsky personally began to narrate.

He Rui believed that after China quickly restored social stability, it would guide productivity towards the industrial field. Construction related to national security and the overall direction of the industry, as well as related infrastructure such as transportation and transport, would be borne by national finance. In terms of urban infrastructure construction, private asset investment would be driven through continuous long-term construction.

Hearing this, many CPSU committee members were already somewhat shaken. Comrade Lenin's New Economic Policy was already the focus of debate within the CPSU, but if such a policy wasn't adopted, what economic policy should be adopted? The committee members had their own views but couldn't put forward a complete theoretical line of construction.

He Rui's policy was obviously different, with a rather holistic vision.

Soon, a bigger shock came. Regarding the question of whether China would experience fierce contradictions due to the market economy, He Rui gave his view.

'The biggest challenge facing social fairness in the future is that laborers can only obtain remuneration through labor, while the stratum that controls capital and means of production can obtain superimposed returns. This is a typical manifestation of the impossibility of achieving both efficiency and fairness...'

Trotsky narrated until his mouth was dry and picked up a glass of water to drink. The CPSU committee members took this time to browse quickly, but a considerable number of committee members felt that they read it but couldn't understand it. This surprised them.
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"China is adopting a capitalist mode of production." Someone labeled the Republic government first.

"This backward mode of production of the small peasant economy has no future." Others criticized the Republic government's policy in order to defend the agricultural policy in the New Economic Policy.

Although He Rui himself believed that the small peasant economy was backward and was a stopgap measure rather than a long-term national policy, in the face of political correctness, these could all be ignored. If He Rui were really on the scene at this moment, he would probably be questioned, 'Knowing that the small peasant economy is backward, why not adopt a brand-new collective agriculture?'

The CPSU committee members didn't really care about the Republic government's policies, but wanted to elaborate on their own positions. Except for those who remained silent, all evaluations were negative.

Lenin did not speak, but he was quite disappointed in his heart. Comrades who had previously questioned the New Economic Policy failed to make valuable speeches at this time. Comrade Lenin actually wanted to hear someone analyze 'market orientation' versus 'command economy.'

"The market plan adopted by China will likely be inefficient and useless in Russia," General Secretary Stalin spoke up.

Amidst the various gazes of the Central Committee members, General Secretary Stalin's eyes were bright and his tone calm. "According to this interview, China is trying to establish a market with rules set by the state, allowing Chinese capital to enter this market. While trying to maintain economic vitality, it ensures that the market does not cause harm to the state. This is impossible. At the same time, the efficiency of such development is very low. A large amount of capital is wasted on market competition and does not enter the areas urgently needed by the state."

Speaking of this, Committee Member Stalin continued, "However, I see that China is very confident in building its own socialist system by itself and will not yield to imperialist forces. I believe that at this stage, we have reason to maintain good relations with such a country."

As soon as these words came out, some committee members remembered that the main purpose of this meeting was to discuss the positioning of relations with China. It was just that tossed around by Committee Member Trotsky, it almost turned into a critique of the capitalist system.

Trotsky wanted to say something more, but he suddenly saw Comrade Lenin's brows furrowing in pain. Soon, Comrade Lenin was clutching his chest and bending over. The shocked Central Committee members hurriedly went to call a doctor, but just as the doctor entered the door, Comrade Lenin had already collapsed clutching his chest.

Those committee members who opposed Stalin had complex expressions, painful and disappointed. Comrade Lenin believed that Stalin was a weak liberal with an overly crude style and was not suitable to be General Secretary. However, he had not been able to prevent Stalin from being elected General Secretary of the CPSU in April 1922.

Starting from the year before last, Comrade Lenin's health had been very poor. Last year, he was once in critical condition. After being forced to take the risk of using new drugs from China, Comrade Lenin's condition stabilized. When Comrade Lenin returned to his post, many people thought that Comrade Lenin would find a way to revoke Comrade Stalin's position as First Secretary.

In the following period, Comrade Lenin talked with many CPSU committee members, hoping they would oppose Stalin, but the overall effect was very average. Because the New Economic Policy failed to effectively change the Soviet economic situation, General Secretary Stalin paid great attention to trade with China and eased relations with Europe and America. In early 1924, Britain and France recognized the Soviet government and established diplomatic relations.

Most importantly, Zinoviev, Stalin, and Trotsky all opposed the New Economic Policy.

The next day, those CPSU committee members who were expecting Comrade Lenin's health to recover received shocking news: Comrade Lenin had suffered a stroke and fallen into a coma.

Five days later, on June 26, Comrade Lenin passed away in this state.

It was June 29 when He Rui learned the news. At this time, the Political Consultative Conference officially ended, with local assembly elections scheduled to begin in October 1925 and parliamentary elections to be completed before November.

Hearing the news brought by the secretary, He Rui put down the document in his hand and sighed, "A hero of a generation has passed away. Has there been a change in the CPSU General Secretary?"

The secretary thought for a moment. "The one who announced this news was CPSU General Secretary Mr. Stalin."

He Rui gestured to the secretary to leave first. Leaning back in his chair, He Rui lit a cigarette. If Stalin continued to be the CPSU General Secretary, it meant that the divergence on the line within the CPSU Central Committee was not intense at this stage. The Soviet Father still had to struggle with the comrades in the party for a while.

If Comrade Stalin was on stage, with his economic thinking of prioritizing the development of heavy industry, at least there was no need to worry about problems with Sino-Soviet trade, and one could even expect rapid development of Sino-Soviet trade. Thinking again that even Comrade Lenin failed to bring Stalin down, He Rui couldn't help sighing in his heart about how much of a failure the Soviet New Economic Policy must have been for this to happen.

While he was sighing, Wu Youping arrived. He placed a survey plan in front of He Rui. "Chairman, we are ready. Take a look. If there are no problems, we can prepare the dice-rolling plan."

He Rui picked it up and browsed through it. this was a survey plan for rural development. After reading it, He Rui felt there was no problem and signed it. Wu Youping asked at this time, "Will this data lack representativeness?"

He Rui asked back, "Is there a better way than this? Or do you think the Supply and Marketing Cooperatives will falsify accounts?"

Wu Youping shook his head. "Which Supply and Marketing Cooperative's report to spot check is selected by rolling dice. I don't think every county will specially order all Supply and Marketing Cooperatives to falsify accounts for this. I'm just worried that the representativeness isn't enough."

Seeing Wu Youping's unease, He Rui wanted to correct Wu Youping's view on consumption for being too out of touch with reality, but he still explained the specific situation to Wu Youping first. "The representativeness is definitely enough. The current living state of farmers is that they don't have enough money to spend, so they have to go to the Supply and Marketing Cooperatives to buy things. The Supply and Marketing Cooperatives are the channel where they can buy the cheapest goods. This data must be real."

Wu Youping hesitated to speak. The central government periodically transferred sales records from unspecified Supply and Marketing Cooperatives from various counties and studied the rural economic situation by analyzing villagers' shopping records. This was the method proposed by He Rui. Logically, there was no problem with this. But Wu Youping felt that conducting a more detailed investigation was the way to obtain more detailed economic data.

But before He Rui's proposed plan was proven truly unfeasible by facts, Wu Youping would never oppose it. He did ask a question, "Chairman, is it true that we have liberated the whole of China?"

He Rui laughed, "Naturally it is true. After getting used to the Northeast, is your mood now overwhelmed by the vastness of China?"

"Hmm... I completely didn't expect this day to come so quickly. I am completely ignorant of what various parts of China look like." Wu Youping voiced the heaviest pressure in his heart.

"So, with this data in hand, you can go to various provinces to inspect the work. There are many people who, the moment they alight from their official carriage, start making noise, expressing opinions, criticizing this and condemning that. In fact, ten out of ten such people are bound to fail. Because such comments or criticisms are not based on thorough investigation and are nothing but ignorant nonsense. Centering around the purchasing power of the masses, at least you won't be shooting arrows without a target."

Hearing He Rui speak like this, Wu Youping understood that He Rui wanted him to go to various provinces to prepare. For a moment, the gratitude in his heart was indescribable.

Seeing He Rui yawn, Wu Youping stood up. "Chairman, I will take my leave first. Regarding this parliamentary election, I was a bit worried. But now I am somewhat relieved about this matter."

He Rui agreed deeply. "As long as they face tangible interests, the eyes of the masses are sharp. So we don't have to worry at all."

Wu Youping didn't say much more and stood up to leave He Rui's office. On the way back to his own office, Wu Youping's confidence increased greatly. If he could walk around the whole country, the unease in his heart would surely be greatly alleviated. At this time, Wu Youping already had a route in mind: first go to the future capital, then go south along the railway, arrive in Wuhan, transfer to water transport to enter Hunan, and enter Guizhou and Yunnan.

In the future, the Republic of China National Defense Force would advance towards Burma along this route. Taking a look at these provinces now would help him understand how to use the opportunity of this military operation to create some development opportunities for places like Yunnan and Guizhou.
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Inside the provincial government building in Jinan, Shandong, while the mayors and municipal party secretaries who came for the meeting were waiting, someone couldn't help but say, "Shandong is Chairman He's hometown. If the capital were moved to Jinan, it would also be a beautiful thing."

This was the disappointment of Shandong after the Political Consultative Conference ended. However, everyone knew very well that this was a matter only the central government had the authority to decide. Everyone just sighed and no one took it too seriously.

Soon, Provincial Party Secretary Chen Deli and Governor Han Haitao entered the conference room, and these conversations stopped immediately. Han Haitao didn't sit down either; he walked directly to the blackboard and began to arrange the data spot check work.

The basis for the spot check was simple. First, some districts were divided within each county according to terrain characteristics. These districts were not fixed administrative units but divided according to similar production characteristics. Every three months, supply and marketing cooperatives were randomly selected from these districts by rolling dice, and their sales records were brought back for analysis.

The municipal party secretaries and mayors couldn't figure out what incredible information such a supply and marketing cooperative record could provide. Before everyone could ask, Han Haitao, the former director of the Liaoning Price Bureau, took the initiative to raise the question, "Why did we adopt a command-style management method when we were in the Northeast? Provinces, cities, counties, townships, and villages all had task arrangements for various arrangements? Can everyone give a reason?"

The comrades thought about it and were not quite sure. Someone asked, "Is it because Chairman He was directly managing it at that time?"

Han Haitao shook his head slightly. "No. Because before Chairman He went to the Northeast, he was already prepared to fight a war with Japan. In order to improve war capabilities as quickly as possible, the war potential of the Northeast had to be tapped to the maximum extent."

Many comrades had long felt this way. Hearing it from Han Haitao's own mouth at this moment, a burst of sighs rang out in the conference room. Someone excitedly said, "Chairman He really has great foresight."

Before everyone could participate in the discussion, Han Haitao hurriedly stopped the comrades from discussing. "We can chat about this properly when we have time. Because we were worried about the plan leaking at that time, nothing could be said, which is why everyone felt it was unclear. We can talk about this later. What we need to talk about now is that we have liberated the whole country. The rural economic operation policy at this time is no longer run through command methods, but through market mechanisms. Or to put it this way: one is you have to obey whether it works or not; the other is that obedience is the best way, but it is not forced."

The cadres seemingly understood but basically didn't understand these words. Han Haitao didn't intend for everyone to comprehend it on their own, so he distributed a sales record to the comrades. Since there was a lot of content, two people shared one copy and read it together.

"This is the sales record of a village supply and marketing cooperative near Jinan for the past six months. Everyone take a look at what the masses of non-landlord origin mainly bought, and what the masses of landlord origin mainly bought."

Amidst the rustling of turning pages, those extremely ordinary commodities made everyone a little dizzy. Han Haitao had also experienced these dizzy times. Seeing everyone frowning, he distributed the statistical table, this time one copy per person. The data had been summarized, and the sales situation immediately became clear.

The masses of non-landlord origin purchased the most basic daily necessities such as salt, soy sauce, vinegar, cooking oil, needles and thread, which were all low-priced goods. The masses of landlord origin purchased a much richer variety, reaching the level of daily necessities like vanishing cream for skin care, which were bought by those relatively wealthy families. Seeing the gap in living standards, many comrades frowned.

Han Haitao asked a question, "If next year, the originally landless peasant families can also buy a few feet of cloth and make a set of new clothes, what does that mean?"

"Everyone has money?" someone asked unconfidently.

Han Haitao laughed, "What's there to be embarrassed about? That means they have money in their hands. Who can answer where this money comes from?"

The atmosphere became active at this time, and someone immediately answered, "Money from selling surplus grain."

Han Haitao immediately expressed agreement. "Exactly so, money exchanged for selling surplus grain. Everyone take a look at this statistic of sales by agency for the supply and marketing cooperative."

The secretary distributed another statistical table to everyone, which listed commodities purchased and sold on commission by the supply and marketing cooperative. Among them, there were relatively many handmade products such as cloth shoes and hemp ropes. The quantities were not large, and the consignment time varied.

After everyone finished reading, Han Haitao asked, "Have any comrades themselves or their families participated in the production of military supply orders during the European War?"

A small half of the comrades raised their hands to indicate they had participated. Instead, among the comrades who hadn't participated, someone suddenly saw the light and couldn't help but say, "Governor Han, in the past, the government sent orders to the villages. After comparison, subsequent orders were sent to villages that produced better. Are we going to do the same now?"

Someone saw the characteristics first, and these cadres suddenly realized and understood. Han Haitao let everyone sigh for a while to express their feelings, and then said, "Rural areas can't make money just by selling grain. With just one more child, not much grain can be sold. If we want everyone to earn money, we have to provide orders to the rural areas. During the European War back then, the orders came from foreign armies fighting wars. Later, when fighting the Japanese, the orders came from our troops. Now, foreigners won't fight with us. We must first distinguish three things clearly: in various places now, what is the consumer market, who is the supplier, and what is the supply channel. Among these three, regarding the position of the masses and the government within them, who is in the leading position and who is in the passive position."

The meeting lasted for two days. Everything that should be said was said. Afterwards, an exam was held. After the exam ended, there was an analysis of the test papers. Everyone's exam papers were a bit hard to describe in a few words.

After the test paper analysis was finished, a comrade raised a question, "Does mastering all sales content mean mastering the entire economic operation situation?"

This question reminded Han Haitao of the past. He had also asked He Rui such a question. With a complex feeling of carrying forward the past and opening up the future, Han Haitao explained, "Theoretically, this is the case, but it is not so in actual operation. Because the Supply and Marketing Cooperative cannot be the only sales channel in China, and a large number of private enterprises will appear in the sales field. At that time, we won't be able to ask those private owners to provide detailed sales records like the Supply and Marketing Cooperative. With the rapid development of China's economy, people will have more and more money, and the volume of commodity trading will reach a number we can't imagine. At that time, other statistical means will be adopted to count economic activities."

Hearing such an answer, some comrades were very disappointed. Seeing that many other comrades reacted the same way as themselves, Han Haitao felt very relaxed in his heart and couldn't help smiling. Such a smile was incomprehensible to the comrades. Some comrades hurriedly put away their smiles and tried hard to make their expressions serious and earnest.

This amused Han Haitao even more. He sighed, "Comrades, don't worry. I also asked Chairman He the same question."

"Really?" many comrades asked in surprise. Hearing that they had the same question as the governor, everyone's confidence in themselves immediately increased a lot.

"Chairman He said that with the development of technology, more advanced technical equipment will eventually appear. At that time, currency will still exist, but everyone will no longer use banknotes when trading, but use new technology. At that time, no matter how many trillions of data there are, the state can count them in place. Now we conduct statistical analysis on rough and limited data to lay the foundation for the future. As long as we develop to that stage, our understanding of the economy will be extremely precise. So, we must work hard and go all out. Try to live until that day and see with our own eyes how economic statistics are completed at that time."

Most of the comrades attending the meeting only learned of the decision to go to war with Japan in September 1922. The shock at that time was like being electrocuted. But now, less than two years later, China was unified, and everyone had become a mayor or municipal party secretary of a city.

When waking up at midnight, many people had an unreal feeling in their haze, wondering if they were still in their dormitories or homes in the Northeast, not yet awakened from a big dream. It wasn't until they walked out of the room and saw the new office location that they were not yet very familiar with that they had to admit that all this had indeed happened.

No one suspected Han Haitao of fabricating He Rui's words, and no one even thought in that direction. Everyone felt that since Chairman He Rui said it personally, it would definitely come true. The atmosphere immediately became enthusiastic. Everyone felt that Han Haitao was right; work hard, go all out, and that day would come.

The work meeting ended, and the comrades left the provincial committee compound. Chen Deli, who had maintained a serious expression all along, sighed, "Judging from the exam papers, the comrades still haven't understood."

The Provincial Party Committee managed personnel, and the Provincial Government managed the execution of the central government's work arrangements. Hearing the Provincial Party Secretary so disappointed, Han Haitao laughed, "Secretary, that's because we can't compare with Chairman He. That we can understand now is also because Chairman He has been teaching us all along. I now feel that I let Chairman He down; I didn't know how disappointed Chairman He was at that time."

Now even Chen Deli smiled bitterly, and his dissatisfaction dissipated in the memories of his own incompetent past.
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On July 24, 1924, the new government published the "First National Population Census Report of China" and the "China Population Income Report" in the *National Daily*, a nationwide newspaper renamed from the *Northeast Daily*.

Countries that were not paying attention to the situation in China, such as Italy, Spain, and Belgium, did not take it seriously. Countries like Britain, France, the United States, Japan, and the Soviet Union sent the main data in the report to their home countries via telegram immediately, and the relevant newspapers were sent to their home countries by express mail.

The Japanese upper echelon received a thick stack of newspapers on July 26. Lieutenant General Nagata, Director of the National Mobilization Bureau, received the newspapers and immediately convened a meeting. National statistics can extremely clearly demonstrate the strength of a country, and the accuracy and credibility of the data are a reflection of the government's operational capability.

"China's population in 1924 is 480,092,794. The sampling rate was 8%, the duplicate counting rate was 0.8 per thousand, and the uncounted rate was 1.2 per thousand. China's per capita income is 50.1 yuan..."

There was no GDP statistical model in this era. The statistics of industrial countries were very hardcore, all based on national income from industrial and agricultural output value. The Japanese National Mobilization Bureau could obtain various data, including data provided by Japanese intelligence agencies. Under comprehensive analysis, the He Rui government's report data was basically consistent with Japan's judgment and was accepted.

Nagata used the 1922 Japanese national income data, which was about 15.5 billion yen, equivalent to 15.5 billion Chinese yuan. At this time, the comparison between China and Japan was 240:155. Considering the population of both sides, China's population was ten times that of Japan's mainland population, so China did not occupy an overwhelming advantage.

But the people in the Mobilization Bureau did not feel relaxed. Because the Great Kanto Earthquake dealt a heavy blow to the Japanese economy, it even made it impossible for Japan to effectively complete the 1923 economic statistics. According to known data from various departments, Japan's industrial output value was about 7.7 billion yen in 1922, and it likely remained only about 6.1 billion in 1923.

Due to China's unification war, Sino-Japanese trade was directly interrupted. The total industrial output value in 1924 likely remained only 5 billion.

Taking these data into account, the ratio of total national income between China and Japan had reached 2:1. This was not the most terrifying part. The Japanese economy showed no signs of improvement. According to content provided by Japanese intelligence personnel, because China implemented land reform and distributed land, the economy and social order were beginning to recover at a speed visible to the naked eye.

Although the war resulted in the He Rui government not being recognized, the Chinese government took back tariff autonomy and no longer paid indemnities. Foreign trade was affected, but the domestic economy became surprisingly active.

Nagata ordered the calculation department of the Japanese Mobilization Bureau to calculate with several different parameters. The result derived from the best-case scenario made Nagata directly order all data from this time to be classified as confidential. All participants were not allowed to disclose it to the outside, and unless the director agreed, these data could not be accessed.

At this time, most personnel of the Mobilization Bureau were listening to the introduction of the Chinese report, while Nagata recalled those disturbing data in his mind.

Previously, China's economy was largely controlled by foreign countries. Due to China's internal division, the rule of various separatist forces in rural areas was extremely weak, and their economy could only rely on customs tariffs. The Chinese customs being controlled by foreign countries directly led to the Chinese economy becoming very deformed.

The He Rui government completely smashed and rebuilt such a deformed economic structure with fierce means. At this time, China's foreign trade had a trade deficit. A large number of foreign industrial products were sold to China, eroding China's wealth and hitting China's industry and commerce.

In order to obtain customs tariffs, the old local governments could only expand the total volume of imports and exports. The old governments did get tariffs, but China's domestic industry and commerce suffered a huge blow.

Rural taxes were controlled by rural forces, resulting in most of the taxes actually being taken away by rural forces. The situation of "if the superiors increase the tax by one *wen*, the tax on the poor increases by ten *wen*" appeared.

After the He Rui government came to power, rural taxes could be collected. China's industry and commerce finally recovered from the impact of foreign goods. The increase in industrial and commercial taxes not only made up for the loss of tariffs but even exceeded it somewhat.

In the secret calculation of the Japanese Mobilization Bureau, the actual data of China's per capita national income was about 100 yuan, twice the current figure. The reason why it could not be reflected before was that the political and social systems were suppressing and destroying such wealth production. As long as the He Rui government continued to stably implement current policies, the Chinese economy could reach 48 billion in 1925. Japan's economy, slow to see improvement, would likely hover around 12 billion. The power balance between China and Japan would reach 4:1.

Nagata was not a person who dared not face reality. Reality was reality. By 1925, the direct damage of the Great Kanto Earthquake should be recovered, and the ongoing reconstruction of Tokyo would be preliminarily completed. However, Japan would likely not recognize the Chinese government that had regained control of customs, which meant that Sino-Japanese trade would continue to be cut off. The past trade of 1.1 billion yen annually between Japan and China could not be restored. The Japanese economy would still be very sluggish.

The statistical content of the Chinese government was not much and was finished quickly. There was silence in the conference room of the Japanese Mobilization Bureau. Those qualified to attend the meeting were Japanese elites who could understand economics. In front of the power comparison shown by the cold numbers, everyone temporarily didn't know what to say.

Having smashed the exploitation of Chinese laborers by forces inside and outside China, with the He Rui government's 30% tax rate, the tax revenue in 1924 would reach 7.2 billion. Even if the Japanese government squeezed the last bit of wealth from the entire Japan and invested everything into the war, a defensive China already possessed a huge advantage. The Chinese government could likely easily wage a long-term war against an attacking Japan just by issuing some war bonds.

Judging from the situation of the previous war, Japan's ability to sustain the war would be at most no more than 24 months. After 24 months, all the Japanese upper echelons who led the launch of the war would have to commit seppuku to apologize. Those who survived would have to face a chaotic Japan that had been thoroughly squeezed dry, a fate worse than death.

Lieutenant General Nagata broke the silence. "Based on the current situation, gentlemen need to find a way out for the Empire. In this meeting, please speak freely."

From the perspective of magnanimity, Nagata was very outstanding among the core upper echelon of Japan. Since he wanted everyone to speak freely, the elites of the Japanese Mobilization Bureau didn't think Nagata was joking, and everyone put forward their own views.

No one proposed the direction of military conquest of China, not even a hint that Manchuria and Mongolia were Japan's lifelines. The common characteristic of the elites was that they were extremely realistic and absolutely did not mention things that could not be done. Nagata listened for a while and was very disappointed in his heart.

Last November, when He Rui announced himself as the central government, Ishiwara Kanji proposed in a 'joking' manner at the General Staff meeting to immediately recognize the He Rui regime and negotiate with the He Rui regime on this basis.

Nine months had passed, and the views of this group of Japanese elites still failed to exceed Ishiwara's vision at that time. Nagata had to listen carefully to the analysis of this group of people now, trying to find some truly useful content. After listening for a long time, the only suggestion that could truly show goodwill was the exchange of prisoners of war and personnel detained by both sides.

Even such a pragmatic proposal met with opposition. "Given the current economic situation in Japan, so many people coming back will only cause chaos."

This remark did not displease Nagata because the reason for opposition was very reasonable. After the Sino-Japanese war, both sides began to detain the other side's personnel in their own countries. Japan detained about 10,000 people, and the Northeast Government detained more than 100,000.

The 10,000 Chinese were all poor people with no profit to be squeezed. The more than 100,000 Japanese detained by the Northeast Government had considerable property in the Northeast. In addition to these more than 100,000 Japanese residents, there were about 60,000 Japanese prisoners of war. Releasing 200,000 people back to Japan would only add heavy social problems to the current Japan.

Keeping this group of people in China could indeed avoid many problems. However, doing so also had problems. The Japanese side also used the detained Chinese as hard labor, which was fiercely criticized by He Rui when he seized the opportunity. Based on the principle of reciprocity, He Rui made full use of the approximately 200,000 Japanese personnel in his hands.

Even in these unsavory situations, Japan had no advantage. It infuriated the Japanese side enough, but they could do nothing. Because job opportunities in Japan were scarce, and there was too much infrastructure to be completed in China's vast territory. The Japanese side could only let the captured Chinese work in mines and other places. To avoid China's 'reciprocal retaliation,' the labor intensity could not be particularly high to avoid deaths. The benefits squeezed from these people were extremely low.

The Chinese side let Japanese personnel 'grow potatoes' and conduct basic development in those areas with harsh environments. It is said that up to now, Japanese captives have developed hundreds of thousands of *mu* of potato fields for China. The potatoes produced met the food consumption of the Japanese captives. While feeding themselves, the Japanese detainees continuously reclaimed new land for China.

The discussion was arduous but pragmatic. In the end, the conclusion reached by the Japanese Mobilization Bureau was very cliché: 'Peace is the best.'

After the meeting, Nagata drove to the New Technology Training Bureau. Nagata recalled reports regarding Ishiwara stating that Japanese officers who had undergone new technology training all considered Ishiwara an extremely outstanding tactician. This was inevitably a bit laughable.

In the eyes of Nagata, Okamura, and others who had cooperated deeply with Ishiwara, Ishiwara was a strategist. But in the eyes of the Japanese upper and lower classes, Ishiwara, a war hero, was an extremely outstanding tactician. This proved that Nagata's arrangement for Ishiwara had achieved its goal. While Nagata could borrow Ishiwara's strategic vision, he prevented others from having unnecessary expectations of Ishiwara.

The two sat down under the pergola on the playground of the New Technology Training Bureau. Nagata frankly recounted the 'peace' viewpoint within the Mobilization Bureau. He saw Ishiwara amused to the point of laughter. Nagata waited patiently for Ishiwara to finish laughing; he felt Ishiwara was qualified to laugh like this.

Ishiwara wasn't mocking; he just felt it was too funny. After his mirth was vented, he asked, "Nagata-kun, I agree with those people's views. But what is the object of this peace?"

This was exactly the purpose of Nagata's visit. Nagata immediately asked, "Ishiwara-kun, what do you think the object of peace should be?"

"If peace can be established at present, it must be to make the Chinese people realize that the Japanese people want to achieve peace with the Chinese people, and to make the Chinese people believe that peace is beneficial. Last November, if we had chosen peace, He-kun's subordinates would have felt that peace was beneficial to them. The current situation is completely different. The autumn harvest is about to begin in northern China, and the second crop has already been planted in the south. When the harvest is complete, what benefits can actively seeking peace bring to He-kun's subordinates? All they need is not to actively initiate a war."

Nagata fell silent. The purpose of his trip had been achieved. Ishiwara provided a very good perspective, allowing Nagata to see the current situation clearly. The Japanese elites looked at the past, trying to seek a future path from the past with determined results. What Ishiwara focused on was the future triggered by the changing present; their visions were poles apart. This was probably why Ishiwara could always rank first effortlessly in all strategy-related courses.

Amidst the silence, Ishiwara continued, "He-kun solved the most critical contradiction in China right now. About 20% of the Chinese people suddenly gained stability from the dilemma of whether they could survive tomorrow. 50% of the Chinese people originally lived poor and helpless lives with no future. He-kun provided them with a present free from the threat of hunger, as well as hope for the future. The Chinese people may not realize anything this year, but they will awaken within three years at most. They will discover that they can also be treated as human beings. Nagata-kun, I actually expect you to make the upper echelons understand such changes. Formulating Japan's future national policy needs to be based on such a cognitive foundation."

These words made Nagata firmer in one view: Ishiwara must not be allowed to enter the core of power now. What Japan needed most now was stability, allowing the economy to recover with the reconstruction of the Kanto region. Ishiwara's political views were too attractive to the Japanese lower class. Once Ishiwara had the opportunity to gain power, he was very likely to guide the Japanese situation, which would inevitably trigger a comprehensive civil strife in Japan.

"Ishiwara-kun, what choice do you think the awakened Chinese people will make?" Nagata asked.

"China's geopolitical environment is completely different from Japan's. I read the recently signed Sino-Soviet Treaty of Peace and Friendship; its content is truly admirable. He-kun signed an agreement that is almost impossible to tear up. This agreement can at least ensure that China will place its main strategic direction in the south for the visible 20 years. And the awakened Chinese people will also devote themselves to actions against the Western world."

Speaking of this, Ishiwara looked at Nagata but didn't say anything. Nagata saw the hesitation of wanting to speak but stopping, so he encouraged, "Just say it. Does Ishiwara-kun think my magnanimity cannot tolerate different views?"

Ishiwara shook his head slightly. "It's not a different view. Nagata-kun, that is a determination to walk a new path. If Japan cannot completely get rid of unrealistic expectations of Britain, it is impossible to make a more rational judgment."

Nagata was somewhat shaken in his heart, but replied calmly, "We will not be used by Britain. Because of the situation in China, we will only use Britain in reverse."

He thought such an answer would be accepted by Ishiwara, but unexpectedly, Ishiwara sneered again. "Hehe, Nagata-kun, this is exactly what I am worried about. Britain has huge resources, and Britain will not be stingy in giving up part of its interests when needed. That is to say, as long as Japan has the idea of using Britain in its heart, it is destined to be used by Britain."
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When the car arrived at Saionji Kinmochi's residence, several cars were already parked outside. Nagata Tetsuzan got out of the car, straightened his already neat military uniform, and then walked towards the main gate. The guards had received instructions long ago and knew that Saionji had invited Nagata Tetsuzan, so they had already opened the gate.

Saionji was quite westernized; the layout of his home was completely Western-style, as was the dining room. At the long European-style aristocratic dining table, Saionji sat at the head, with two sets of tableware placed next to him. One person was already sitting next to Saionji, holding a cigarette between his fingers, talking to Saionji. It was the current Minister of Foreign Affairs, Shidehara Kijūrō. Seeing Lieutenant General Nagata being led into the dining room, he stood up.

Nagata had thought that with several cars outside, there would be several invited guests. The servant led Nagata to the only empty seat, and only then did he realize that Saionji had only invited him and Shidehara Kijūrō to dine together.

Saionji Kinmochi was currently the only *Genrō* [Elder Statesman] in Japan. He did not stand up but just invited Nagata to take a seat. After Shidehara and Nagata sat down, Saionji ordered the servants to serve the dishes and then asked about the recent affairs of the Mobilization Bureau.

Nagata readily admitted that the Mobilization Bureau was preparing data in the face of the current changes in surrounding forces. After listening to Nagata, Saionji asked directly, "Nagata-kun, what kind of contingency plan has the Mobilization Bureau formulated for China?"

At this time, the steaming food was basically all served. *Genrō* Saionji pointed to the food, "Let's talk while eating."

Saionji's family meals were very ordinary. Nagata often invited capable young officers he fancied to dine together, and there was no difference in quality between the two. Saionji, Shidehara Kijūrō, and Nagata Tetsuzan had all stayed in Europe and America for a long time, and the three were very used to this mode of chatting while eating.

Nagata skillfully cut a piece of chicken cutlet and answered after eating it, "Your Excellency, in the current judgment, Japan is not worried about China invading the Japanese mainland and Ryukyu. All preparations are directed at China's actions in Korea and Taiwan. In the current judgment, the danger before 1925 is not great."

After speaking, Nagata put another piece of cut chicken cutlet (chunk of chicken meat) into his mouth.

Saionji looked at Foreign Minister Shidehara Kijūrō and saw that Shidehara was also burying his head in eating, but listening seriously. Seeing Saionji looking over, Shidehara swallowed the food in his mouth and asked readily, "The Ministry of Foreign Affairs is considering contacting China. Does Nagata-kun think China will compensate for the investment in the South Manchuria Railway like at the Washington Conference?"

Nagata didn't answer immediately. Foreign Minister Shidehara Kijūrō was Japan's plenipotentiary representative at the Washington Conference and signed the agreement on the Shandong issue. In that agreement, Japan's investment in the occupied German colonies and Japan's investment in China's Shandong during the European War were purchased by China at a discounted price. He was not a radical in foreign affairs.

The question Shidehara Kijūrō raised now was simply more radical than the Army. Someone in the Army, forced by China's current strength, was considering how to defeat the Republic of China National Defense Force attacking Korea, but no fool was thinking of asking China to return the Kwantung Leased Territory to Japan according to the treaty through negotiations.

Nagata retorted calmly, "I wonder whose brilliant idea this is in the Ministry of Foreign Affairs, or is this the collective view of the Ministry of Foreign Affairs?"

As a Lieutenant General, answering with such polite sarcasm was not very appropriate in a sense, but it wasn't enough to make people feel it was insubordination. After all, Japanese Army generals were already high-ranking officers, and the division commander of a standing division in peacetime held the rank of Lieutenant General. For most high-ranking officers, Lieutenant General was the end of their lives.

But Nagata was different. 'War Hero' was Nagata's current halo. Before obtaining this realistic halo, Nagata was considered to possess the smartest brain in Japan. The vast majority of Japanese high-level officials believed that Lieutenant General was just the starting point for Nagata's next promotion.

So hearing Nagata's slight sarcasm, Shidehara Kijūrō was not angry. He asked, "Nagata-kun saying this, do you think it can't be done, or shouldn't be done?"

Nagata understood that the Foreign Minister was fishing for information and wanted to see his views. Since the conversation took place in front of *Genrō* Saionji, there was naturally no need to hide anything. If Saionji had no expectations for Nagata, he would not have convened such a meeting. Since that was the case, Nagata suddenly remembered Ishiwara's words and used them directly.

"If the Ministry of Foreign Affairs had mainly requested to establish diplomatic relations with the Chinese government on November 11 last year, He-kun's subordinates have always been in awe of Japan, and perhaps negotiations could have been held on many contents. If the Ministry of Foreign Affairs had communicated with the Chinese government before the British fleet was sunk, the Chinese people had long been tired of war, and the friendliness of the Japanese government could have made the Chinese people feel friendly. At this stage, which forces in China is the Ministry of Foreign Affairs preparing to communicate with?"

Hearing such a high-level analysis, Foreign Minister Shidehara Kijūrō's face was surprised and solemn. It could be seen that he initially didn't expect to hear a question of such a scope.

Nagata didn't care. Because after listening to Ishiwara's analysis, although he agreed with it himself, he couldn't find a solution. Instead of thinking blindly himself, it was better to throw the problem to the Foreign Minister to worry about.

At this time, Saionji smiled. He ate the food and raised his wine glass. "Nagata-kun, have a drink."

Nagata hurriedly raised his wine glass, tilting the cup slightly, clinking glasses with *Genrō* Saionji in a humble posture befitting his status. The two took a sip, and Saionji asked, "If Japan wants to restore trade with China as soon as possible, I wonder how the Army would view it?"

"Your Excellency. The Army's decision is naturally the responsibility of the Three Chiefs (Minister of War, Chief of General Staff, Inspector General of Military Training). This subordinate believes that if it is a short-term choice, the Army officers can understand the country's difficulties."

"Japan currently needs to formulate a long-term national policy. Does Nagata-kun have any views on this?" Saionji asked in a flat tone.

Nagata didn't answer immediately. Saionji was the only remaining *Genrō* in Japan now, and he had a very large say in personnel matters. Even within the Japanese Army, although Saionji could not intervene directly, Saionji had ways to get the people he fancied promoted.

But this was not without a price. If he accepted Saionji's arrangement, he had to complete the task Saionji wanted to complete. Moreover, Nagata also considered another possibility: Saionji just wanted to see the views within the Army.

Calculating for a moment, Nagata simply kicked the ball back to Foreign Minister Shidehara Kijūrō. "Your Excellency Shidehara, I wonder if the Ministry of Foreign Affairs intends to communicate with the Chinese side in the near future."

Shidehara Kijūrō said, "Recently, the *Asahi Shimbun* received an invitation from the *National Daily*, asking *Asahi Shimbun* to send reporters to China for interviews."

Nagata remembered Fukada Mitsuko at that time and laughed, "I wonder if the *National Daily* specially designated anyone?"

"In the conversation, China's *National Daily* specifically asked if reporter Fukada Mitsuko was still working at *Asahi Shimbun*. I wonder if Nagata-kun knows this person."

"I've heard of her," Nagata replied, understanding in his heart that the Ministry of Foreign Affairs had its own ideas about this.

"Nagata-kun, both Britain and France recognized the Soviet Union this year and established diplomatic relations. Nagata-kun, who among the European countries do you think is most likely to recognize the He Rui government first?"

Nagata answered immediately, "If Germany does not encounter clear opposition from Britain, it may become the first country to recognize the He Rui regime. If Germany is under pressure from Britain and wants to probe, it may let Austria act first. After all, Germany and Austria have the least burden in diplomacy."

If one had to say, because Japan destroyed Germany's concession in Shandong, China, it actually made Germany and Austria the only two powers without concessions in China. Among the foreigners hanged on the gallows, there were no personnel from these two countries.

To Shidehara Kijūrō's ears, there was another meaning in these words. "Nagata-kun thinks Britain will pressure Japan?"

Nagata indeed thought so. He didn't answer this question but looked at Saionji, seeing a trace of hesitation in Saionji's expression. Seeing Nagata's bright gaze, Saionji simply asked directly, "Nagata-kun, how much influence do you think the He Rui regime can suffer under the British blockade?"

"Your Excellency, after completing the national land redemption, He Rui needs time to gain the support of the entire Chinese populace. The British blockade happens to limit Britain's influence in China. Once China's economy improves, he can use the British blockade to incite nationalist sentiments and continue to win time to stabilize China's internal affairs."

Saionji didn't answer. He and Shidehara Kijūrō looked at each other, and continued to eat in silence. Nagata knew that these two didn't have mature ideas either, and his views indeed put them in a difficult position again. So he also buried his head in eating. The dining room fell into silence, with only the slight sounds of table knives cutting food ringing out.

Shidehara Kijūrō had long heard of Nagata's reputation. However, the image of Army 'idiots' was so strong that the Ministry of Foreign Affairs didn't have special expectations for Nagata, a 40-year-old Lieutenant General. But chatting with Nagata for a moment now, he could fully feel that the comment about Nagata possessing the smartest brain in the Army was absolutely no problem.

Although this evaluation somewhat implied that Nagata's marksmanship, swordsmanship, horsemanship, etc., were very average. However, in the eyes of the Ministry of Foreign Affairs, the brain was the only important thing. The other aspect worth paying attention to was appearance and bearing. For diplomats, bonus points on image were very important. In terms of appearance and temperament, Nagata was definitely considered very good.

Saionji's family meal was not bad. But Nagata raised the scope to such a height that until they finished eating, the three didn't speak. During the time for after-dinner coffee, Saionji invited the two to the living room. Amidst the aroma of coffee, Shidehara Kijūrō asked, "What does Nagata-kun think of He-kun?"

Nagata didn't refuse to borrow other people's wisdom and directly moved Ishiwara's evaluation out. "He-kun governs the country: politics first, then economics. Military and diplomacy both serve these two. Looking at it now, his thinking is being executed very well. Presumably in the future, not only He-kun, but the cabinet members He-kun values will also have the same style."

Nagata effectively killed the conversation directly. Shidehara Kijūrō was speechless for a moment. No matter how brilliantly talented He Rui was, he was just one person. From the experience of various countries, every national cabinet had various members with their own considerations. If He Rui's subordinates also had He Rui's thinking, it meant that the Japanese Ministry of Foreign Affairs' attempt basically had no hope.

But Shidehara Kijūrō didn't give up; he said, "At the cabinet meeting, Finance Minister Takahashi requested the Ministry of Foreign Affairs to persuade the Chinese government to restore Sino-Japanese trade first. How does Nagata-kun think China's Ministry of Commerce will view this matter?"

"From a strategic perspective, what benefits can restoring Sino-Japanese trade bring to China's politics and economy? I wonder what Your Excellency Shidehara thinks?"

Nagata's words effectively killed this topic again. In the internal meetings of the Ministry of Foreign Affairs, no matter what the personnel thought in their hearts, what they said was all about 'restoring Sino-Japanese trade is beneficial to China, and we must let China understand this.' So much so that Shidehara Kijūrō had to come to find Saionji Kinmochi, trying to get some guidance from *Genrō* Saionji.

And Saionji inviting Nagata made Shidehara Kijūrō feel a bit disappointed initially. Nagata was very sincere and didn't hide anything. So the disappointment caused by doubts about Nagata turned into despair after fully understanding reality.

Everyone was not stupid. Japan had always tried hard to make China a producer of cheap raw materials for Japan and a producer of cheap primary textiles. Such an economic structure had no damn benefit for China. Interrupting Sino-Japanese trade had almost a hundred benefits and no harm to China. Shidehara Kijūrō couldn't figure out what incredible conditions the Japanese government could offer to make the He Rui regime restore Sino-Japanese trade.

Given the current international political reality, interrupting Sino-Japanese trade would only continuously weaken Japan. Because the He Rui government hunted down Japanese *ronin* in the Japanese concession, the Japanese Ministry of Foreign Affairs had to issue a very low-key protest. The reaction of the He Rui government was to decisively terminate the trade between the entire China and Japan. From Nagata's analysis, the He Rui government had long been waiting for the Japanese Ministry of Foreign Affairs to express protest, and then executed the economic blow on the grounds of 'nationalist sentiment.'

Britain was now mobilizing pro-British Chinese compradors within China to compete with the He Rui government for the guidance of Chinese public opinion. The Japanese government also had some connections in China and tried to do the same. Britain and Japan immediately discovered that China's 'public opinion' was opposing these propagandas.

He Rui published the atrocities of British and Japanese concession personnel one by one in various newspapers. Those propagandas attempting to publicize that Britain and Japan sincerely wanted to maintain friendship with China collapsed of themselves.

After a news report "Indentured Laborers" was published in various newspapers, the image of 'Luchaibang' [Thin as a reed] inside, as well as the images of Japanese factory owners and Chinese foremen serving Japanese factory owners, shattered the claim that Britain and Japan provided job opportunities for China.

The Japanese Ministry of Foreign Affairs actually felt very aggrieved because Japan not only did this in China, but Japanese factories also did this in Japan. But such things couldn't be publicized in China on a large scale.

Of course, Britain and Japan also conducted propaganda from another angle. 'If China expresses goodwill to Britain and Japan first, it can make the two countries realize that restoring relations with China is beneficial.'

The Chinese side retorted tit-for-tat: Why must China beg Britain and Japan to let them understand to bestow diplomatic relations on China? If there were no Britain and Japan on earth, would the earth stop turning?

Defeated repeatedly in the public opinion war, a greater crisis was approaching. It was now July 1924. In just another three months, those Chinese regions that had completed land reform would complete the harvest. Just a year ago, 80% of the citizens in China couldn't feed themselves from their own land. Three months later, they would find that they were living the dream life of self-sufficiency, a small peasant life feeding themselves.

The Japanese Ministry of Foreign Affairs knew very well that the 80% of the populace in China would only think that He Rui gave them such a life. No one would think that Britain or Japan allowed the Chinese people to live such a life. Although many among the remaining 20% of the population were dissatisfied with He Rui, this did not mean that this group of people would support Britain and Japan because of this. Even among this remaining 20% of the Chinese population, at least 99% would not support Britain or Japan without any benefit.

Shidehara Kijūrō took a sip of coffee; the sour taste refreshed his spirit. He still asked the question he had hesitated to ask, "Nagata-kun, do you think Japan should cooperate deeply with Britain?"

Nagata had already considered this question and answered directly, "If we are to be used by Britain, for how long do we have to maintain such a relationship? How much price does Britain have to pay? I wonder what Shidehara-kun thinks?"

Shidehara Kijūrō didn't answer. He felt that Nagata was indeed an object worth deep cooperation. With Japan's currently deteriorating situation, one must cooperate with such a smart person. Otherwise, Japan would only fall into a more uncontrollable abyss.
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In the evening, the afterglow of the setting sun spilled into the courtyard of *Genrō* Saionji Kinmochi's home. Looking back at the courtyard, Nagata, who hadn't focused on scenery for a long time, saw the maple trees gently swaying their beautiful leaves in the summer evening breeze, and an inexplicable emotion welled up in his heart.

Since entering the war in October 1922, seasonal changes had been just one of the many changes Nagata had to deal with. Changes in winter and spring/autumn clothing, the supply of relevant food. Or after returning to Japan, as the Director of the Mobilization Bureau, considering the needs of general mobilization at different stages.

All external changes were problems imposed on Nagata. Nagata's work was to overcome the changes and fluctuations caused by the natural environment and human society, striving to keep Japan on a stable and feasible trajectory, moving towards a better future.

At this moment, Nagata suddenly realized that summer had come. The heat, the growth, the insects—when everything finally returned to summer itself, the natural emotion made Nagata feel that a part deep in his heart that seemed to have been frozen was softening again.

But staring at someone else's courtyard like this was truly rude. Nagata turned and walked towards the car. He had decided that he must relax tomorrow. Take a bath, but don't drink alcohol, let himself completely forget the current world, and live like an ordinary person for a few days. He didn't know how much vacation time he had accumulated; he certainly couldn't use it all in these few days.

However, as a member of the core power layer, Nagata's thought didn't last for a moment before his train of thought returned to the meeting that had just ended. After a conversation, Saionji Kinmochi should be very satisfied. This Japanese *Genrō* hinted to Nagata that when it was time to decide Japan's new national policy, Nagata might obtain a very important position.

This was a very tempting hint, but Nagata himself sensed the danger in it. Unlike others in high positions, Nagata's background was very ordinary, even inferior to Ishiwara Kanji's. Ishiwara Kanji's father was the police chief of Tsuruoka City, Japan, a big shot in a rural area like Tsuruoka.

Current high-level officials all considered Nagata as the 'future Army leader,' not the current leader. In terms of seniority, Nagata indeed needed time to continue cultivating his own power. If he emerged too early, he would very likely become the scapegoat for a certain policy. For the core power layer, abandoning a person was as decisive as supporting a person.

In the end, Nagata decided to just wait for that day to come. Given the current situation, the formulation of a new national policy determining Japan's future destiny would come sooner or later, and might even force the Japanese upper echelon to make a decision in the not-too-distant future. At that time, Nagata would naturally know what he had to face.

As the car drove towards Nagata's residence, the relaxed Nagata smelled the odor on his body and wanted to go take a bath immediately. For a moment, he suddenly remembered the time when he, Ishiwara, and Okamura soaked their feet together at the Japanese Command in Seoul.

If only he could go back to that time now, Nagata sighed in his heart. If the power of the three were combined now, even facing the pressure of the entire military upper echelon, Nagata would have nothing to fear. But the divergence between Ishiwara and Nagata had reached a point where it was extremely difficult to bridge. Nagata just couldn't understand why Ishiwara insisted on such radical thinking.

Nagata couldn't understand Ishiwara's thoughts, but Ishiwara felt he completely understood Nagata's thinking. At this time, in a small room next to the Director's office of the New Technology Training Bureau, Ishiwara was holding a secret meeting with the new core members of the group.

Food was laid out on the table. Compared to the meals served to guests at *Genrō* Saionji Kinmochi's home, this food could be described as very crude. In front of everyone was a bowl of rice mixed with barley, a fish, a portion of pickles pickled in a large vat in the cafeteria, and a bowl of kombu (kelp) soup. The only benefit was a bottle of *Daiginjo* sake. Ishiwara was a Lieutenant General after all; although he didn't have financial support from people like Nagata, he could still afford it with his own salary.

The enthusiasm of the young people made this meal look very sumptuous and delicious in their eyes, and with wine to drink, it was almost a banquet.

Kita Ikki, who had newly joined the group, was telling his comrades about his observations in China, "...Shanghai was taken over in an extremely short time. Every time a foreigner was executed, it received cheers from the Chinese people. The cheers from the oppressed people, even though I am Japanese, I still couldn't help but be moved. I always believed that the Japanese revolution must be completed after the completion of the revolution in China, borrowing the success of the Chinese revolution. However, the corruption and depravity of the Chinese government exceeded my imagination. Before, I couldn't understand why a great country would degenerate to such an extent. It wasn't until I read He-kun's articles that I truly understood that a comprador regime would inevitably move towards that step under the trend of economic activities..."

The other core comrades of the Future Society listened to Kita Ikki's views and felt quite touched. Kita Ikki went to China to participate in the Chinese revolution from a young age and had always been a close partner of the southern revolutionary party. However, the current Kita Ikki still had deep affection for the Chinese revolutionary party, but in terms of ideology, he had completely turned to the He Rui regime.

The reason was exactly as Kita Ikki said. When Kita Ikki figured out that the Manchu government at the end of the Qing Dynasty and the subsequent Republic government were both comprador governments, he understood who the object of the revolution should be.

If all those in the middle and upper strata of society under the old system were regarded as enemies, one would naturally choose a revolutionary movement that overthrew the upper strata with lower-class power. But the result of such a revolution was that no matter how the revolution was promoted, it couldn't solve practical problems. In order to keep the disappointed supporters, they could only continue to find enemies.

But what was the use of defining certain people as enemies? As long as the economic model maintaining government operations was a comprador economy, no matter how many people came to power, they would yield to the pressure of realistic government survival and choose the comprador economic model.

He Rui gave a very thorough exposition of this in his articles. And he confidently made a judgment on China's future development. As China's bankrupt rural economy recovered, and as China's tax revenue could support the operation and development of the country, the foundation of the comprador economy had been eradicated. The victory of the new government was not a simple military victory, but a victory of rebuilding the economic order, a victory of politics formulating a new economic order.

China was so big that there would inevitably be people deluding themselves into restoring the old system. The problem these people faced was that they had to lose money to achieve their goals. If those people couldn't get support from foreign forces, their own little money couldn't make any waves at all.

Of course, the new government wouldn't just watch. The new government accepted the inevitable reality of the existence of the opposition and also believed that reactionaries would inevitably exist. For the opposition, the new government wouldn't do anything against them. But for the reactionaries, the new government would definitely uphold an attitude of respect and eliminate them.

Even though the entire article was aimed at China's revolution and construction, in the eyes of Japanese revolutionaries, it still had immense guiding significance.

After recounting his own views, the excited Kita Ikki asked the comrades of the Future Society, "I wonder what the comrades' judgment is on the current revolutionary situation in Japan?"

Ishiwara Kanji answered frankly, "The current Japan does not possess the conditions to launch a revolution hastily. If we want to launch a revolution, several conditions must be met."

Under Kita Ikki's bright gaze, Ishiwara continued, "One of the most basic conditions is that middle and lower-ranking officers must have a clear understanding of reality. The changes in Kita-kun in China are enough to prove the importance of this work."

Kita Ikki nodded heavily. He had been seeking revolutionary companions but found that revolutionary companions had ideas that Kita Ikki found hard to accept. For example, he returned to Japan from China in 1919 because he felt that the Chinese revolution had turned into an anti-Japanese struggle, considering it narrow-minded and unacceptable.

Going to Shanghai this time, he saw with his own eyes the new government executing foreigners counted in the tens of thousands with cruel and swift means, among whom there was no lack of Japanese. Kita Ikki, who accepted the new cognitive system, no longer considered this an anti-Japanese or xenophobic action. Executing criminals is the most normal thing in any country, and the new Republic government's definition of criminals fully conformed to Kita Ikki's cognition.

Ishiwara paused; he raised his wine glass and took a sip, trying to sort out his thoughts at the same time. Many things were only truly realized after Ishiwara became the Director of the New Technology Training Bureau and came into contact with a large number of young officers. It wasn't that the previous Ishiwara couldn't understand these things, but that Ishiwara couldn't accept a fact: most Japanese officers were ignorant.

Knowing such a reality and accepting such a reality were not the same thing. Ishiwara knew very early on that most Japanese officers were very ignorant. At that time, Ishiwara chose to be a prickly person, despising those officers, and only willing to contact those officers who reached a certain standard.

Now Ishiwara was willing to contact various officers, make friends with them, talk heart-to-heart, and try to understand why they were so ignorant politically. After doing so, Ishiwara's gains were immensely huge.

Just like Ishiwara could get the latest *National Daily* sent by comrades in the intelligence department every three days.

The current Japanese Ministry of Army needed the image of Ishiwara, a war hero, after the great defeat, and Ishiwara also very much needed the job opportunity at the New Technology Training Bureau. To say that Ishiwara couldn't see through Nagata's trick of arranging the position would be underestimating Ishiwara too much. But the monitoring capability within the Japanese Army was not poor. If it was discovered that Ishiwara could actually get the latest news from all over the world, it would definitely be noticed.

Since the Future Society developed comrades in the intelligence department, not only were these problems solved, but Ishiwara could also get more intelligence to understand the development of the world situation.

When the time for revolution would arrive was up to Ishiwara and his comrades to make their own judgment. Through comrades in the intelligence department, Ishiwara obtained the latest newspapers from various countries collected by the Japanese intelligence department. All Ishiwara needed was to let the comrades send the newspapers back after reading the foreign newspapers. Because these newspapers were publicly distributed in various countries, the intelligence department only cared that relatively new newspapers didn't appear to be stolen on a large scale to sell as waste paper for money.

After sorting out his thoughts, Ishiwara explained: First is the personal appeal of the main cadres of the Future Society. Only by having contact with middle and lower-ranking officers can they make decisions when needed. No normal person would respond to a proposal from a stranger.

Another condition is to have enough comrades in the army. Ishiwara didn't need all officers to choose Ishiwara; as long as the number of comrades was sufficient, Ishiwara could launch an action when the actual time arrived.

"The complete success of the Chinese revolution also takes time to nurture. He-kun also needs time, and what we need is the divergence that will inevitably result when Japan formulates its future national policy. I received the latest news that in 1924, China has started the railway from Hubei to Hunan, as well as the Sichuan-Chongqing railway. Because the ownership of these railways caused the 'Railway Protection Movement,' which was the fuse for the outbreak of the Xinhai Revolution..."

"The new government moving the capital shifted the ruling center south by nearly 700 kilometers, returning to the Central Plains region, greatly increasing the radiation capability over the Yangtze River Basin. When these railways are completed, the He Rui government's rule over the south will continue to strengthen. Land reform solved the situation of almost total bankruptcy in rural areas. Combined with the improvement of ruling capability, the new Republic government is likely to completely stabilize within half an year."

"If these are completed, what does it mean?" Kita Ikki still couldn't understand Ishiwara's thinking.

"It means that at that time, Britain might start building an encirclement against Japan. Let's tentatively call it the China Encirclement Network," Ishiwara explained.
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"Ishiwara-kun, I actually don't quite understand why Britain wants to encircle China. You are so certain about this; what is the reason?"

"As the world hegemon, any country that challenges its hegemonic status will be struck by it. This is not directed at China; in Britain's eyes, there are only two types of countries in the world: those capable of challenging British hegemony, and those currently incapable of challenging British hegemony."

Hearing Ishiwara say this, Kita Ikki's brows furrowed slightly. After pondering for a moment, he asked, "Ishiwara-kun, I read many articles published by He-kun in newspapers during my trip to China. Listening to Ishiwara-kun's views, they surprisingly align with He-kun's line of thought. In my humble opinion, in your eyes, although the European and American countries have committed numerous evil deeds, they are not evil. Could Ishiwara-kun please explain this?"

Ishiwara Kanji nodded but didn't speak immediately. instead, he conducted another mental sorting and judgment of Kita Ikki.

Kita Ikki was born in a fishing village in Niigata, Japan. His father ran a brewing business and had served as mayor. Because he was physically weak, although he skipped a grade to the third year of middle school, he had to be hospitalized for long-term treatment due to an eye disease and eventually failed to graduate from middle school.

In 1903, his father went bankrupt. In 1904, Kita Ikki left his hometown for Tokyo to be an auditor at Waseda University, while associating with early Japanese socialists like Sakai Toshihiko. During this stage, Kita Ikki also tried to earn living expenses by submitting articles to newspapers, but was repeatedly rejected.

If no special unexpected changes occurred, Ishiwara Kanji believed that the hardships of life during this stage, as well as the inability to gain social recognition, caused Kita Ikki in his early twenties to form a cynical mindset.

Academically, Kita Ikki had neither academic mentors nor academic peers. Although he read extensively, his understanding of the reading content was probably limited to the superficial level he could comprehend. So although Kita Ikki...

In terms of understanding society, Kita Ikki never had the opportunity to contact Japanese dignitaries and elites. If Kita Ikki could understand the thinking of the upper echelon, he wouldn't have asked the foolish question, 'In your eyes, although European and American countries have committed numerous evil deeds, they are not evil.'

Kita Ikki's thoughts resonated perfectly with the middle and lower-ranking officers in the Japanese army precisely because they also lacked social knowledge.

Seeing Ishiwara silent, Kita Ikki was also thinking about Ishiwara Kanji. Towards this Japanese war hero, Kita Ikki could feel his own envy and jealousy.

Ishiwara Kanji's father was a police chief. If Kita Ikki's father could also eat the imperial grain, he wouldn't have gone bankrupt. Kita Ikki might have been able to complete his studies and go to university in Tokyo.

However, Ishiwara Kanji's father was a police chief in a rural city. Although he was a big shot, he was not a Japanese dignitary. Ishiwara Kanji himself had excellent grades and attended prestigious schools. After graduating from the Army War College, he went abroad to broaden his horizons, then returned to the Army War College as an instructor. When the country was in trouble, Ishiwara Kanji stepped forward, arrived at the front line alone, reorganized the defeated troops, organized defenses, and turned the tide. Such a person belonged to the category of 'someone else's child,' but was an existence Kita Ikki could understand.

If it were someone like He Rui, who had good interactions with the Japanese upper echelon from a young age and became a specially invited scholar of the Ministry of Finance, although Kita Ikki felt He Rui was truly extraordinary, he couldn't understand He Rui through imagination. This was also the reason why Kita Ikki couldn't understand why Ishiwara Kanji's thinking aligned with He Rui's line of thought.

After re-evaluating Kita Ikki in his heart, Ishiwara spoke, "Kita-kun, if someone sees an opportunity to make money and goes to make money, do you think this is evil?"

"...I think perhaps not," Kita Ikki replied after musing for a moment.

"If someone would rather lose money to do evil desperately, do you think that is evil?"

This time Kita Ikki answered immediately, "Yes."

"Although European and American countries do not talk about justice, they do not do business that loses money. Everything they do revolves around profit. In this process, they have done much evil and committed monstrous crimes. But as long as there is no profit, they immediately stop doing it. I think they are villains. Does Kita-kun think they are evil?"

The logic in this answer made it difficult for Kita Ikki to reply. He felt Ishiwara was playing with rhetoric, but Ishiwara added a sentence at this time, "I think those villains deserve to be killed. But doing evil and being evil are not the same thing. If you can't figure out the difference, you can't understand who Japan's enemy really is."

Kita Ikki felt he couldn't win in a debate against Ishiwara Kanji, who had received a full set of elite education, so he changed the question. "Ishiwara-kun says so, and I think it makes sense. But what is the use?"

"It's very simple. If you consider the problem from an economic perspective, you can fully understand the behavior of the upper echelons of various countries. For Britain, through the behavior of China destroying foreign forces within its borders, they understood that what they lost were all privileges in China and the benefits obtained based on such privileges. The situation in the Far East has begun to break away from British control. Control in the eyes of British dignitaries is control based on the economic level. Britain's military strikes against China and subsequent political control all serve Britain's economic privileges in China. I see that in *An Outline Plan for the Reorganization of Japan* written by Kita-kun, there are many mentions of economic content. But Kita-kun's discussion of economic issues revolves around morality, which makes me feel very surprised."

Hearing Ishiwara's evaluation, the expressions of several Future Society members became somewhat disappointed. They had learned the methodology of political economy analysis from Ishiwara and knew deeply what such an evaluation meant.

It was just that Kita Ikki was very attractive among some low-ranking officers. In *An Outline Plan for the Reorganization of Japan*, Kita Ikki proposed that the Emperor be the absolute leader, dissolve the parliament, ban democratic politics, limit private wealth, and the government be operated or supervised by personnel centered on the army and veterans.

In the eyes of the members of the Japanese Future Society, this was undoubtedly a thorough economic policy. But those low-ranking officers insisted that this was a moral issue rather than an economic issue. If Ishiwara's judgment was correct, Kita Ikki would hold the same view.

Kita Ikki didn't answer immediately. If it were before, Kita Ikki should have immediately refuted Ishiwara, thinking that everything he did was out of longing for a bright future for Japan, and interpreting it from a vulgar economic perspective was undoubtedly an insult.

But having read many articles published by He Rui in newspapers in China, Kita Ikki gradually believed that his views possessed moral, political, and economic aspects simultaneously. The order of importance was morality first, politics second, and economics just a means.

So although Ishiwara's view failed to correctly describe Kita Ikki's philosophy, at least it didn't deviate too much. After thinking for a while, Kita Ikki decided to skip this unpleasant question first. He asked, "Ishiwara-kun, what impact do you think Britain's encirclement of China will have on the Japanese revolution?"

Ishiwara looked at Kita Ikki. Seeing Kita Ikki's gaze evading, he answered, "Britain needs a large army to encircle China. Now Japan, after the war and the Great Kanto Earthquake, has no money to wage war. Britain will very likely provide military funding to Japan and use cooperation with the Japanese high-level officials to bring up the view that Manchuria and Mongolia are Japan's lifeline again. Kita-kun, doesn't your *An Outline Plan for the Reorganization of Japan* also strongly support this slogan?"

"Does Ishiwara-kun not agree with this view?" Kita Ikki asked back.

Ishiwara Kanji slowly shook his head. "Kita-kun, I once held the same view as you. China cannot shoulder the heavy responsibility of resisting European and American pressure, so Japan must replace it, so we must seize Manchuria and Mongolia."

Kita Ikki felt he was completely pinned down by Ishiwara, his inner thoughts completely grasped by Ishiwara. He couldn't help but feel a bit indignant, so he answered loudly, "Indeed so. But I think Japan doesn't need to be used by Britain. After we get Britain's funding, there are plenty of ways to delay."

Ishiwara said no more. He raised his wine glass, "That Kita-kun can have such a view, indeed you are genuinely considering for Japan. Come, drink this cup."

Kita Ikki felt relieved that he finally made Ishiwara understand his love for Japan, so he raised his wine glass and responded, "Cheers!"

Ishiwara drank the wine and sighed as if breathing out alcohol fumes. He was very disappointed in his heart; Kita Ikki was also the kind of person who thought the British Empire wasn't smart enough. If the British Empire really wasn't smart enough, it would have been eaten dry and wiped clean by other Western countries long ago.

Precisely because they couldn't understand why the British Empire was powerful, people like Kita Ikki would think that the Japanese upper echelon was selling out the country for private interests, or even selling out the country for the sake of selling out the country.

The current Japanese upper echelon was the enemy in Ishiwara's eyes, and also the enemy in Kita Ikki's eyes. Because people like Kita Ikki lacked knowledge, they naturally couldn't treat the effective tools of Europe and America as their tools. In some aspects, people like Kita Ikki couldn't be considered comrades.

But there was a basis for cooperation between the two sides. Ishiwara strongly agreed with He Rui's view: 'Make many friends, make few enemies.' If he couldn't use people like Kita Ikki, the people Ishiwara could mobilize alone were completely insufficient to fight a decisive battle with the current dignitaries.

So Ishiwara temporarily gave up on making Kita Ikki understand the world from an economic perspective, nor did he discuss problems from the 'moral' perspective Kita Ikki was proud of. Ishiwara tried hard to talk about the current situation in the Far East from a realistic perspective.

When the gathering ended, Kita Ikki, who had talked extremely happily, took his leave with some reluctance. When only the core members of the Future Society remained in the room, other comrades began to complain, "Such a person truly has no reason to unite with."

Ishiwara shook his head. "If we don't unite with them, are we going to hand them over to the Imperial Way Faction in the army?"

The comrades were speechless for a moment. Currently, the most powerful faction in the army was the 'Control Faction,' and the smaller one was the 'Imperial Way Faction.' Because they started to fall behind in the competition, the Imperial Way Faction was now desperately recruiting people. As Ishiwara said, if the Future Society couldn't unite these people, these people would follow the Imperial Way Faction dead set, to engage in their foolish idea of the Emperor holding real power to unify Japan.

The Imperial Way Faction was mainly based in rural areas, following the 'rural style.' These country people were always willing to believe that the Emperor sincerely represented Japan's justice, and that there were bad people around the Emperor. As long as the bad people were eliminated and people from the Imperial Way Faction were put in power, then Japan would be full of upright people in the court, and from then on, the seas would be clear and the rivers calm, and prestige would extend within the seas.

The biggest problem with such an idea was that such an Emperor had never existed in the past, did not exist now, and was impossible to appear in the future. The biggest reason for the Emperor's unbroken line for ten thousand generations lay in the Emperor...

The comrades could only ask Ishiwara, "How to unite them?"

Ishiwara was not stumped; he laughed, "Let the lower-ranking officers understand that since the Restoration of Imperial Rule, they have been loyal to the Emperor for decades. Now it's time to consider how to truly fight for their own interests."
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July 27, 1924, was a Sunday. Yesterday, Ishiwara Kanji met with Kita Ikki, and in the morning, they took a car to Mitsui Yasuki's home. As the car passed the gate of Tokyo Imperial University, they saw that outside the gate on this holiday, a large number of relatively decently dressed people were lining up in queues waiting to enter. Among them were some who looked like reporters.

Because the number of people was truly large, not only were the school guards working, but several police officers were also participating in maintaining order outside the school gate. Ishiwara Kanji couldn't help but smile; today was the day of Professor Taira Toyomori, Vice President of Tokyo University and Dean of the Law School, giving a public lecture. So many people came to listen to the lecture. Even though the course was held in the Grand Auditorium of Tokyo University, it still couldn't satisfy the number of people coming to listen. To attend the lecture, one had to apply in advance; only those who received an 'invitation letter' were allowed to enter Tokyo University.

The crowd holding invitation letters waiting for inspection had already formed a long line. Ishiwara saw Kita Ikki among them, which surprised Ishiwara a little. But on second thought, it wasn't too strange; Kita Ikki was also a member of the intellectual circle and a rather famous one. Ishiwara still looked forward to Kita Ikki learning true knowledge from Professor Taira Toyomori's class.

The car stopped outside Mitsui Yasuki's house. Mitsui Yasuki personally came out to welcome them, saying happily, "I have been waiting for Your Excellency Ishiwara for a long time."

As the two walked inside, Ishiwara laughed, "I just passed by the gate of Todai. Today is Professor Taira's public lecture."

Mitsui Yasuki nodded. "I attend every public lecture of Professor Taira. However, Professor Taira only has ten public lectures left per year. On weekdays, I can only look forward to Professor Taira's latest books and articles in newspapers."

When the two entered the living room, several well-dressed people were already waiting inside. Mitsui Yasuki introduced them one by one: Mitsubishi, Sumitomo, Yasuda—all famous figures in the Japanese business world today. There were also two young juniors, one of whom was named Matsushita Konosuke, about thirty years old. He looked delicate and elegant, making a good impression.

Facing Ishiwara, these people did not appear constrained and came forward to greet him very enthusiastically. Mitsui knew that Ishiwara was very westernized, so he invited him to the Western-style living room. Everyone took their seats on the sofas, and Mitsui introduced to everyone, "Your Excellency Ishiwara has always been on good terms with He-kun. Professor Taira Toyomori also recommended to me that in Japan, among those who truly understand 'He Studies,' Your Excellency Ishiwara should be the first. Since Your Excellency Ishiwara is here this time, gentlemen, please speak freely."

Ishiwara didn't think there was anything wrong with this statement. He Rui, Taira Toyomori, and Ishiwara Kanji—the three people shared a common characteristic: they were all elite dignitaries with very high status in their respective countries. Any civilized country would have a view that the higher the status, the smarter and more capable the person. If the status was high to a certain extent, it might even be considered to have a subtle relationship with supernatural powers. This was especially true in Japan.

At this time, Professor Taira Toyomori had already taken the podium in the Grand Auditorium of Todai. Among the 150 listeners below the stage, 50 were outstanding young teachers and students of Todai, 30 were business owners, 40 were officials within the Japanese government, and the remaining 30 were upper-class figures, reporters, and scholars outside Todai.

Kita Ikki was a scholar outside Todai. He saw Professor Taira Toyomori dressed very simply, in a suit with no ornaments, with quite obvious silver threads in his black hair, and his black-rimmed glasses were also of a common style. Compared with his status, such plain attire made Kita Ikki admire him very much.

Professor Taira Toyomori's status in the academic world was Vice President of Todai and Dean of the Law School of Todai. As He Rui's long-term academic partner, he founded two disciplines in Japan, 'Geopolitics' and 'Political Economy,' and was a renowned scholar.

Because of Professor Taira's academic strength, he had been a special advisor to the Ministry of Finance for many years, and in the last three years, he was also hired as a special lecturer for the Emperor. Previously, when Takahashi Korekiyo formed a cabinet, he had invited Professor Taira Toyomori to serve as the Finance Minister, but Professor Taira Toyomori declined.

Able to listen to Professor Taira Toyomori's lectures in person, Kita Ikki felt lucky and also delighted to be recognized by such mainstream social elites as qualified to attend the lecture.

Professor Taira Toyomori's lecture in this term was divided into three sessions, titled "Capital and Credit—The Impact of Confidence on Investment in Modern Industrial Society." Today was the last session.

The first two sessions of the course used Japan's industrial social investment during the European War and after the European War as case studies. In today's class, Professor Taira Toyomori started directly with the investment after the Great Kanto Earthquake in Japan.

The Great Kanto Earthquake dealt a heavy blow to Japan's current economic center, the Kanto Plain, with wealth losses between 5 and 5.5 billion yen. And Japan's national income in 1922 was only 15.5 billion yen.

As an earthquake-prone country, Japan had experienced earthquakes of no less scale in history. In historical records, Mount Fuji had erupted several times, covering the Kanto Plain under 10 centimeters of volcanic ash. Such natural disasters were not enough to destroy Japan; the Japanese people could rebuild their homes from such disasters.

In Professor Taira Toyomori's view, as an industrialized Japan, the impact caused by the Great Kanto Earthquake was divided into three stages.

The first stage was the direct loss suffered by the industrial center of the Kanto Plain. The second stage was the economic disorder caused by the losses suffered by industrial enterprises, especially the financial stagnation caused by the chaos and interruption of normal capital flows in the financial industry.

Both stages were recoverable. With Japan's rich experience with earthquakes, there would be a long period of geological stability in this region after the Great Kanto Earthquake, so there was no need to worry about another major earthquake occurring. There were good conditions for rebuilding homes and restoring the economy. Moreover, the people in the disaster area were rebuilding their homes. With the diligence and endurance of the Japanese people, the progress of reconstruction was quite considerable.

However, Japan's economy did not recover because of such reconstruction; instead, a situation of economic stagnation and lack of investment formed. regarding this, Professor Taira Toyomori's explanation was very clear: "Japan has entered the industrial age. The economic activities of an industrialized society revolve around selling products. The purposes of rebuilding homes are very diverse. Due to the unprecedented low confidence of current industry and commerce in product sales, the investment that reconstruction can drive is entirely aimed at the simplest living, not for reproduction. This is reflected in the fact that a large number of factories are not eager to resume production and work. Anyone with money to consume holds onto their currency and waits, hoping to keep the money to counter a worse future. Such a state of confidence directly leads to economic decline..."

Everyone, including Kita Ikki, listened attentively and took notes without missing a word. Kita Ikki tried hard to follow Professor Taira Toyomori's line of thought and gained a clear understanding of the rapidly deteriorating situation of the Japanese economy.

Even suffering the damage of the Great Kanto Earthquake, the wealth held by the Japanese nation now far exceeded that of 20 years ago. The core reason leading to the current economic predicament was the deterioration of Japan's economic environment after the Great Kanto Earthquake, the weakness of production, and the disappearance of the market. What the Japanese people lost was not the confidence to survive, but the confidence in future development.

At this time, at Mitsui Yasuki's residence, Ishiwara Kanji, as another representative figure of 'He Studies,' knew after just a little communication with the Japanese industrialists and businessmen in front of him that they had obtained Professor Taira Toyomori's report from the Ministry of Finance through various channels.

This report was exactly the content of Professor Taira Toyomori's public lecture at this time. For people like Mitsui Yasuki and Matsushita Konosuke, they fully understood Japan's current predicament and fully agreed with Professor Taira Toyomori's views.

Just seeing the problem was useless; the key was how to solve it. In the current situation, Japan simply couldn't find an effective way to solve the problem.

Ishiwara asked frankly, "Gentlemen, you have all read He-kun's *Elementary Understanding of Geopolitics* and *The Fate of Japan*. I wonder if you have read the article *Direction of China's New Democratic Revolution* published by He-kun in the newspaper in March this year?"

These people just nodded slightly but didn't say it directly. The so-called 'He Studies' referred to the overall doctrine of a complete set of views proposed by He Rui, including history, geography, politics, economics, and military affairs. Even though He Rui's victory was a heavy blow to Japan, the Japanese upper echelon's recognition of He Rui's doctrine was rising rapidly along with He Rui's success.

Japan had indeed made great progress and gained huge benefits by imitating Europe in these years. But Europe was Europe after all, and Japan had absolutely no way to replicate the success of the European powers. Now that China was reunified, it meant that the expansionist line of Britain, France, and the United States had hit a wall. The current Japan was powerless to solve the Republic government and restore the Far East order to the Manchu Qing era.

In the eyes of the Japanese business and academic communities, the success of 'He Studies' likely meant the true revival of the ancient Chinese civilization. This country regained the ability to resist Western pressure and possibly defeat it. As a member of the Chinese civilization circle, Japan also had a new choice to learn from China.

But was this choice correct? Everyone lacked confidence. After all, He Rui only defeated Japan and pacified the Soviet Union. In the eyes of the Japanese, an earth-shattering hero would appear in China every few hundred years. Such a great hero might accomplish such feats even if he only used traditional Confucian thoughts.

Although the Japanese felt resentment towards He Rui due to the defeat, they also respected He Rui very much because of his victory. But this respect was not enough to change the new cognition formed by Japan's decades of industrialization: 'The Way of Confucius and Mencius is no longer advanced civilized thought.'

Ishiwara understood this very well because he saw it the same way. He continued, "According to geopolitics, Japan's current geopolitical environment includes Soviet Russia in the north, China in the west, the United States in the Fusang Continent in the east, and the British, French, and Dutch colonial areas in the south. These are all countries Japan faces directly."

Hearing 'Eastern Fusang Continent,' the expressions of these Japanese fluctuated a bit. 'He Studies' did not simply propose a few concepts but a whole set of concepts. Originally, Japan quite liked to call itself 'Fusang,' but 'He Studies' used various ancient books to verify and emphasize that Fusang Continent was the name given to the American continent by ocean voyagers who crossed the sea during China's Northern and Southern Dynasties.

Ishiwara knew very well the reason why He Rui adopted such a name. He Rui was using Chinese geographical descriptions to counter the European and American description of the 'Great Geographical Discovery.' Long before the emerging Western European civilization, the ancient Chinese civilization had already conducted a round of investigations of world geography, far earlier than the little brothers in Western Europe.

But this was not an issue that needed to be mentioned today. Ishiwara pretended not to see the expressions of this group of businessmen. "Under the new geopolitical situation, Japan's past national policy has lost its practical significance. If Japan wants to continue promoting industrialization, it must determine the future of a new Japan. The new Japan must be led by Japanese laborers, the operators and managers of Japanese capital, and the appliers of means of production."

Hearing this, Mitsui Yasuki couldn't help but recall a meeting with the Japanese Control Faction a few days ago. In that meeting, the Japanese Control Faction proposed the 'New Japan' in their eyes: the Emperor, the nobility, the army, the intellectual circle, and industry and commerce formed this Japan and led this new Japan. The Diet was an institution for political consultation and gaming among Japan's rulers. The 'Satcho Domain Clique system' was to be completely kicked out of the ranks of rulers.

As one of Japan's *zaibatsu*, Mitsui Yasuki naturally positioned himself as an operator and manager of capital. The Mitsui Conglomerate was not formed by the Mitsui family alone but by a large number of industrial enterprises connected with Mitsui Bank as the center. These industrial enterprises were naturally the appliers of means of production.

In the New Japan viewed by the Army Control Faction, banking and industry/commerce represented by the Mitsui Conglomerate were naturally important components. Moreover, some of the participating capitalists strongly supported such a polity, hoping to establish a 'Military-Capital Alliance.' This term applied the 'Union of Court and Shogunate' from the Bakumatsu era, making Mitsui Yasuki feel very ridiculous inwardly. Analyzing with the political economy of 'He Studies,' this 'Military-Capital Alliance' and 'Union of Court and Shogunate' were almost the same thing.

Decades had passed since the overthrow of the Shogunate, yet they were 'overthrowing' back to the past. Was there anything more ridiculous than this?

Mitsui Yasuki didn't laugh then, and he didn't laugh now. He pushed his gold-rimmed glasses. "Ishiwara-kun, the so-called democracy is a process of eliminating privileges, eliminating industry barriers and cognitive barriers through the development of productive forces. I am puzzled about how to achieve efficiency and fairness in this process."

After Mitsui Yasuki finished speaking, the eyes of the other businessmen brightened a lot. Everyone looked at Ishiwara Kanji, the first person of Japanese 'He Studies' guaranteed by Professor Taira Toyomori, Vice President of Tokyo Imperial University, waiting for him to explain.

Ishiwara Kanji found it quite interesting. Mitsui Yasuki speaking like this clearly showed that he hadn't just read *Direction of China's New Democratic Revolution*, but had seriously studied and analyzed it.

Since the other party was like this, it saved a lot of unnecessary narration. Ishiwara answered easily, "The development of productive forces enabled Japan to rise, build Japan's industry, and win the First Sino-Japanese War and the Russo-Japanese War. However, once China and Russia overthrew the old systems and embarked on the path of striving to promote the development of productive forces, Japan fell behind in national direction. Because the reason Japan could win back then was merely being ahead of these two major powers in industrial development and war preparation. But through revolution, these two major powers are now ahead of Japan in political systems."

As a war hero, when Ishiwara said this, the businessmen had no will to refute.

Ishiwara continued to explain, "Japan's current privileges originate from the ancient era before the Meiji Restoration. It was not these privileges that allowed Japan to win, but brand-new industrialization. The disappearance of privileges originating from the agricultural era will only promote Japan's future development. Industry barriers and cognitive barriers are the results of differences in education levels received by individuals and differences in cognitive structures in the industrial age. This is a brand-new problem at the entire social level."

Mitsui Yasuki confirmed that the New Japan in Ishiwara Kanji's vision was not the kind that eliminated private capital like the Soviet Union did, and felt relieved. After all, in the propaganda of Japan's current high-level officials, He Rui was an evil communist, a destroyer of Chinese tradition, and a radical who eliminated the Chinese rich.

Mitsui Yasuki had known He Rui since 1915 and naturally wouldn't be deceived by such clumsy lies. But among the current Japanese radicals, many regarded the Japanese industrial and commercial class as enemies. Mitsui Yasuki understood He Rui, but didn't understand Ishiwara Kanji.

The other businessmen also breathed a sigh of relief, especially Matsushita Konosuke, who came from a technician background, even nodded slightly unconsciously, his eyes brightening.

Ishiwara knew very well that he had to win over the various strata participating in production in Japan from the Control Faction representing elitism and the Imperial Way Faction representing populism as much as possible. So he continued to explain, "He-kun's land policy is not his goal. He-kun never thought of building the world's largest small-peasant country and maintaining this small-peasant country for thousands of generations. The land reform policy is a means, aiming to solve the problem of bankruptcy in China's rural areas and eliminate the land rentier class. Only after the land rentier economic model is eliminated can the landlord class be truly eliminated. If China still adopts the land rentier economic model, then the landlords are not eliminated, just changed. In this regard, we can continue to observe."

"As for Japan, domestic contradictions are extremely fierce. If Japan were not industrialized and the people had never experienced a better life, the Japanese people might still be able to endure. But Japan has been industrialized for decades, and the Japanese people can no longer endure it. The current Japan is a huge pressure cooker. Previously, it relied on foreign wars, seizing spheres of influence, and controlling local markets to export pressure. Japan's current geopolitical structure no longer has such space for external export. The steam vent of the pressure cooker has been blocked, and the internal pressure will only get bigger and bigger. All sectors in Japan either clearly understand this situation or feel such pressure personally. This has led to a lack of confidence in Japan. Japan cannot find its own direction. Everyone can clearly see this situation. I wonder what you think of Japan's future?"

Hearing Ishiwara throw out such a question, Mitsui Yasuki knew Ishiwara wanted to hear which side Mitsui Yasuki wanted to take. This was also the source of Mitsui Yasuki's pain in recent months. Japanese industry and commerce had a long history, but for hundreds of years, its positioning was never to be the core of the Japanese state. Under such positioning, how to take sides was a matter of life and death.

Ishiwara Kanji was indeed very excellent, but not excellent enough to make Mitsui Yasuki have to choose him.

Seeing Mitsui Yasuki silent, Ishiwara Kanji continued, "Has Mitsui-kun read books on reflecting on the war in various European countries recently?"

"I've read some," Mitsui answered somewhat dejectedly.

"At the end of 1915, the Allied Powers and the Central Powers already knew they couldn't fight anymore. But once the war started, public opinion kept pushing it. In the eyes of the people, since we have paid such a huge price, we must win. In the eyes of the German General Staff, since all military offensive means cannot defeat the enemy, the war has lost its meaning, and it can even be said that the war has failed. But in the eyes of the German people, since the enemy hasn't fought into the German homeland and killed their way to them, the war is not lost."

Speaking of this, Ishiwara, whose mouth was dry, picked up his teacup and took a sip. Mitsui and others frowned slightly; such purely military and political matters were indeed difficult for them to fully understand.

After moistening his throat, Ishiwara continued to explain, "I have contacted others. Nagata-kun, Obata-kun (Obata Toshishiro), they are not unaware that Japan needs reform. But they are still restrained by the old era and refuse to completely separate from the old era. For this purpose, they can only make illusory assumptions, believing that He-kun's new government is a traditional Chinese government operated by power tactics, and such a government rises abruptly and perishes suddenly. Mitsui-kun has known He-kun for ten years; do you think He-kun is such a person?"

Mitsui smiled bitterly. His initial acquaintance with He Rui was completely an accident. If he had gone to see his mistress that day, he wouldn't have met He Rui. However, the expectation of gaining more knowledge made Mitsui adjust his time, shortening the schedule of spending a day with his mistress to meeting at night. Such a small adjustment actually caused today's situation. Mitsui felt that fate was truly hard to describe.

Ishiwara said seriously, "If Japan continues in the direction expected by these people, they first have to try to restore the Anglo-Japanese Alliance. Their purpose in restoring the Anglo-Japanese Alliance is not simply to gain a little British support, but to gain a reason to confront China. For these people, confrontation is not for winning. As long as confrontation forms, they can continue to hold power. Winning is certainly good, but losing slightly to a certain extent is even better. The Japanese people will naturally have a thought: since we have paid such a huge price, we can only win it back by continuing to fight; wouldn't we lose everything if we admit defeat now! Those people only need to sacrifice the people they pushed to the front stage, and they can change another batch of people to continue holding power. As long as the confrontation continues, their status will be very stable."

Mitsui understood this very well and couldn't help but sigh slightly. He was inclined to support Ishiwara at this moment, but he was still just a breath away.

However, Matsushita Konosuke was agitated by Ishiwara's description. He couldn't help asking with anger, "Your Excellency Ishiwara, do they really not care about Japan's suffering?"

Ishiwara sneered, "Hehe, as long as they make the Japanese people believe that the opportunity will definitely come. The Japanese people, who have long been accustomed to suffering, can be deceived by them. For people who understand like Mitsui-kun and Matsushita-kun, they will also tell you very clearly that the current policy is just for the Japanese people to suffer a bit more. After all, didn't we get through it like this decades ago? But after winning the First Sino-Japanese War, what huge benefits Japan gained! People without enough knowledge will harbor illusions. As long as they harbor illusions, they will be used."

Looking at the angry Matsushita Konosuke, Ishiwara's smile became gentle. "I appreciate a sentence from He-kun very much: Discard illusions, prepare for struggle!"
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The public lecture at Tokyo Imperial University of the Japanese Empire started at 9:00 AM and ended at 11:00 AM. Ishiwara Kanji also finished his private talk with Mitsui Yasuki and other members of the Japanese business community at this time and stood up to take his leave.

The group of businessmen all stood up to see him off. As the host, Mitsui Yasuki personally escorted Ishiwara to the door before asking in a low voice, "Your Excellency, do you think He-kun will return the confiscated properties after Sino-Japanese relations return to friendship?"

Ishiwara knew that the properties Mitsui referred to were the Mitsui Conglomerate's investments in the Northeast. Once the war started, the Northeast Government and the Japanese Government not only began to arrest each other's personnel but also confiscated the enemy's property within their own regimes. It was just that the number of Chinese in Japan was small, and they were there to make a living, having absolutely no wealth. Arresting a group of poor Chinese ghosts made the Japanese government very uncomfortable.

Taking the South Manchuria Railway Company as an example, Mantetsu was established in 1906 with a capital of 200 million yen, increased to 400 million yen by the end of 1920, with a paid-in capital of 309,156,000 yen. Among the enterprises it invested in, railways accounted for about 50%, shipping about 10%, mining 30%, and public utilities about 5% (excluding administration, hotels, culture, and education, etc.).

Railway revenue was the largest. The profit of the railway was about 10 million yen per year before the Great War, increasing to 48.55 million yen in 1920. Mantetsu turned over 2.5 million yen in dividends to the Japanese government annually, increasing to 3.5 million yen after 1918, mainly from the railway.

The investment of 'Mantetsu' only accounted for about 20% of all Japanese investments in the Northeast. During the war, the total value of Japanese investments confiscated by the Northeast Government was about 1 billion yen. He Rui had already made a fortune when he took back the Chinese Eastern Railway. Through the war with Japan, just by confiscation, he had made a huge profit.

If He Rui made money, someone definitely lost. Mitsui Yasuki's Mitsui Conglomerate had investments in the Northeast, which were also mercilessly confiscated after the war started. This investment did not have a huge impact on the Mitsui family, but it still weighed on Mitsui Yasuki's mind.

Faced with such a question, Ishiwara naturally couldn't make any guarantees, and he didn't need to make any guarantees. Since Mitsui Yasuki asked, Ishiwara still needed to answer, so Ishiwara replied, "Mitsui-kun, as long as the current Japanese government can recognize the He-kun regime, you can go to He-kun's government to appeal. Don't you believe that He-kun is a person who respects the legal system?"

Mitsui Yasuki only felt that what Ishiwara said was correct, but he didn't dare to believe it entirely. Having known He Rui for nine years, Mitsui always felt that He Rui understood economics very well, knowing the purpose of businessmen's investments and what businessmen worried about. He Rui embezzling assets confiscated during wartime would only make businessmen afraid or unwilling to invest in China.

But people always change. Let alone a foreign regime like China, even the attitude of the Japanese local regime towards businessmen would undergo various adjustments. Mitsui Yasuki truly dared not bet all hopes of recovering the seized property on He Rui.

Even so, Mitsui Yasuki still bowed in thanks, "Thank you for the hint, Ishiwara-kun."

Leaving Mitsui Yasuki's place, Ishiwara returned to the New Technology Training Bureau and took out a report to read. This was the Ministry of Finance's second-quarter economic statistics report for Japan. Since the Great Kanto Earthquake in September 1923, the Japanese economy had declined rapidly. The data displayed in this statistical report would make anyone who understood economics tremble with fear.

The Great Kanto Earthquake directly affected the Kanto region, and other parts of Japan did not suffer direct impact. However, with the industrial center of the Kanto Plain suffering such a blow, the economies of various parts of Japan revolved around the Kanto region, or at least had a lot of economic dealings with it. So the crisis expanded rapidly.

According to the data report, Japan's total industrial output value for the entire year of 1924 would likely drop from 7.7 billion to around 5.5 billion. Even though the Japanese government injected 400 million yen of special disaster relief notes into the disaster area to inject liquidity, Japanese domestic production enterprises had no preparation to expand investment because they had lost confidence. Most enterprises striving to restore production aimed only at the Japanese domestic market.

The Japanese domestic market was similar to any normal market, with the most spending power residing in the cities. The rural economy was already crumbling under various shocks, and the current Japanese consumer market was not large. This part of domestic demand was completely insufficient to start Japan's economic recovery.

After reading these, Ishiwara sighed slightly. He didn't want the Japanese people to suffer at all, but their strength was still weak. In such a situation, there was no other way. Now the only way to break the deadlock was for He Rui's economic policy in China to succeed. As long as He Rui could go from one victory to another, Japan's revolutionary forces would only become stronger and stronger.

But Ishiwara didn't have special confidence. Many people thought the upper echelon possessed immense power, but Ishiwara only discovered after becoming a true dignitary that things were not that simple. The more one was a dignitary, the more one had to provide livelihood for more people. He Rui himself couldn't conjure up money; even if his economic policy succeeded, it couldn't succeed to a supernatural extent.

Ishiwara guessed right. He Rui was preparing for the autumn harvest that would begin in less than two months. This autumn harvest meant a big exam. According to the latest statistical data, except for Tibet and the Western Regions, the new government had established county governments in other regions.

Land reform was completed in 60% of the areas. Except for the Northeast and Inner/Outer Mongolia, land reform was completed before spring plowing in the northern and Central Plains regions of Zhili (Henan), Hebei, Shandong, Shanxi, Shaanxi, Anhui, and Jiangsu.

In more southern regions, due to two harvests a year, land reform was also completed before the second crop.

The remaining 40% of the territory was the Northwest, Southwest, and other regions. The state's management in those areas was inherently insufficient, and at this time, many troops were conducting bandit suppression locally.

At this time, He Rui was holding a Military Commission meeting, which had lasted longer than planned. Fortunately, everyone could use the lunch time for the meeting. Ordinary meals were placed in front of the Military Commission members, and everyone talked while eating.

General Zheng Silang had returned from the Northwest first. While tearing the steamed bun into pieces and soaking them in the soup of pork stir-fried with lettuce, he said, "Chairman, I don't even want to call them bandits over there; I think calling it a rebellion is more appropriate. Even if the Soviet Union says now that they don't support the rebels, I still don't quite believe it."

He Rui swallowed a mouthful of noodles. "Precisely because of this, we shouldn't act indiscriminately. We must act against the common enemy; this is the most effective means to unite the people. Land reform must be firmly implemented over there. You and the comrades of the Northwest Bureau must be extra diligent in propaganda."

Seeing that his complaint didn't move He Rui, Zheng Silang simply spoke directly, "Chairman, the comrades now least want to go to the Northwest. You have to think of a way for me."

It was mealtime, so He Rui could also think for a while while eating noodles. No one wanted to go to that place in the Northwest because it was truly too arduous.

In He Rui's space-time, the biggest reason for the comprehensive economic development of the entire Northwest was the development of new energy and breakthroughs in seawater desalination technology. The government engaged in photovoltaic agriculture all along the desert and wasteland, turning large tracts of desert and wasteland into grasslands.

Due to the abundant solar energy in the Northwest, the new energy in the Northwest was used to desalinate seawater and transport fresh water to the Northwest step by step. The solar panels of photovoltaic power plants shielded the desert and wasteland from strong winds and prevented direct sun exposure. Sufficient fresh water supply enabled planting under the photovoltaic power stations, constituting a positive return.

For the current Republic government to reach this technological level, optimistically, it would take more than 25 years. That would be five Five-Year Plans. Before that, only means consistent with the current technological level could be adopted.

After thinking for a while, He Rui could only agree, "Starting next year, personnel investment in the Northwest Bureau will be strengthened."

Zheng Silang finally got the promise of increased personnel, especially capable personnel, so he felt relieved and began to bury his head in eating. However, Chief of General Staff Cheng Ruofan couldn't help but say, "Chairman, are there that many people now?"

"Don't worry so much. Britain is not as ignorant of the times as you think. They will indeed fight us a few times in Burma and the northeastern region of India. Adding the colonial army, the white troop strength might reach 200,000. But this is Britain's limit. What we want is a Sino-British Joint Communiqué, not a full-scale war with Britain now. This requires precise communication through diplomatic channels."

Cheng Ruofan understood He Rui's plan very well, but Cheng Ruofan didn't understand the British. Hearing He Rui say this, he was still quite worried. "Chairman, if I were the British Viceroy of India, I would never compromise."

He Rui was amused. "So, you can't be the British Viceroy of India. I still have that question: what is the duty of the Viceroy of India?"

Cheng Ruofan answered, "Maintain British rule in India." After speaking, he added, "But defeating our troops in India is also a way to maintain British rule in India for a long time."

"Ruofan, you are right! However, in the eyes of British rulers, to maintain their rule in India, they must never establish a strong central government locally in India. Leaving aside that the British simply can't do it, even if Britain had the ability to do so, the second day after such an Indian colonial central government was established, India would be independent. In order to rule India to the greatest extent, Britain has to set up colonial rule in such a region as India, but India itself must be divided. And it must be divided as finely as possible. Only in this way can Britain complete its rule over India with a very small number of people. We must never use Chinese thinking to consider the Indian region."

Defense Minister Xu Chengfeng felt that Cheng Ruofan was drilling into a dead end again and also interjected, "Chairman, I recently read European history. Could it be that the biggest pillar for France to contend with Britain for so many years is their tradition of centralization?"

"You are right. France's tradition of centralization was built by Cardinal Richelieu 300 years ago. Although compared with China's centralization, France's centralized system is far from mature. But having centralization is better than not having centralization. The biggest advantage of centralization lies in that someone must come out to be responsible to the end. Under the British system, the biggest responsibility is to bow and step down. Only those who harm the interests of the upper echelon will be held legally responsible. For example, the British Viceroy of India, his job is to maintain the benefits India provides to Britain, not to defend India."

Speaking of this, He Rui turned to Cheng Ruofan. "Ruofan, in the Manchu Qing era, the world belonged to the Manchu Qing dog emperor, so when Japan invaded, many people felt: what does this have to do with us? And the Manchu Qing would never distribute the interests of the ruling class to those willing to step forward for the country. For example, Ruofan, if you stepped forward for the country during the First Sino-Japanese War, once you gained status, wouldn't the next thing you do be to overthrow the Manchu Qing?"

Cheng Ruofan hadn't considered it this way. After a moment of silence, his brows furrowed even tighter. "Chairman, if you say so, can I understand it this way: the Viceroy of India is even more traitorous than the Manchu Qing?"

Xu Chengfeng laughed, "India was never part of Britain. The Manchu Qing could be called traitorous, but the British Viceroy went to plunder India in the first place; how can he be called traitorous?"

He Rui felt that Xu Chengfeng's words also missed the point, so he continued, "The job of the Viceroy of India is to maintain British interests in India. This interest is no longer plundering precious metals from India; British interests are plundering Indian labor through finance and other means... Oh... right, Ruofan, would you think the Viceroy of India is someone who can't figure this out?"

Cheng Ruofan thought for a moment and shook his head.

He Rui continued to reinforce the basic concept, "The Viceroy of India is very clear about his job. Anyone who can't figure it out will be removed and replaced by someone who can. Therefore, what the Viceroy of India pursues is not a decisive battle with us, but defending British interests in India. Full-scale war with us is the authority of Britain, not the authority of the Viceroy of India. If the British government goes to full-scale war with us, there is a risk for the British government, an extremely huge risk. Can they win? Britain is now the world hegemon, so it is under tremendous pressure. Do the various powers below expect Britain to stay in the hegemon position for thousands of generations? Definitely not. They hope that the Versailles system maintained by Britain now can yield benefits to various powers. To some extent, Britain's failure and weakening, having to yield benefits to the powers to win the war, is what the powers hope to see. Then, must Britain declare war on us? For Britain, is it cheaper to sign a joint communiqué establishing diplomatic relations with China, or is it cheaper to yield benefits to the powers?"

Cheng Ruofan started thinking again. Just then, He Rui's secretary came in and said, "Chairman, the next meeting is in half an hour."

He Rui ate the last two mouthfuls of noodles in the bowl and poured plain boiled water into the bowl. After drinking half of it, Cheng Ruofan's brow smoothed out. "Chairman, even if we establish diplomatic relations with Britain, Britain won't actually relax the trade blockade against us, right?"

He Rui wanted to answer immediately, but ended up choking on the water and coughing repeatedly. Zheng Silang patted He Rui's back twice with precise technique, exactly when He Rui was coughing out. Under the combined action of the two forces, the water entering the trachea was expelled, and He Rui finally stopped coughing.

Panting a few times, He Rui praised loudly, "Thinking like this basically conforms to reality. Demanding Britain to fully open trade is something even the United States can't make Britain do; how could we possibly do it?"

After praising, He Rui said to the comrades, "Comrades, do you think our previous trade with Britain was relatively large?"

Those present were all military men. Xu Chengfeng answered readily, "I have this feeling, but now I feel it must be wrong. Please give the answer directly, Chairman."

"The trade between the British homeland and us was mainly in specialty products. Porcelain, pig bristles, tung oil, raw silk. Has everyone noticed that except for porcelain, they are all primary raw materials, not industrial manufactured goods. Germany is close to Britain, so it had the opportunity to sell industrial manufactured goods to Britain. Even so, the volume of British purchases was very average. Britain is even less likely to allow us to sell industrial manufactured goods to the British homeland and British colonies. Therefore, it is possible for Britain to sign a joint communiqué establishing diplomatic relations with us. The important thing is that we must maintain accuracy in diplomacy with Britain. We must make Britain understand that once we issue a joint communiqué establishing diplomatic relations with Britain, we will join the Versailles system, not overthrow the Versailles system. This is the work in the diplomatic field."

Cheng Ruofan immediately asked, "Chairman, the Versailles system is a system protecting British and French colonial rule. I feel you won't truly maintain the Versailles system."

Hearing such a question, Xu Chengfeng, Hu Xiushan, Zheng Silang, and others couldn't help but show expressions of 'here we go again, here we go again.' From the Baoding Military Academy, Cheng Ruofan was considered very smart but also too idealistic. That was why his rating wasn't high.

For Xu Chengfeng and others, if He Rui ordered the liberation of colonies all over the world, they would do their best to complete the task. But if He Rui wanted to conquer the world, they would definitely follow closely without hesitation.

Just now, Cheng Ruofan couldn't understand the real world because of sympathy for the colonial people, and He Rui had managed to make Cheng Ruofan understand the logic of the real world with great difficulty. Seeing Cheng Ruofan drilling into a dead end again, the few who had finished eating stood up to take their leave.

He Rui didn't mind. After everyone left, he continued to say to Cheng Ruofan, "Ruofan, take it step by step. Our goal at this stage is to first get rid of the status quo of a semi-colony, and at the same time become a country accepted by the Great Powers. As long as we achieve this, for the people in the vast colonized areas, this is an effective model. Those young people who want to liberate their hometowns will come to China to seek the path of liberation. The colonial system must be destroyed, but our strength is insufficient to destroy them. As I said before, we must mobilize the colonized people to rise up and resist. Their awakening and resistance will greatly consume the power of the colonial countries from within. And China is the country that helps these people, the great rear area for the liberation cause of the vast colonies around the world. How about it, do you have confidence now?"

Cheng Ruofan was 30 years old this year. Hearing He Rui clearly state the future direction, a smile couldn't help but appear on his handsome and determined young face. "Chairman, I have no more problems. My only view is not to be too hasty."

Being told by Cheng Ruofan not to be hasty, He Rui felt this guy was really too funny. But He Rui knew very well that Cheng Ruofan's words were actually a guarantee to He Rui that Cheng Ruofan would not act recklessly because of inner expectations.

He Rui stood up and replied, "Ruofan, let's complete the cause of liberating the oppressed people together without haste or impatience."

After speaking, He Rui walked out. The afternoon meeting would start in less than 20 minutes, and He Rui had to prepare quickly.
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"I will preside over this meeting." He Rui clarified the host according to the meeting procedure straight away.

There were six participants: Republic Chairman He Rui, Premier Wu Youping, Minister of Education Zhao Tianlin, Minister of Internal Affairs Xu Jia, Minister of Industry Zhuang Jiaxiong, and Minister of Propaganda Huang Zhen.

As the host who initiated this meeting, He Rui ordered, "Comrade Wu Youping, please report on the work progress first."

Wu Youping opened the document. "In 1925, the Republic's First Five-Year Plan will begin. By the end of 1926, the National Bureau of Statistics needs to establish economic statistics departments covering the whole country to provide economic data to governments at all levels. This includes population census, labor force statistics, regional means of production statistics, industrial and agricultural statistics, transportation statistics, consumption power survey and statistics..."

Except for Propaganda Minister Huang Zhen who was taking notes while listening, and He Rui who listened seriously to Wu Youping's report, surprise appeared on the faces of the others. The new government had completely broken the old tradition that 'imperial power does not extend below the county level' and established a national organizational structure from the central government down to the administrative villages. However, the plan proposed by Wu Youping sounded very crazy: to investigate the manpower, resources, and productivity of each region, especially the consumption power and consumption potential.

If ordinary people who had never been in contact with government operations heard this plan, they would probably be angry and terrified: 'The state actually wants to figure out exactly how much money is in everyone's pockets!'

Although surprised, everyone did not feel puzzled. After Wu Youping finished his report, it was Zhao Tianlin's turn. Zhao Tianlin's report was on the school construction to be completed in the future First Five-Year Plan, as well as the number of foreign professors to be introduced.

"...Strengthen engineering and normal schools. High schools and technical schools must be established in every county... Every city must establish engineering schools, health schools, and normal schools. The quantity is at least one of each. Every provincial capital must establish a full-time university including a medical school, and at least three colleges based on local economic characteristics... Every important state-owned enterprise must have relevant technical training schools. The goal for primary schools is for all school-age children to receive five-year compulsory education..."

In various countries, the Ministry of Internal Affairs manages domestic police and security affairs. The Ministry of Internal Affairs of the Republic of China did not govern powerful agencies but was the Organization Department. Powerful organizations such as the National Security Bureau, Public Security, and Police were managed by the State Council.

Xu Jia took out the latest statistical data. "By June 1924, there were 29 universities in the country, 10 established in the Northeast, 10 public universities, and 9 private universities. The 29 universities had a total of more than 74,000 students. Among them, universities in the Northeast had a total of 51,496 students. The other 19 universities had more than 23,000 students..."

This was the current status of higher education in China, a very helpless reality. Among the more than 74,000 students, there were more than 39,000 science and engineering students. Universities in the Northeast had been fully cultivating science and engineering students from the beginning. Among the more than 39,000, more than 35,000 were cultivated by the 10 universities in the Northeast.

Of the remaining 4,000 science and engineering university students, more than 3,000 were students from various Beiyang universities. Most of them were either science and engineering students from the National Peiyang University or students from the Beiyang Railway Official School where Wu Youping and Zhuang Jiaxiong graduated.

Hearing this introduction, Minister of Industry Zhuang Jiaxiong couldn't help smiling bitterly. As a Fujian native, Zhuang Jiaxiong didn't care about his 'Beiyang lineage' mark. As a native of Fuzhou, the anchorage of the Nanyang Fleet back then, Zhuang Jiaxiong identified more with his 'Nanyang Fleet lineage' identity.

However, the data was so cold; this group of people in the office all graduated from these schools. Although the South began to buy equipment and set up factories during the Self-Strengthening Movement, Beijing and Tianjin had their own advantages and possessed great advantages in the construction of formal schools, especially universities.

The number of science and engineering students in the South was very low. After all, universities in the South were all related to foreign forces. Foreigners didn't need native Chinese engineers; they needed Chinese people who understood Western law, culture, and other knowledge to be used by them.

Among various technical schools in China, the most flourishing were military academies. In such an era of war and chaos, military academies were run everywhere. Although there was a considerable gap in quality compared with the Great Powers, the quantity was not bad. Military academies in various provinces received orders to go to Zhengzhou, the future capital, to await reorganization; those who failed to arrive by the deadline would have their academic qualifications cancelled.

At this time, more than 10,000 teachers and students from military academies in various places had gathered in Zhengzhou, while the Beiyang military academies were directly taken over by the National Defense Force.

Xu Jia just talked about the statistical data. By June 1924, within the scope of the national population census, there were a total of 137,600 university graduates from various universities that could be contacted, of which 64,751 graduated from Northeast universities.

New-style primary and secondary schools began to be set up in the country after 1900, which was late. Excluding the Northeast, there were 640,000 students in high schools and equivalent education (Republic middle school students), and 6.74 million primary school students.

Counting the Northeast, the numbers were much more optimistic. The Northeast had comprehensively eradicated illiteracy and enforced compulsory education in the past ten years. The Northeast was an immigrant area, and its population composition was not quite the same as the general population structure of China at present. The proportion of refugees was large, the proportion of young adults was large, and the proportion of single people was large. Under the stable environment of these years, the proportion of infants and young children was large. The proportion of school-age children and teenagers was only 10%.

The population ratio of Inner and Outer Mongolia had the nomadic characteristics of this time: vast land, sparse population, living by water and grass. Some reservoirs had been built in these years, and technologies suitable for local pastures and ecological development were adopted. The settled population increased a bit, but it still had pastoral characteristics.

The 4 million children and teenagers in the Northeast were forced to receive education. Since many were forced into compulsory education when they were teenagers, the rate of primary school students entering middle school barely reached 30%. But for those who received compulsory education in childhood, the rate of entering middle school reached 54%.

Such a number existed because under the policy of gender equality, the number of industrial workers in the entire Northeast had reached 2.7 million, and agricultural workers 2.6 million. The children of workers and state farms all received compulsory education, encouraging children to go to middle school after graduating from primary school. After these industrial and agricultural workers became literate, they clearly noticed that the employment space for junior high school students was larger than that for primary school students, and wages were also higher. Since there was an opportunity for their children to go to junior high school, they naturally went with the flow.

By June 1924, the entire family assets of the Republic were this much. Barely 10 million primary school students, 2 million junior high school students, 900,000 high school students, and less than 140,000 university students. Among all these 13.04 million students, in the proportion of class hours and knowledge, Chinese language accounted for about 40%, mathematics 20%, physical education 10%, foreign languages 10% (entirely relying on Northeast + Beijing/Tianjin + church schools everywhere), history 8%, geography 5%, music + painting 3%, physics 3%, chemistry 1%, and the proportion of other course hours was basically negligible.

After Xu Jia finished the introduction, it was the turn of Minister of Industry Zhuang Jiaxiong. Zhuang Jiaxiong's introduction was concise and comprehensive, "Currently, there are seven industrial categories that need to be developed. The scientific principles are provided by the Chairman, and a large number of technical personnel and engineers are needed to complete the technical research and development of these categories."

After the first round of introductions ended, the others roughly understood the purpose of He Rui's meeting. In He Rui's view, these contents could be organically combined to promote efficiency as a whole. Zhuang Jiaxiong also thought in his heart that He Rui wanted to allocate human resources. The current university students and engineers could not meet the technical personnel required by the Ministry of Industry.

He Rui spoke, "Economic work is not completely equivalent to industrial construction. Judging from reports from various places, the grain harvest this year is relatively stable. The situation of widespread bankruptcy in rural areas should be greatly alleviated. 'A people without trust cannot stand'; since we have won the trust of the people, the next step should be to enter the stage of providing blood transfusions to rural areas. We must provide orders to rural areas to drive employment..."

When He Rui finished speaking, Propaganda Minister Huang Zhen asked, "Chairman, will adopting a market approach be too inefficient?"

He Rui knew that someone would definitely have such a question; after all, the Northeast didn't do it this way back then. Huang Zhen's question was very good. "The reason for low efficiency is not the market, but whether local governments have the ability to provide labor employment opportunities. Premier Wu proposed establishing a digital management method, the purpose of which is to enable local governments to have a definite target."

The so-called statistical mode proposed by Wu Youping was an idea proposed by He Rui, which he let Wu Youping and the State Council formulate. This management mode first appeared around 1985 in He Rui's space-time and began to be used in G7 countries after the emergence of supercomputers. Collecting data alone is useless; massive analysis of data is required to obtain a relatively scientific result. China only mastered this set of technology and began to execute it after 2004.

According to He Rui's judgment, China now had a population of 480 million, and residential areas were relatively concentrated. Although the cost of manual calculation was high, the cost was still within an acceptable range. After all, the price of labor in China was low, and the quantity of labor was sufficient. From the perspective of creating demand, these positions could indeed drive demand and greatly improve efficiency.

From the perspective of advanced layout, the accumulation at this stage created massive demand for Chinese mathematics, which was also fertile soil for the growth of a large number of mathematics professionals. When computers appeared, even the most primitive vacuum tube computers, those accumulated algorithms could be fully utilized.

Of course, these didn't need to be mentioned at this time. He Rui continued to explain the market economy, "The efficiency of the market cannot be said to be low, nor can it be said to be high. The market is just a collection of transactions. Compared with the command economy, the market has a huge coverage range. This is the part where the market seems efficient. Compared with the command economy, the market is influenced by many rational and irrational factors. This is the part where the market seems inefficient. Like any other existence, the true face of the market will be distorted in a simple and one-sided perspective."

The task of the Propaganda Minister was to make people who did not participate in policy formulation understand the original intention of the policy. Since He Rui had made a certain introduction, Huang Zhen continued to listen to the meeting content.

Other cabinet members also waited. Managing the country with an economic analysis model was an unprecedented model, and everyone wanted to hear He Rui's allocation of existing human resources.

"Every city must have a team capable of analyzing data. County-level departments should ideally have one; if not, the county government and county party committee also need to have the ability to understand the content of data analysis. Knowing how much purchasing power the county has, combined with the level of economic development of the county, product production priorities can be determined. But this is not the most important thing; the most important thing is to be able to guide economic development and promote economic development. This is a high challenge for various local governments. I think this part of manpower demand should be satisfied with the highest priority. What do comrades think?"
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Effective expansion of departmental interests is the primary task of all departments in a modern government. This is not to create internal division, but based on realistic needs. Therefore, various departments within the Republic government have a consensus on compulsory education for all and the comprehensive development of education. The divergence only lies in 'how each department should allocate the outstanding personnel produced through education.'

There is bound to be contention between various departments. To coordinate and solve this problem, a person of He Rui's level has to come forward. In other words, the reason why there is a supreme leader within the organization who has the final say is to make decisions on such endlessly debated issues.

What He Rui had to do was not like an accountant or a butcher, allocating existing products.

He Rui had to make a prediction about future situational developments and persuade the heads of various departments to accept this prediction. To use a more high-end and classy phrase, this is called 'strategic judgment.' In the current central government, those who believed in He Rui's strategic judgment clearly occupied an absolute advantage.

Seeing that the core comrades were still relatively hesitant, He Rui could only continue to persuade everyone. "Comrades, everyone has seen the forecast of external conditions for the First Five-Year Plan. We have enough time and space worldwide. The only one that requires the use of strategic resources is Japan. Therefore, I think we have the leisure to build from a more basic organizational structure. The government's brand-new economic development model itself is the maximum arrangement allowed under this leisure."

None of the five department heads answered immediately. Everyone recalled the many analysis reports that needed to be prepared before formulating the Five-Year Plan. Before the content of the analysis reports became reality, these contents led by He Rui undoubtedly felt 'visionary and unconstrained.' But everyone had to believe it.

According to the plan, 1925 was the first year of the Republic's First Five-Year Plan. In the external analysis, He Rui conducted a comprehensive analysis of the economic situation of various countries on this planet that could affect the world situation.

Currently, the strongest industrial country in the world was the United States. Domestic industry in the United States was booming, and labor productivity was booming, but the consumption power of workers who relied purely on labor to make money did not increase by such a large margin. In order to increase consumption power, the United States fully launched models such as 'installment payments,' with a wide variety of consumer loans targeting the public. The Chinese idiom 'eating next year's food this year' [living beyond one's means] was an excellent description of this situation.

In He Rui's history, this period was called the 'Roaring Twenties.' To make money, money was invested in finance such as stocks, triggering a stock market surge. For capital owners, this profit was simply not enough. In order to make money faster, various financial derivatives were generated immediately.

Just looking at those constantly renewing gimmicks in the financial market, the United States was truly like 'adding flowers to brocade and cooking oil over a roaring fire' [dazzling prosperity]. It was dazzling, making one feel as if the United States had overcome the 'economic crisis' and entered a channel of permanent prosperity.

Analyzing from the perspective of political economy, one could immediately reach the judgment that something big was about to happen in the United States. Wealth in the United States was concentrating rapidly, with 90% of the wealth flowing into the hands of 10% of the people. The remaining 90% of the people only owned 10% of the wealth. In order to survive, 90% of the population struggled to exist and had to participate in the financial game, looking forward to getting rich overnight and escaping the life of hardship from then on.

With He Rui's guidance, a team submitted a report to the Central Committee of the Civilization Party, believing that by 1928-1929, a comprehensive economic crisis would break out in the United States. Since its financial products covered most American property owners, this crisis would be devastating and might completely change the current economic model and system of the United States.

The outbreak of the Great Financial Crisis in the United States coincided with the end of the First Five-Year Plan.

The core of the Versailles system was to maintain the British and French colonial system. The economic space of this system was relatively large, but the plunder of colonial people by colonialist countries would only become deeper and deeper. Its contradictions would only become sharper and sharper.

However, Europe and America would not be directly overthrown. After all, their advantage relative to the vast oppressed people in colonial countries was too great; the colonialists could not be defeated by the people in the vast colonies alone. Moreover, with the improvement of productivity levels, countries like Britain and France would also constantly change their means of plunder, shifting from direct plunder of materials to a more effective model of plundering labor. This also made some locally educated people in the colonies depend more closely on colonial countries like Britain and France economically and politically.

Both Germany and the Soviet Union were clamped down by the Versailles system. Germany's domestic industrial base was still there. Because the army was still on foreign territory when Germany surrendered, Germany's domestic industrial system was not damaged during the war.

Germany's biggest problem, the debt problem, also washed away domestic debt through a round of hyperinflation. Foreign debt began to be renegotiated. Coupled with the injection of American capital, the German economy was entering a brand-new period of high-speed development. Germany at this time still had an economy but no fangs.

On the Soviet side, after Lenin's death, the New Economic Policy completely finished. Stalin and Trotsky had various differences and contradictions, but the two were very consistent in implementing the command-style economic development model. And Stalin was very clear about developing foreign import and export; Sino-Soviet trade would develop very well.

Based on the current situation, He Rui believed that capitalist countries around the world would fall into a huge economic crisis with a chain reaction in 1928-1929. At that stage, no country would have the power to wage foreign wars. No matter how intense the contradictions were before, they would have to make concessions to maintain the economy at that time.

With such a relaxed external environment, the Republic government had huge space to construct a brand-new government management system that would take several years to complete.

He Rui's persuasiveness was sufficient, and everyone was willing to trust He Rui's judgment. Even so, the development plan proposed by He Rui still made the comrades feel resistance caused by a certain sense of incongruity.

Based on a future founded purely on predictions, they had to complete a government management system in such a future time that could only be understood in principle but had never appeared in human history.

To really throw oneself into it without hesitation, it would be strange not to feel a sense of incongruity.

The meeting lasted all afternoon, and He Rui explained a great many issues in detail. The meeting continued after dinner.

Until late at night, the comrades who were actually exhausted were all excited, as if they were full of endless energy. Because the comrades' hearts were indeed filled with excitement brought about by acquiring a large amount of knowledge system adjustment, the brain's excitement completely overwhelmed the body's fatigue, giving everyone a false sense of strength.

He Rui had more experience in this regard. He knew that the comrades were actually exhausted. So he said, "That's it for today. Everyone go back and rest well. We will continue the discussion tomorrow afternoon. I require you to sleep in and rest for the whole morning."

"It's not that serious, is it?" Zhao Tianlin laughed.

He Rui asked Zhao Tianlin to raise his hand, and it was seen that Zhao Tianlin's right hand had unknowingly swollen a little.

"The brain is the organ that consumes the most energy in the human body. A large amount of thinking consumes energy while also producing a large amount of waste. Minister Zhao's hand is affected because this waste cannot be eliminated quickly. Listen to my request; you must rest for the whole morning."

The comrades didn't answer and were silent for a good while. Xu Jia was the first to speak, "I won't come to the meeting tomorrow afternoon. I'll state my position now: I support Chairman He's arrangement. After other comrades finish discussing, just give me the document on work division directly."

Hearing Xu Jia say this, Zhao Tianlin and others expressed the same. The meeting ended without full discussion. He Rui's request was passed, deciding that the largest piece of system construction in the Republic's future Five-Year Plan would enter the construction period.
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September 8, 1924, White Dew. The early autumn wind blew through the streets of Beiping, making the perceived temperature very comfortable. This was no longer the capital, but the office location before moving the capital. Even the name had been changed due to the change in status.

A domestically produced Red Flag sedan passed through the streets of Beiping and stopped at the entrance of the Republic's Ministry of Foreign Affairs. A small Soviet flag was inserted at the front of the car, indicating the identity of the occupants. Even without this small flag, the license plate number could show its affiliation.

The current Soviet Union was the only foreign government that recognized the He Rui regime. Soviet Ambassador Milosevic walked into the Republic's Ministry of Foreign Affairs with considerable imposing manner. Mei Youqian, Director of the Eastern European Department of the Ministry of Foreign Affairs, didn't feel that the Soviet ambassador was anything special and treated him with due courtesy during the reception. In other words, he was very calm and had absolutely no intention of looking up to the Soviet ambassador.

Milosevic went straight to the point. "Director Mei, I would like to seek an explanation regarding your country inviting White Russian personnel to work in your government departments!"

Because the two sides had already communicated on this matter over the phone, Mei Youqian answered readily, "They did not enter our government to work, but entered Chinese enterprises to work."

Milosevic did not quite agree with the explanation. After all, many of these 'enterprises' were enterprises under the central government of the Republic, that is, state-owned enterprises, and some worked in departments like computing rooms. From the perspective of the Soviet Union's current economic system establishment, these enterprises were all part of the central government.

The two sides negotiated for a while, and Mei Youqian completely rejected Milosevic's request. He did not think the Soviet Union had jurisdiction over this group of 'White Russian refugees.' In Mei Youqian's view, this group of White Russian technical personnel rescued by China's humanitarian actions could not find jobs in other countries at this time and were invited to work in China, which had nothing to do with the Soviet Union.

No matter how Milosevic probed, Mei Youqian made no concessions. Milosevic could only leave resentfully in the end. In the judgment of the Soviet Ministry of Foreign Affairs, the Republic government would be under long-term blockade and would easily accept the Soviet side's request. Now it seemed this judgment was wrong.

The result of this wrong judgment was somewhat embarrassing. Moreover, the Chinese side did not like to organize cocktail parties, which gave Milosevic no chance to feign drunkenness and conduct another kind of probing.

Just as the car passed the gate of the Ministry of Foreign Affairs, another car arrived outside, with a British flag inserted at the front. Milosevic couldn't help frowning; it seemed the Chinese side was still trying hard to restore relations with Britain.

At this time, there were no diplomatic relations between China and Britain. Even if the other party was a former British Minister, there were no diplomatic relations now. Even so, there was still tacit understanding between the two sides.

The new 'Ambassador' sent by Britain to China was named Miles Wedderburn Lampson. Compared with those senile old men who had served as diplomats in China since the Manchu Qing era, this brother was 44 years old, 10 years older than He Rui.

Receiving Lampson was Li Shiguang, Director of the Western European Department of the Republic's Ministry of Foreign Affairs. Having seen several British ambassadors and ministers to China, Li Shiguang saw that Lampson was also in a Victorian suit. The suit had few ornaments and looked concise and brisk. Lampson looked very ordinary, but his eyes were bright, and his face had few wrinkles; he could be said to be full of vitality.

Li Shiguang went straight to the point. "Our side requests Britain to explain the attacks on our merchant ships."

Lampson's voice was very gentle. "Mr. Li, your accusation is simply baffling. Attacking merchant ships at sea is an act of piracy. The British fleet is only carrying out anti-piracy missions, requiring some suspicious ships to stop for inspection."

Li Shiguang didn't want to play any diplomatic rhetoric games anymore and asked frankly, "Mr. Lampson, you know there will be consequences for doing this."

Lampson smiled slightly. "What are the consequences?"

"Our side has no intention of challenging the Versailles system. If China and Britain negotiate on diplomatic issues, very good results can be achieved."

Lampson replied with a smile, "Mr. Li, all negotiations must be based on the recognition of treaties recognized by the former government of the Republic. If China wants to revise treaties, it needs to convene a diplomatic conference of the treaty signatories and make a decision after collective discussion by the signatories. This is the basic rule of diplomacy."

Li Shiguang was very unhappy in his heart and didn't give Lampson a good face. "In other words, those people in Downing Street have absolutely no intention of conducting equal negotiations?"

"Please forgive me, I am just an ordinary diplomat and do not understand the thoughts of the Foreign Office. If Mr. Li wants to understand, you can go to the British Foreign Office to ask after China and Britain establish diplomatic relations. At that time, you will have the opportunity to solve the doubts in your heart."

Lampson looked elegant and had quite the style of a British gentleman. Li Shiguang knew he couldn't do anything about this guy, so he decisively ended the meeting.

Leaving the Republic's Ministry of Foreign Affairs, when Lampson sat in the car, the gentlemanly look disappeared. His eyes became bright and sharp, and his mood was quite unpleasant. Even though he had mocked the Director of the Western European Department of the Republic's Ministry of Foreign Affairs to his face, the advantage of tongue could not make Lampson feel relaxed.

China wanted to establish diplomatic relations with the British Empire based on equality, and the British Empire could reject it decisively and politely. However, when the British Empire wanted to restore its previous status in China, it could also only be ruthlessly furious. If the previous Chinese government foreign affairs personnel dared to speak to the British Empire's diplomatic personnel like this, the British Empire would immediately send a fleet to demonstrate.

Now the British Empire could only listen to the other party expressing arrogant 'equality' demands and could only fight back verbally. If the British Empire's Grand Fleet dared to come to China to demonstrate now, the barbaric and fearless Chinese Air Force would dare to crash and sink the entire British Empire fleet.

Besides the comparison of military strength, political changes tormented Lampson even more. When He Rui's troops first started moving south, the headline of the Chinese newspapers controlled by Britain was "Berserk Northeast Armed Forces Plundering Land Claim to be China's Central Government".

The subsequent changes were like the famous French real event back then.

"He Rui starts a civil war, destroying peace."

"General He marches into Henan. Is unification achieved by blood and death worth it?"

"Fierce battle between Northeast Army and National Revolutionary Army; three divisions of National Revolutionary Army routed."

"Republic National Defense Force sinks British fleet; fear of triggering recurrence of Eight-Nation Alliance."

"Hong Kong returns to China's embrace; Guangdong Army accepts Chairman He's command; Chairman He announces march into the Great Southwest."

"Representatives from all provinces across the country gather in the capital to convene the Political Consultative Conference."

Those fickle Shanghainese changed immediately upon seeing the Republic National Defense Force towing two heavily damaged British warships back to the port. When He Rui restored order and placed orders with the Jiangnan Shipyard, asking them to hurry up and build cargo ships for Yangtze River inland navigation, the workers also turned to support He Rui.

The final resistance was borne by southern landlords and export-oriented enterprises.

"Land Nationalization Policy is a Ruthless Plunder"

"Redemption Must Be Completely Voluntary; Redemption Under Bayonets is Disguised Robbery"

"Land Nationalization Will Completely Destroy China's Beautiful Countryside"

"Everyone Having Land Equals No One Having Land—The Rural Culture of China's Men Plowing and Women Weaving Society Will Cease to Exist"

After the completion of land reform in the south, these voices disappeared. The forces Britain spent decades cultivating disintegrated in less than a year. Those who continued to support Britain kept their mouths shut at this time. The propaganda struggle between Britain and He Rui for the Chinese people was defeated so easily.

Because newspapers publishing articles opposing He Rui were either smashed by angry workers. Through investigation, British diplomatic personnel determined that these mob-like workers spontaneously launched attacks on the newspaper offices. They shouted angrily, "You are not allowed to attack the government with that bullshit!" They rushed into the newspaper offices and printing plants, destroying the typesetting and newspapers opposing the He Rui government. It wasn't until the new government's police arrived that the newspaper members were rescued from the beating of broomsticks by a group of female workers.

Other similar newspapers either closed down due to loss of readers, or remained silent, and some even turned around to praise the new government.

Back at the 'residence' in the Legation Quarter. Because China and Britain had not established diplomatic relations, the former embassy was currently just a 'residence.' Lampson began to write a telegram. After transmitting the news that the Republic government wanted to establish diplomatic relations with Britain to London, Lampson replied to the order given to him by the British Foreign Office, 'Try to stir up anti-He Rui public opinion within China as much as possible.'

A few hours later, the British Foreign Office received the telegram sent from the telegraph room. The former British Far East Department was not a particularly valuable unit. Now the Far East Department had only a handful of personnel left in China, and its actual status had fallen to rock bottom.

However, the telegram always had to be read. The Foreign Secretary's secretary read this telegram first, '...Because He Rui quickly restored order, distributed land use rights to farmers, provided orders to China's most valuable factories, and eliminated crime, restoring social order. It is completely impossible to achieve such a task in the short term. Only when the effectiveness of these social reform policies decreases, and the people get used to the new life and pursue a better life, will there be an opportunity to guide China's public opinion...'

Such a reply confused the Foreign Secretary's secretary a bit. Judging from his experience since he could remember, even in a small country, a long time was needed between conquest and takeover. In a large country like China, it was impossible to complete two tasks in such a short time.

Intelligence from all sides showed that the He Rui government had indeed completed these two tasks with incredible speed. So Lampson's suggestion was valuable. To confront He Rui, what was needed was an opposition party within China.

But such a reasonable suggestion made the secretary feel difficult. Because there were no political parties with Western characteristics in China. If one had to say there was, it was the 'Civilization Party' with He Rui as the party leader.

And those detestable yellow people were naturally cunning and greedy; changing allegiances seemed like an innate instinct. If one wanted them to oppose He Rui, a huge price must be paid in the current situation.

The secretary thought silently and considered for a good while before making a decision. Just at this time, the sound of the Foreign Secretary, who had just started work, walking into the office came through the door into the secretary's office. The secretary hurriedly picked up the box, prepared the documents, and sent them into the Foreign Secretary's office.

The Foreign Secretary was not only concerned with China; China was just a very inconspicuous piece among the many diplomatic affairs of the British Empire now. So the Secretary prioritized handling the recent talks with the United States, France, and Germany on war reparations.

He also handled some matters with Italy, Spain, and Japan. Finally, the matter of China was discussed.

When the Foreign Secretary asked him, the secretary answered decisively, "Our continued blockade of trade with China should be having an effect. Now China has begun to try to contact our country again, seeking to establish diplomatic relations. If we continue the current policy, we can maintain our initiative, and the passive Chinese side will definitely be willing to pay a greater price."

Hearing the two words initiative and passive, the Foreign Secretary suddenly felt he remembered something, but couldn't remember clearly. Faced with the China issue, the Secretary didn't want to intervene either. Since the Republic National Defense Force sank a British fleet, the use of suicide planes had attracted attention in European military circles.

According to news provided by British intelligence, those weak naval powers treasured this battle. Spain, Italy, Turkey, and even Japan conducted secret research in this area. This undoubtedly posed a potential threat to the naval power Britain.

The British Navy stepped up research on ship air defense. Judging from the Chinese Air Force intelligence obtained from Japan at a cost, the British Admiralty concluded that even Britain's most powerful battleships now, with existing anti-aircraft capabilities, could not withstand the impact of more than 20 suicide attack aircraft.

As for when sufficient air defense forces could be completed, there was no result yet. During this period, the British Navy could only stay away from the Chinese coast.

Since China could be contained by blocking China's trade lines, the Foreign Secretary did not consider actively provoking trouble. The suggestion of the Foreign Office secretary fully accorded with the Foreign Secretary's mind.

The two at this time did not know that Zhong Yifu, a member of the Republic's Southwest Bureau and Commander of the Republic National Defense Force Southwest Theater, was discussing the issue of 'initiative and passivity' with his old classmate, Cheng Ruofan, Chief of General Staff of the Republic National Defense Force, in an office in Changsha, Hunan.

Cheng Ruofan's eyes were bright. "At this stage, Britain indeed occupies the initiative. We do not have naval forces capable of launching active attacks. From the Northeast, we have always aimed to occupy the initiative. For this march into Burma, the General Staff has two plans. Plan A: make more preparations in advance; once the attack is launched, do not pause. Deal a fatal blow to British rule in the local area. Plan B: small teams enter Burma, constantly gain support during the offensive, attract British forces, and constantly weaken their strength with guerrilla warfare tactics. Yifu, what is the Southwest Bureau's view?"

"We have already started working according to Plan B," Zhong Yifu replied.

"Oh?" Cheng Ruofan was stunned.

Zhong Yifu was somewhat helpless. "We wanted to inform the central government of the intelligence as soon as possible, but things really deviated somewhat from the initial assumption, so we invited you over."

"To what extent has the situation developed?" Cheng Ruofan became a little alert.

Facing a clear question, Zhong Yifu gave a clear answer: "Initially, we were just doing preliminary preparations, selecting people from the cadres selected in Yunnan to contact people in Burma. After all, there are relatives between personnel on both sides of the border. The initial work was not very smooth. When those cadres applied the plan of our land reform in Yunnan to the Burmese side, the situation changed immediately. Although the mountain people in Burma lack our social culture, they also need the social revolution we are implementing. With the establishment of social order, those headmen who committed many evils were killed, their armed forces were taken over and reorganized, land was distributed, and local new governments were established. With our help, simple bridges were built, and the road to the Burmese plain is gradually being opened. With the current transportation capacity, logistics for sustaining 30,000 troops in combat is not yet possible; logistics for sustaining 2,000 troops in combat can barely keep up."

"...You didn't build the local governments in the mountainous areas as our country's governments, did you?" Cheng Ruofan raised a very sharp question.

Zhong Yifu hurriedly shook his head. "Are you kidding?! If the Southwest Bureau did such a thing without reporting it, would we be waiting to be dealt with by military law?"

Cheng Ruofan no longer discussed military issues. He stood up to send a telegram to the central government. Now was no longer the time to discuss military struggle issues; the current situation involved political issues with a priority far higher than military struggle. Even Cheng Ruofan couldn't have any delay; he had to report immediately.
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After sending the content that Zhong Yifu hadn't reported immediately to the capital, Cheng Ruofan criticized his old classmate, "Guess what the Chairman's reply telegram will be like?"

Zhong Yifu didn't feel afraid, just felt that he indeed should have telegraphed the central government earlier to explain this matter. Since Cheng Ruofan asked, Zhong Yifu answered, "I think he might not necessarily criticize me for not reporting earlier. But I'm not sure how exactly he will criticize."

"Have you set up anti-colonial training camps and Burmese cadre training classes within our borders? Have you established schools for Burmese revolutionaries? Have you communicated with Burmese revolutionaries and progressives, sharing our revolutionary process and the construction achievements after the revolutionary victory with them?"

Faced with these questions, Zhong Yifu immediately expressed his worries, "I thought of it, but I always feel that the current construction achievements lack sufficient persuasiveness. Wait a bit longer."

"Wait for what? Do you think others don't know we want to show them the most glamorous and decent things? An ugly wife shouldn't be afraid to meet her parents-in-law. Let them participate in our revolutionary work and let them see our work with their own eyes. Only in this way will those Burmese revolutionaries and progressives know what the revolution we are implementing is really like."

"...Ruofan, did you talk to the Chairman?" Zhong Yifu asked after a moment of silence.

"Yes. I look forward to the liberation of colonies all over the world very much, so I talked to the Chairman several times."

"I meant to ask, did you ask the Chairman for advice on Burmese affairs?"

"That, no. I asked for advice on the general methods of colonial liberation, not specifically for Burma... and certainly not against you!" Cheng Ruofan realized what Zhong Yifu was concerned about halfway through his sentence.

This answer made Zhong Yifu feel a bit embarrassed. Cheng Ruofan, this guy, had various shortcomings, but his nature was quite simple, definitely not a bad person. The instructors didn't give him a high rating, which had nothing to do with his character. The classmates all liked Cheng Ruofan quite a bit. At this moment, Zhong Yifu felt apologetic for suspecting that Cheng Ruofan was targeting the Southwest Bureau.

Cheng Ruofan didn't care about this at all; he continued with the issue of colonial liberation he was concerned about. To liberate colonies, one must not only confront those colonialist countries but also confront various problems caused by the backward productivity of the colonized areas themselves.

"The Chairman analyzed the situation in Burma and Northeast India. The upper classes in these regions have significant cooperative relationships with the British trade system. If British colonial rule is overthrown, a local economic development model for these regions must be established. In the short term, China does not have the ability to establish land-based bulk commodity trade transportation lines with these countries. If it is a maritime trade line, we are even less capable of breaking Britain's blockade of shipping routes. This makes it even more necessary to help these countries establish political and economic development personnel before we complete such trade lines. People are the most critical factor."

Hearing this, Zhong Yifu felt deeply. However, this feeling did not come from Burma; the work in Burma was handed over to the department specifically responsible for it below. As an important person in charge of the Southwest Bureau, Zhong Yifu sighed, "Local cadre training in the Southwest region is quite difficult. We have paid great attention to the conflict between natives and Hakkas [guest settlers] and have been very careful about these conflicts, but we still often get involved in them accidentally."

Cheng Ruofan agreed deeply. "To solve the economic problems in these regions, only by constantly creating employment opportunities can the problems be solved fundamentally. 'To be poor and lowly but not moved' is an extremely valuable quality, but for ordinary people, 'When granaries are full, people know etiquette; when food and clothing are sufficient, people know honor and disgrace' is the norm."

As the old classmates talked, the topic shifted from military affairs to economics. Just as they were engrossed in the conversation, the guard brought a telegram. Cheng Ruofan took a look and handed it to Zhong Yifu. Zhong Yifu unfolded it and saw that, as Cheng Ruofan expected, He Rui told Zhong Yifu in the telegram, 'Do not think that there is a fundamental difference between foreign revolution and Chinese revolution. Since work has started, regularize it immediately. Discuss the specific situation with Comrade Cheng Ruofan and instruct the Southwest Bureau to make a written report on this. Special attention must be paid to the fact that absolutely no consideration is allowed to change the Sino-Burmese border. China has a long historical border with neighboring countries, and any change may trigger completely meaningless suspicion and conflict.'

After reading the telegram, Zhong Yifu was silent for a long time before saying, "Are we really going to fight Britain?"

Cheng Ruofan didn't answer immediately. Looking at his unfinished movement, he probably wanted to reach for a cigarette. But Cheng Ruofan still stuck to his decision to quit smoking; he just stood up and walked two circles with his hands behind his back. When the urge to smoke dissipated, Cheng Ruofan asked, "Feeling uneasy about challenging the world's number one power?"

Zhong Yifu didn't think there was anything wrong with his worry. "I think Britain is really strong. If it weren't for launching the colonial liberation movement, I would oppose a military conflict with Britain."

Cheng Ruofan agreed very much with Zhong Yifu's view. China had absolutely no possibility of defeating Britain at present. Even if it had such strength in the future, defeating Britain would only create opportunities for other powers. An imperialist war for hegemony where dogs bite dogs is meaningless. Only a movement to overthrow colonialism and build a better new era is worth China investing its strength in.

"Do you have enough manpower over there to be responsible for the work in Burma?" Cheng Ruofan asked.

"We lack a lot. The Chengdu-Chongqing Railway has started construction, and the channel dredging work of blasting the Yanyu Pile has also begun. I don't know when the construction of this Chengdu-Kunming Railway can start and finish. Wherever the railway reaches, work there can be better carried out."

The Cheng-Yu Line is the railway between Chengdu and Chongqing. In July 1903 (29th year of Guangxu in the Qing Dynasty), Xi Liang, the then-Governor-General of Sichuan, together with Zhang Zidong, the Governor-General of Huguang, jointly petitioned the Qing government to build the Sichuan-Hankou Railway. The scheduled route of the Sichuan-Hankou Railway started from Chengdu, Sichuan, passed through Neijiang, Chongqing, Yichang, and ended in Hankou, Hubei.

Due to subsequent national turmoil, in the 21 years since the start of the plan, only a small part of the survey work had been completed for this line. At this time, only the section from Chengdu to Chongqing could be started while surveying was being completed.

The Cheng-Kun Line mentioned by Zhong Yifu was a railway plan proposed by the Civilization Party at the 1923 National Economic Layout Conference, that is, the national economic layout plan led by He Rui. The Cheng-Kun Line ran from Chengdu to Kunming, creating the first railway artery in the Great Southwest.

Since military conflict with Britain was to break out in Burma, Zhong Yifu paid great attention to this railway line and specifically telegraphed the central government, asking the central government to provide the time needed for surveying, routing, and construction of this railway. Later, Zhong Yifu received a reply: 'It takes ten years.'

Under the complex natural conditions of the Southwest, building such a railway indeed took such a long time. Zhong Yifu was not surprised. It was just that launching a military conflict against Britain before the railway was completed put tremendous pressure on the Republic National Defense Force.

Cheng Ruofan didn't have so many scruples. "This is just the first time, equivalent to paving the way first and preparing for the next time. When the railway is repaired, the road from Kunming to the border is built, and the next strike is launched, Britain will definitely not be able to withstand it. Besides, our strikes will not stop because of signing a joint communiqué with Britain. At that time, there will be our training camps all along the border line. Those revolutionary aspirants and progressives from South Asian colonies will return to their countries to fight for colonial liberation after receiving training in the training camps."

Hearing this, Zhong Yifu just nodded but said, "Chief of General Staff, how much progress has the General Staff made in the organization of mountain troops under the South Asian climate?"

Cheng Ruofan took out a document. "This is the organization and equipment produced at this stage. Those equipments are already in production, and part of them are considered to be produced in the Southwest. Does your Southwest Bureau have a department that can connect with this work?"

"It's best to send someone here immediately. We will select personnel to receive training here. The Southwest now has no talents who can understand modern economy and warfare."

After China's unification war, the British intelligence network in China was basically completely wiped out. British 'Ambassador' Lampson could only pay extra attention to the statistical data published in Chinese newspapers.

Entering September, all parts of China entered the autumn harvest. In October, the areas south of the Great Wall and north of the Huai River basically finished harvesting. In November, the national grain harvest was completed. After the statistical data was published in the newspapers, Lampson looked at the newspaper without saying a word.

In 1924, China's grain output was 304.2 billion *jin*. Calculated with a population of 480 million, the per capita grain was 663 *jin*. Of course, this per capita of 663 *jin* was the per capita of all grains, not the per capita of staple grains like wheat and rice. The national wheat output was 36 billion *jin*, 75 *jin* per capita. Rice output was 69.7 billion *jin*, 145 *jin* per capita.

The yield per *mu* of various grain products was: 161 kg for rice, 49 kg for wheat, 90 kg for corn, 79 kg for sorghum, 78 kg for millet, and 126 kg for sweet potato. The unit yield of rice was more than three times that of wheat.

China's per capita agricultural product output was much worse than Britain's, but Lampson was not happy at all. With such statistical data and after the division of land use rights in China, the Chinese people could obtain grain quite evenly. Although this grain was not enough to make the Chinese people full, it liberated them from the death threat of lack of food.

It became much more difficult for Britain to incite forces opposing He Rui at this stage.
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At the 'foreigner's residence' in the Legation Quarter, Japanese representative Yoshizawa Kenkichi poured black tea for British representative Lampson. The British upper class liked to drink afternoon tea, and Japan, as a learner, had also learned this point.

Lampson was an elite civil servant in the British Foreign Office, and so was Yoshizawa Kenkichi. Watching Yoshizawa Kenkichi's skilled black tea brewing technique, Lampson recalled the information he had seen.

Yoshizawa Kenkichi, born in 1874, was 16 years older than He Rui. He graduated from Tokyo Imperial University in 1899, then entered the Ministry of Foreign Affairs, serving as Vice Consul in Xiamen, Shanghai, Newchwang, and other places. In 1912, he served as Consul General in Hankou. In 1916, he served as Counselor of the Embassy in China. In 1919, he served as Director of the Asian Affairs Bureau of the Japanese Ministry of Foreign Affairs.

This Japanese elite diplomat came to China as a 'representative.' Was his purpose to seek negotiation with the He Rui regime, or something else? Lampson was quite curious.

Adding milk to the black tea and stirring it with a small spoon, Lampson heard Yoshizawa Kenkichi sigh, "I didn't expect China's milk supply to increase so fast. It wasn't easy to buy milk before."

"Hmm." Lampson just responded, waiting for the other party to continue.

"The He Rui government is investing heavily in railways. The Republic National Defense Force arrived in Yunnan from the Northeast within a month; perhaps it can be completed within just two or three years." After Yoshizawa Kenkichi finished speaking, he picked up the black tea and drank it, while waiting for Lampson's answer.

In the internal news of the British Foreign Office, Japan was hinting to Britain about 'rebuilding the Anglo-Japanese Alliance.' The Japanese were Japanese after all; this country completely lacked the straightforwardness of China. He Rui openly put forward their diplomatic demands here and made various bluffing threats. The Japanese wanted to sell themselves but had to let the British take the initiative to raise the price. Lampson also decided to cooperate a bit. After putting down the teacup, he asked, "Is your country ready to rebuild a powerful army?"

Yoshizawa Kenkichi followed Lampson's topic. "Judging from current experience, the size of the standing army of a force capable of maintaining order in the Far East must reach 600,000."

"How did you come to such a conclusion?" Lampson asked, pretending to be very curious.

"The number of troops of the Soviet Russian Red Army is not public. Judging from the Russian Civil War, its number is probably similar to the Tsarist Russian era, with a standing army of 2 million." Speaking of this, Yoshizawa Kenkichi raised a question, "Have you seen the bandit suppression news of the Republic government?"

Lampson didn't play dumb and answered frankly, "I've seen it."

"China has deployed a battalion, about 600 light infantry, in every county for bandit suppression. China has less than 1,500 counties. According to this number, the Republic National Defense Force has invested 900,000 troops. Adding about 500,000 troops remaining in the Northeast, as well as logistics, air force, and... naval forces, the total number of troops of the Republic National Defense Force is over 1.5 million."

Hearing Yoshizawa Kenkichi specifically mention the 'navy' of the Republic National Defense Force, Lampson felt that Yoshizawa Kenkichi's provocation was really a bit too blatant. The naval power of the Republic was weak and not worth mentioning, but in order to defend its own merchant shipping lanes, the Republic would indeed develop a navy. In ten years, if the He Rui regime did not have major problems, Britain would indeed face a little trouble.

"If a standing army of 600,000 cannot be maintained, one is simply not qualified to participate in the discussion of the Far East order." Yoshizawa Kenkichi concluded.

Lampson held the teacup and sipped slowly, judging the attitude of the Japanese side in his heart. Currently, both China and the Soviet Union were isolated internationally, so they naturally huddled together for warmth. According to news obtained by Britain, Sino-Soviet trade was developing rapidly. More than 95% of the railway sleepers and mine sleepers currently laid in China were orders placed by China two years ago, and now they were being transported into China train by train, ship by ship.

Britain dared to block the pitifully small number of Chinese ships in the South China Sea, but dared not intercept cargo ships from the Soviet Union to China. Since the Japanese side put forward a view, Lampson asked, "Does the Japanese side have the ability to inspect suspicious ships?"

"In the era of the Anglo-Japanese Alliance, Japan received a lot of support. As long as sufficient support can be obtained, Japan is fully capable of inspecting any suspicious ship. After all, this is very beneficial to world peace. Of course, Japan also hopes to make a greater contribution to world peace through trade with Southeast Asia."

Before coming to China, Lampson had served in the Southeast Asian colonies for a long time. Yoshizawa Kenkichi's request for Britain to allow Japan to trade in Southeast Asia also sounded reasonable to Lampson. What Japan needed most were raw materials and sales markets. Now that Sino-Japanese trade was interrupted, the markets closest to Japan were only the United States and Southeast Asia.

The United States was the country with the highest industrial output value in the world today, and its industrial strength was above Japan. The goods Japan sold to the United States were mainly raw silk and handicrafts. The only market that could truly accept those poor-quality industrial products from Japan was Southeast Asia. Southeast Asia was also an area where Britain dumped industrial products. If part of the market were yielded, British interests would be damaged.

"I wonder what the domestic outlook in Japan is for the Anglo-Japanese Alliance?" Lampson asked. The times had changed. The previous Anglo-Japanese Alliance was mainly directed against Russia, and weak China was not the main target of the Anglo-Japanese Alliance. Now that China had become the most powerful force in the Far East, Lampson naturally wanted to figure out Japan's conception of the reconstructed 'Anglo-Japanese Alliance' as much as possible.

While Britain and Japan drank black tea here, China's Minister of Commerce Morrison and comrades drank jasmine tea. The jasmine tea came from Zhuang Jiaxiong's hometown, Fujian. The new government made great efforts to eliminate trade barriers; various likin barriers were abolished, and transportation was unimpeded. But new requirements also appeared, which were packaging and clearly writing the ingredients on the packaging. Many priorities of the Ministry of Commerce's current work lay in this area.

However, Morrison was discussing another matter with the comrades at this time. The Director of the North American Trade Department reported to the Ministry of Commerce on the recent trade content with American merchants. Tea, raw silk, tung oil, and pig bristles were still the largest categories of exports.

"...These American merchants want raw silk. The degree of processing they can accept only goes as far as wound raw silk; they don't even accept dyed raw silk. Not only the United States, except for the Soviet Union, other industrial countries basically do not import industrial manufactured goods. They are only interested in bulk commodities like raw materials. Every industrial country is trying to establish a self-sufficient industrial system in its own country!"

Speaking of this, the Director of the North American Department took a sip of jasmine tea and couldn't help complaining, "If agriculture is also seen as industrialized food production, self-sufficiency is not only found in the small peasant economy. The industrial systems of various countries are also self-sufficient!"

No one laughed. Because this was a very serious issue, an issue that made the comrades feel great pressure. Just a year ago, China was still a market for countries to dump industrial products. China obviously couldn't understand the issue of countries establishing a 'self-sufficient' industrial system. Now the situation was completely different, and new cognitions overturned various past thoughts of the comrades.

Morrison understood these earlier. He said, "Comrades can now understand why the European War broke out, right? You can also understand why the Anglo-Japanese Alliance was established, and why Britain held an opposing attitude during the Sino-French War."

Being told so by Morrison, a foreign devil, actually felt a bit ridiculous. However, the members of the Ministry of Commerce had worked together for a long time, and Morrison's Chinese had absolutely no foreign flavor. After working together for a long time, everyone wouldn't deliberately remember that Morrison was a foreigner.

The content learned before was just learned. Facing the current situation, the comrades couldn't help but reflect. After China's unification, the Chinese market belonged to China. Whoever the Republic government allowed to do business could come. Whoever was not allowed stood outside the door. As all regions in the world had clear ownership divisions, this world became clearer.

Some comrades couldn't help sighing, "It would have been great if China's unification could have been completed before the end of the European War."

This sigh made all comrades feel empathetic, but such a sigh was meaningless. Everyone could only sigh for a moment.

Morrison felt that China was already very lucky. With He Rui leading everyone to fight, they finally completed China's independence before the outbreak of the next world war and were ready to welcome the future great war.

The prediction that the next world war must break out had increasingly become a consensus within the Civilization Party and the high-level officials of the Republic government. When China gained security, the perspective and mentality of the upper echelon viewing problems changed. From all angles, the economic contradictions between countries had not only not been eliminated but had been intensified by the Versailles system.

The core of the Versailles system was to recognize the power and legitimacy of the British and French colonial empires, which excluded all other industrial countries from the colonies and left no space for other countries. With the outbreak of the future economic crisis, countries that couldn't solve problems relying on the domestic market would inevitably choose other paths. War was undoubtedly a good choice.

As for China's choice, at least He Rui set the strategic direction. Since colonialism is evil and cruel, and especially since colonialism is 'extremely inefficient' for developing productive forces, in most aspects, colonialism will destroy the development of productive forces in colonies. Regarding such facts, China promoting the establishment of a more efficient, fairer, and more humane new international order for global productivity development, that is, a brand-new 'Earth Civilization,' was China's foreign policy.

Conducting such a discussion at the Ministry of Commerce meeting actually did not conform to the work arrangement of the Ministry of Commerce itself, but everyone did feel something new due to the change in vision, and the Party Secretary of the Ministry of Commerce was also happy to see such a discussion.

The unification war launched by the Civilization Party had not completely ended until now. In areas with harsh geographical environments, the battles of the unification war were still going on, but the bandit-suppression-level battles no longer had any impact on the entire country.

At the summary meeting, everyone agreed with He Rui's view. There was an incredibly deep social consensus for promoting the unification war in China. Those warlords and separatist forces only created various forms because of their vision and strength, but deep down they all looked forward to unifying China themselves. Not only these guys, but the Chinese people themselves also looked forward to unification and identified with unification.

Land reform was not the Civilization Party's original creation either; almost every dynasty in Chinese history had implemented land distribution policies. This was not a new thing for China either. Since everyone in China had such a deep social consensus on unification and land distribution, the unification war and subsequent social stability naturally proceeded exceptionally smoothly.

Different from unification and land distribution, China was very weak in foreign policy, with no national consensus and no historical consensus. If one had to say there was, it was probably in various storytelling where China was invaded by barbarians, fought back, and defeated the foreign enemies. Restoring peace to the borders, the Chinese people could live a good life again.

Adopting an active foreign policy was probably in the Han and Tang dynasties. He Rui's foreign policy had quite the style of Han and Tang, but this policy was unfamiliar to ordinary people, and even within the party, a complete consensus had not been reached. Since this discussion could promote consensus, it was a good thing to continue.

When the content of the Ministry of Commerce meeting returned to work, everyone had to face a cold real world. The United States was considered a very commercially open country, yet even such a country prioritized protecting domestic industries. For those colonialist countries, this was even more so.

For example, Britain, for the sake of domestic employment, would rather transport cotton from India to Britain to produce cloth and then sell it back to India than invest heavily in building textile mills in India. Under such a situation, even if Britain did not have a sharp struggle with China, it was impossible to allow Chinese goods to be sold freely in India. Britain was just an example; other colonial countries were the same.

Since there was no way to break through externally, the Ministry of Commerce could only turn to the domestic market. Now, everyone had another consensus: in terms of industrial layout, He Rui was undoubtedly the number one person in the Republic. Up to now, the preliminary work of several industrial zones proposed by He Rui had begun, especially exploration work.

Just as He Rui expected, those areas indeed had very good mineral foundations, enabling industrial development around local minerals. This made comrades full of sighs with a somewhat mystical flavor about the 'Earth Evolution History' proposed by He Rui.

The comrades certainly overestimated He Rui. He Rui's industrial layout ability was by no means because He Rui himself was so incredible. As long as one researched the place of origin a little in massive online shopping in another space-time, one could get massive information. If one possessed certain data analysis capabilities and knew some people who were serious about consumption, one could get considerable knowledge of industrial layout. He Rui only needed to uphold the attitude of 'grab-ism' and make full use of it.

For example, most jasmine flowers now came from Fujian. But Guangxi also had very good conditions for jasmine production. This was one of the many feedbacks to Guangxi in the future plan.

But He Rui absolutely could not say to the comrades, "I came up with these arrangements out of thin air!" If he said so, rational comrades would definitely oppose it. If comrades accepted it immediately without thinking, that would be even worse. Such blind obedience would turn the Civilization Party into a charlatan organization.

In order to explain reasonably, He Rui could only propose the Earth Evolution Theory. That was a history of earth evolution spanning billions of years.

Although this theory seemed quite charlatan-like at present, at least it was a scientific category. As long as one really researched it, one could still embark on a scientific direction.
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Before the Meiji Restoration, Japan also used the Chinese calendar. After the Meiji Restoration, Japan designated January 1st as New Year's Day, completely following the Western calendar. Since it was New Year's Day, it was naturally a national holiday. Lieutenant General Ishiwara Kanji also took this opportunity to return to his hometown, which he hadn't visited for a long time.

Ishiwara hadn't been home since 1922. His parents had been to Tokyo once, but Ishiwara only met them hastily because he was in a meeting with comrades. This time, Ishiwara prepared gifts to make up for the guilt in his heart.

Due to the Great Kanto Earthquake, the earthquake-stricken areas in 1924 were very miserable. However, 90% of Japan's territory did not suffer direct losses. Yet, one year after the earthquake ended, what Ishiwara saw in these areas was nothing but depression besides depression.

In the cities and villages he passed through, not many people decorated their homes for the New Year, as if New Year's Day was just an ordinary winter day, or perhaps they hadn't thought about celebrating the New Year at all.

The people wore old clothes, which looked like they were bought the year before last or even the year before that. Those children on the roadside and streets wore Japanese-style clothes with holes, bare-legged, wearing straw sandals. Ishiwara Kanji had fought in northern Korea and experienced low temperatures of minus twenty degrees. He personally realized that Japan's geographical environment made winter much warmer than the continental region. Even so, seeing the clothing of those ordinary families, Ishiwara felt quite uncomfortable in his heart.

Just as judged in Professor Taira Toyomori's report, the confidence of the Japanese nationals suffered an extremely heavy blow. The lack of confidence directly led to the people trying every means to keep money and not consume, causing the already heavily hit economy to worsen.

In the past, when encountering such a situation, Japan could still consider plundering from China. This last road was completely blocked, and everyone in Japan lost hope. The Japanese economy also entered a winter with no end in sight.

In the administrative division of Japan after the Meiji Restoration, prefectures were larger than cities. Ishiwara's hometown, Tsuruoka City, was a small rural place with a population of only 40,000. This place also produced grain, and the people's lives were barely passable. However, it was lifeless here. Although hairstyles had changed a lot and clothing had also changed, Ishiwara felt like he had returned to the Shogunate era.

Arriving on the street outside his house, neighbors had already seen Ishiwara and hurriedly came forward to greet him. This was the simple countryside, which made Ishiwara feel warm in his heart. Although Ishiwara was already a big shot in Tokyo, in the eyes of the fellow villagers, Ishiwara was still that 'son of the Ishiwara family.'

After exchanging greetings with the villagers, Ishiwara took the guards to the door of his house. At this time, someone had already gone to the Ishiwara family to report the news. As soon as Ishiwara arrived at the door, he saw his younger brother coming out to welcome him. The villagers watched the excitement at the door. Ishiwara looked at his home, which also hadn't prepared for the New Year, and felt very guilty.

Because the Sino-Japanese War was actually a defeat, and the Great Kanto Earthquake occurred, even though Ishiwara received a medal and a corresponding bonus of 15,000 yen, the bonus was delayed. So much so that Ishiwara couldn't send money to his parents.

Entering the main room, he saw his father already sitting at the table. Ishiwara went up to greet him, and his father looked gratified. "Kanji, you are finally back."

Ishiwara's mother looked at her returned son, her eyes already red. Ishiwara's younger sister brought Ishiwara's nephew. The little guy was no longer the little toddler learning to speak; he just hugged his mother's arm and looked at Ishiwara timidly. When ordered by his mother to 'say hello to uncle,' the little guy became shy again, hiding behind his mother and unwilling to come forward. This action amused Ishiwara.

Not long after the family reunited, many people came outside, all local prominent figures. Old Man Ishiwara was the local police chief, a mid-to-lower-level civil servant on the establishment in Japan, truly eating the imperial grain. He didn't bow and scrape to the prominent figures of Tsuruoka, a small place of 40,000 people, and was even more calm and magnanimous at this time.

The local prominent figures of Tsuruoka greeted Ishiwara respectfully with 'Your Excellency,' 'Your Excellency.' Ishiwara was a big shot ranked in the top 100 in Japan. The mainland population of Japan was over 40 million, meaning one such person appeared on average out of 400,000. For a small place like Tsuruoka City with a population of only 40,000 to produce such a big shot, even the mayor had to bow his head.

These people never had the opportunity to contact big shots and didn't have the ability to flatter Ishiwara Kanji just right. Fortunately, everyone didn't lack eye service. Since no flattery would be in place, at least don't make Ishiwara feel annoyed. After expressing their respect, these people stood up to take their leave, letting the Ishiwara family spend the holiday quietly.

Only the family remained at home, and Ishiwara's mother and younger siblings came out. In the eyes of his relatives, Ishiwara was not Your Excellency Ishiwara, but a child of the family. Everyone didn't even mention the war; they just chatted affectionately. When Ishiwara took out his accumulated salary to give to his family, everyone sighed again that making money was not easy now and life was hard.

At this time, the little nephew had become familiar with Ishiwara and was no longer shy. He pulled Ishiwara to look left and right, became interested in the medal Ishiwara tied to his collar, and wanted to take it off to look.

Now even Ishiwara's sister felt this shouldn't be done and prepared to scold the little guy. Ishiwara waved his hand, "It's just a medal."

Saying this, he untied the 'Order of the Golden Kite, 1st Class' and handed it to his little nephew. The child had never seen such an exquisitely crafted little gadget and liked it very much, holding it to look left and right, liking it very much.

Ishiwara's father saw that his grandson had played enough, took the medal and examined it for a while, sighing, "Kanji, you are already a true samurai."

From a young age, Old Man Ishiwara used Bushido to teach Ishiwara. Hearing his father speak like this at this time, Ishiwara also felt very gratified. His father saying this was the greatest recognition of himself.

Although the war between the Northeast and Japan made Ishiwara not care so much about this medal anymore, in terms of the medal itself, if a Lieutenant General after the war wore the 'Order of the Golden Kite, 1st Class,' it meant that this soldier had solidly walked back and forth in front of the Gates of Hell several times during the war. In terms of a samurai not fearing life and death and doing his utmost loyalty, Ishiwara believed he indeed deserved the name of a samurai.

The next day, after the family had lunch, Ishiwara was clumsily making a small toy for his nephew when someone knocked on the courtyard gate of the Ishiwara family. Ishiwara's sister went to open the door and saw several people dressed unusually outside. The leader asked with a Kansai accent, "I am Ishii Yoshiya. Is Your Excellency Ishiwara in?"

In the past two years, the level of figures the Ishiwara family could contact had greatly increased. Even Ishiwara's sister who stayed in Tsuruoka could see that the visitor's identity was unusual. She put her hands in front of her and bowed slightly, "May I ask what business you have?"

Ishii Yoshiya took out a business card and handed it out with both hands. "I would like to request an audience with Your Excellency Ishiwara."

Ishiwara's sister took it with both hands, asked Ishii to wait outside for a while, and walked into the house herself. On the way, Ishiwara's sister looked at the business card, which read 'Member of the House of Representatives of the Japanese Diet, Ishii Yoshiya.' The other party turned out to be a member of the House of Representatives.

After the Meiji Restoration, Japan introduced the Western parliamentary system. In 1889, Japan promulgated the "Constitution of the Empire of Japan," and the "Imperial Diet" at that time set up the House of Peers and the House of Representatives. Since the legislative power at that time was vested in the Emperor, the Imperial Diet was only a "co-sponsorship" organ for the Emperor's legislative activities.

Even so, a member of the House of Representatives was considered a figure in Japan!

Sure enough, Ishiwara read the business card and invited Ishii Yoshiya in. Ishiwara's sister led Ishii in, then dragged away her son who wanted to play with his uncle, leaving Ishiwara and Ishii to chat quietly.

Ishii Yoshiya asked frankly, "Your Excellency is a great scholar of He Studies. I came to Your Excellency's home specially to ask Your Excellency how you evaluate the effectiveness of the land reform in Shina?"

Ishiwara had a high evaluation of politicians but an average evaluation of parliament members. Especially after hearing Ishii ask such a question, he disliked this Ishii even more.

Parliament members were already the Japanese upper class. Wasn't the focus of contradictions in Japan clear? Was the Japanese upper class unaware? If in a private setting, even guys like Nagata Tetsuzan and Obata Toshishiro could give a fair evaluation of the He Rui government's land reform. These two young officers of the Control Faction would even admit that land reform could indeed solve a fundamental social problem in Japan.

Ishii asking this was very likely trying to drag Ishiwara into the water. Ishiwara asked in a cold tone, "Does Ishii-kun want to propose land reform in Japan in the Diet?"

He thought Ishii would evade the question, but unexpectedly Ishii looked resolute. "Your Excellency, I am preparing to do so. However, the land reform proposal must be persuasive. If it is proposed hastily, it will definitely be rejected directly. I have already gone to consult Mr. Taira Toyomori. Thanks to Mr. Taira Toyomori's instruction, my horizons have been greatly opened. Mr. Taira said that Your Excellency Ishiwara has learned the essence of He Studies, so I took the liberty to come and ask for advice."

After speaking, seeing Ishiwara didn't believe him, Ishii took out a letter from his bosom. "This is Mr. Taira's letter; please take a look, Your Excellency."

Ishiwara took the letter; it was indeed Taira Toyomori's familiar handwriting. Taira Toyomori praised Ishii Yoshiya quite a bit in the letter and asked Ishiwara to give him some pointers. Closing the letter, Ishiwara still couldn't quite believe it. Did Ishii not know what kind of resistance and opposition he would encounter after proposing the Japanese land reform plan?

Ishii Yoshiya took out a document. "Your Excellency, this is the fourth draft of the 'Japan Land Restoration Plan' written by me. It has been revised repeatedly twice before, and revised once more after consulting Mr. Taira. Please give your guidance, Your Excellency."

Ishiwara took it and browsed through it quickly. Judging from this land reform plan, Ishii was really going all out! He had indeed created a Japanese version of land reform based on the Chinese land reform blueprint.

Since it was a Japanese plan, it was naturally not as radical as China's. In Ishii's plan, after the state implemented land redemption, it would sell the land to the people at a certain price, avoiding the burden on national finance. People purchasing land could pay in three modes: 10-year installments, 15-year installments, and 20-year installments.

Not only that, Ishii also analyzed the significance and function of land reform quite reliably based on Professor Taira Toyomori's views. In order to gain more support, he especially emphasized that the greatest function of land reform for Japan at present was to recreate 'hope and confidence' for Japan. Even though Ishiwara didn't think this plan would be passed, he developed a lot of goodwill towards Ishii.

In the end, Ishiwara made a decision. "Ishii-kun said just now that you have some doubts. I wonder what Ishii-kun's specific doubts are?"

Seeing that Ishiwara was willing to resolve his doubts, Ishii Yoshiya immediately rejoiced, "Thank you for your guidance, Ishiwara-kun. My first doubt is, if my plan is analyzed with He Studies, who will truly oppose this plan? And why oppose it?"
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Even facing a member of parliament, Ishiwara showed no politeness. His face was expressionless as he said coldly, "Please leave." However, Ishiwara had a baby face, so even when he was really angry, he looked like a sulking child.

Member of the House of Representatives Ishii Yoshiya bowed deeply, "Thank you, Your Excellency." Then he stood up and left.

Leaving Ishiwara's house, Ishii and the others walked for a while. The accompanying secretary saw that Ishii Yoshiya still looked moved and asked, "Sir, are you really going to modify the plan according to Your Excellency Ishiwara's words?"

Ishii didn't answer immediately. Ishiwara hadn't made any request for modification at all, but just answered some questions Ishii raised. Ishii asked Ishiwara to comment on the most desirable and undesirable parts of the entire plan. Ishiwara frankly told Ishii, "The cost of redemption and the repayment time are the most desirable and also the most undesirable."

This statement was very mysterious. Although Ishii felt something, he still couldn't fully grasp it, so he asked Ishiwara to clarify.

"From the perspective of proposing, the long-term repayment method shifts all risks to the people, making this method actually unfeasible. Opponents won't have special ill feelings towards you because risks are avoided. For you, this is very desirable."

"...Does Your Excellency think long-term repayment is undesirable?" Ishii already understood why Ishiwara thought this proposal was undesirable.

Ishiwara was also straightforward. "From the perspective of execution, China's land reform policy took effect immediately after implementation, solving the problem in the same year. It restored confidence and revitalized the economy. Even if your proposal is passed and implemented, it won't play such a role at all. This is also why I think it is the most undesirable. As for what you choose, please decide for yourself, Ishii-kun."

After saying this, Ishiwara said coldly, "Please leave."

Because Ishiwara's words completely pierced the somewhat ambiguous part in Ishii Yoshiya's heart, Ishii discovered that he indeed didn't want to trigger a fierce conflict. The benefits of adopting the Chinese land reform model were self-evident. The He Rui government did not hide the purpose and reason for formulating the land reform policy and gave a very clear explanation in government propaganda.

As a member of the Japanese House of Representatives, Ishii Yoshiya understood the land reform policy from the beginning and continued to pay attention to the execution of China's land reform. Those who could be elected as parliament members in Japan were not ordinary people. What truly shocked Ishii Yoshiya was that China easily annihilated a British fleet with a total tonnage of over 20,000 tons.

China actually winning the Sino-Japanese War had an impact on Ishii, but not a special shock. Japanese propaganda was not making up lies; China adopted sneak attacks, China had a large population, 'resisted the Japanese counterattack with casualties several times that of the Japanese army,' and held the border with a long defense line consuming huge manpower. Japan had to stop the war because of the Great Kanto Earthquake.

These reasons could well explain why Japan had been in a passive position.

The fact that China annihilated a British fleet completely shattered Ishii's view that Japan had a huge advantage over China. Japan's advantage over China was the Japanese Navy. China's population was 10 times that of Japan, and China's land was 20 times that of Japan (Japanese territory included Korea); these were all facts. Because of this, the invincible state of the Japanese Navy in the Far East appeared so outstanding. As long as this navy existed, Japan's advantage over China was immensely huge.

The Japanese Navy, crowning the Far East, could only cruise 200 kilometers away from the Chinese coast. As long as it entered the 200-kilometer range, the fleet might be completely destroyed, and Japan's advantage over China would vanish.

This shock to Ishii was immensely huge. If Japan could do nothing about China, China's rise would be inevitable. Japan's current advantage was completely built on the foundation of China's decline. If China rose again, Japan would fall into a complete defensive position.

In reality, Japan began to decline even before China rose. After accepting Professor Taira Toyomori's exposition on economic confidence, Ishii Yoshiya visited local areas for nearly two months. The Japan he saw made him feel incomparably desperate.

Except for a small number of factories moving out of Tokyo that were building factory buildings, the rest of the areas, whether industrial or agricultural, were lifeless.

After losing confidence, all industries in Japan were depressed. Rich people neither invested nor spent money, and the economy began to deteriorate comprehensively. Especially the lives of the people at the bottom suddenly fell back to decades ago. Every industry that had to continue operating was groaning miserably in involution, while industries that could temporarily stop operating closed down. Staying at home at least wouldn't face the crisis of bankruptcy; why bang one's head against the wall when one could avoid taking risks?

The He Rui government explicitly announced, 'China's rural economy has completely collapsed. The primary purpose of land reform is to restore the small peasant economy, and then quickly restore social order...'

Japan's rural economy had also completely collapsed. Farmers grew crops for a year, earning almost no money, or even owing money. To pay off debts, more women were sold into brothels.

Such a situation was miserable enough, yet such a miserable industry was also operating according to the economic laws described by 'He Studies.' Because the total consumption did not increase but decreased, while the supply with a low threshold actually increased, leading to involution among these poor women. To attract consumption, the price per service began to drop. In order to maintain total profit, brothel owners forced women to increase the number of services.

The situation of waning and waxing between China and Japan in a competitive situation was so distinct. Ishii discovered that as long as China had hope, it meant Japan's despair. China had confidence, while Japan lost confidence.

Currently, Japan could no longer win a war. Active attacks at sea were suicide, and active attacks on land were also suicide. Apart from digging out new hope within Japan, Japan had no other choice.

Walking all the way like this, Ishii gradually made up his mind. Since Japan had to change, he would be the first person to propose a plan.

Ishii's secretary looked at Ishii's expression and felt that Ishii had made a decision. He pulled Ishii, "Mr. Ishii, can I have a private word with you?"

Several people stopped. The secretary said worriedly, "Mr. Ishii, Your Excellency Ishiwara's judgment is reasonable. If you choose to propose, it will only trigger hostility."

Ishii had made up his mind at this time and said impassionedly, "If I don't propose it now, what about two years later? In Professor Taira Toyomori's deduction data, Japan's industrial output last year was only 5.5 billion, a decrease of 2.2 billion from 7.7 billion two years ago. Analyzing with the current economic trend of no confidence, Japan's domestic demand for industrial products is only 3.3 billion. Even if some people will oppose me, many people will support me. No, they don't support me; they support this 4.4 billion yen industrial output value."

The secretary didn't know what to say for a moment. The logic was correct. Japanese industry and commerce were already wailing and begging the government for support in the current situation. But the government's support had no direction. The comprehensive shrinkage of internal and external markets made any support meaningless. Even if they got money and resumed work, who would the produced goods be sold to?

Japan's great economic recession led to a lack of money in people's pockets, not a lack of goods on the market. Even if there were goods on the shelves, fewer and fewer people could afford them.

Ishii patted the secretary on the shoulder. "Don't worry. There are many people who oppose us, but there are also many people who support us!"

After the New Year holiday on January 1st passed, Ishiwara used his annual leave to stay in his hometown for a few more days. It was already January 7th when he bid farewell to his reluctant family and returned to Tokyo. The next day, the Japan Future Society held a meeting. Ishiwara accidentally learned that on the first day of the Diet session after the New Year, Ishii Yoshiya and Shibata Nagaeki, two members of parliament, jointly proposed the "Japan Land Restoration Plan".

Taking the excerpt of the Restoration Plan, Ishiwara browsed quickly and soon saw the part he cared about. This plan was for real. From the previous individual ownership of no more than 50 hectares of land with the excess purchased by the state, it changed to a family ownership of no more than 6 hectares of land with the excess purchased by the state.

The purchase price was no longer 80% of the market price, but the price of agricultural products in a bumper year was used as the purchase price. The state sold land to farmers at an average price of 120%. This 20% premium was various costs for the state to operate land purchases.

Moreover, the state established a Land Bank to provide loans to farmers who really had no money to buy land, with an annual interest rate of 4%. Other banks could also apply for this business, with an annual interest rate not exceeding 6%. Moreover, if farmers went bankrupt and sold land, they must sell it to the state and could not sell it privately.

Ishiwara originally thought that a member of the Japanese House of Representatives proposing such a proposal full of a sense of justice was to gain fame. That installment payment was the best proof. But Ishii and Shibata actually proposing this way meant they were really risking their lives!

Lieutenant Colonel Aizawa Saburo saw that Ishiwara had finished reading the report and immediately asked a question: "Ishiwara-kun, many comrades think this proposal has a chance of success. Although I think it's impossible to succeed, I also hope it can succeed. But in this way, the situation will change!"

Ishiwara looked at other main cadres; the comrades' views were similar, both expectant and uneasy. Ishiwara then answered, "It cannot succeed. Once land reform succeeds, it means Japan will immediately become a constitutional state. The upper class might accept a castrated version of the land reform policy that strengthens their rule to restore economic confidence. But the upper class will never accept constitutionalism. Once constitutionalism is accepted, Japan's national polity will change."

"Castrated version of the land reform policy?" Aizawa Saburo didn't quite understand.

Ishiwara Kanji knew that the comrades of the Future Society had various views from the beginning on He Rui completely confiscating land and then implementing distribution in the Northeast. Half of the opponents left the Future Society because of this divergence.

After He Rui won the war, those comrades who had left came back and brought a large group of new comrades. When He Rui implemented the land nationalization redemption policy in China, no longer confiscating but redeeming, more 'Future Society' sympathizers with softer stances also chose to join.

Even so, the bottom line of these people was the same: land nationalization and land redemption. Comrades really hadn't considered what a 'castrated version of the land reform policy' was.

Ishiwara didn't mention Ishii but listed data. Seeing that individuals could own up to 50 hectares of land at most, and hearing Ishiwara explain a little, everyone in the Future Society suddenly realized.

Most Japanese landowners did not own more than 50 hectares of land. If executed according to this standard, the land that could be sold to farmers would be negligible.

The comrades of the Future Society also understood the difference between their position and this group of reformists. Even those who agreed with redemption wanted to divide Japan's national land equally. This dividing line was so distinct at this time that there was no need to discuss it further.

Ishiwara concluded, "Therefore, this proposal cannot be passed no matter what!"
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Before going on stage for the first meeting of the New Year convened by the Japanese House of Representatives, the two MPs, Ishii and Shibata, looked at each other.

Neither of them was a member of the Seiyukai, nor did they belong to any faction. Both won the Kansai local elections with personal charisma. Judging from the current situation, both were likely to lose in the next parliamentary election. Precisely because of this, Shibata saw a kind of determination in Ishii's eyes. If there is only one such chance in life, of course, one must give it a try.

Stepping onto the podium, Ishii read out the title of his proposal loudly. Hearing the name "Japan Land Restoration Plan," the MPs were stunned. Ishii saw light in the eyes of many MPs; whether it was the light of hope or a fierce glare, Ishii didn't care. There was only this one chance in life to truly implement his own philosophy, so there was nothing to be afraid of.

There wasn't much specific content in the proposal, at least not much that could be narrated on the podium. '...Gentlemen MPs. According to the deduction of the Business School of Tokyo Imperial University, the industrial products needed to maintain Japan's domestic demand only amount to 3.3 billion yen. In 1922, Japan's industrial output was 7.7 billion yen. Of this, 4.4 billion yen worth of goods were used for export. The Japanese economy has always relied on exports. Compared with domestic demand, exports exceeded domestic demand... Domestic demand has the characteristics of persistence and stability and is not affected by the world situation. Developing domestic demand requires the people to have consumption power. Through land restoration, letting Japanese farmers all own land will comprehensively drive the Japanese economy. According to the deduction of Tokyo Imperial University, once land distribution is completed, Japan's domestic demand will reach more than 7 billion. As long as exports improve slightly, the economy can exceed the boom triggered by the European War in the past...'

The Japanese Diet included the House of Peers and the House of Representatives. The House of Peers was one of the houses of the bicameral Imperial Diet established under the "Constitution of the Empire of Japan." Members of the House of Peers were composed of unelected Imperial Family members, Kazoku (nobility), and Imperial nominees (must be over 30 years old and appointed by the Emperor personally). Abbreviated as "Peers' House," it had equal authority with the House of Representatives, but the House of Representatives had the right to discuss the budget first. The origin of the House of Peers was limited, so its representativeness was naturally insufficient.

Members of the House of Representatives were elected by voting according to population proportion across the country, and the members came from various backgrounds.

Although some Japanese House of Representatives members had no interest in land distribution, more members had various ideas about land distribution. Hearing Ishii Yoshiya propose such a plan, the thought of most members was 'Finally someone proposed this!'

Japanese *zaibatsu* had a large amount of land belonging to them, but Japanese *zaibatsu* did not fiercely oppose the land reform policy. As the saying goes, 'what is lost in the dam is gained outside the dam'; if the Japanese economy continued to be so sluggish, the overall economic losses of the *zaibatsu* would exceed the land losses.

China's success had long stimulated Japanese MPs who were more inclined towards socialism. They knew the situation in rural Japan well and believed that land reform policies could definitely solve the problems of ordinary Japanese people.

Having completed his speech within the allotted time, Ishii Yoshiya walked down from the podium. Every MP in the venue was watching Ishii, but no MP cheered or applauded him. Only when Ishii sat back in his seat did MP Shibata next to him reach out his hand, and the two shook hands.

According to the procedure, after someone introduced the proposal, it naturally entered the debate process. People off stage were eager to try, wanting to say something, but no one stood up to discuss. Openly opposing such a proposal also required certain courage. If one's opposition was spread, it would certainly meet with great opposition. If one didn't want to oppose, there was nothing to say. MPs were smart people, so everyone remained silent.

It could be seen that the Speaker himself also wanted to end this topic as soon as possible. Seeing no one raised an opinion, the Speaker's gavel struck down. "This proposal will be conducted in a recorded vote mode!" Saying this, his unhappy gaze swept over the two MPs, Ishii and Shibata.

Ishii frowned, while MP Shibata had already stood up to express dissatisfaction. "According to the rules of procedure, a secret ballot should be conducted."

The Speaker answered immediately, "This proposal also meets the requirements for a recorded vote, and it is necessary to implement a recorded vote."

Some MPs felt that MP Shibata's action of standing up to oppose was inappropriate. This matter was of great importance. If a secret ballot was adopted, this proposal might be passed due to emotional relations. The current Japanese Diet was not a power organ like the Western parliament, but an organ providing 'advice' services to the Emperor. It was inappropriate to submit such an emotionally driven proposal to the Emperor.

Apart from Shibata, no other MPs supported a secret ballot. Twenty-some minutes later, the voting results came out. MP Ishii Yoshiya's proposal was short by 14 votes from being submitted to the Emperor. After the results came out, two kinds of sighs rang out in the parliament. One was a sigh of disappointment, and the other was a sigh of joy. Even though everyone had their own attitude, no one discussed this proposal.

Ishii had mixed feelings at this moment. He initially thought his proposal couldn't be passed and didn't harbor any illusions. However, the gap in votes for passing was so small that Ishii truly felt regret. If he had insisted on a secret ballot at that time and was prepared for a secret ballot, maybe the proposal would have really passed.

But things had come to this; it was useless to say more. Conducting a recorded vote also had benefits; Ishii had learned how many MPs held the same attitude. Ishii planned to meet with this group of MPs later.

As for those MPs who opposed his proposal, Ishii planned to meet them as well to see if he could persuade these people to change their positions.

At this time, Ishii didn't think of Ishiwara Kanji. After all, Ishiwara himself had no influence on the Diet. The Japanese Diet upheld the political rule that military personnel could not participate in politics. In the Diet, only the House of Peers had military personnel. These military personnel of hereditary noble origin, according to convention, never entered the House of Peers when truly discussing topics, except for attending ceremonial events that could not be refused.

MP Ishii Yoshiya didn't expect that Ishiwara Kanji paid considerable attention to him. So much so that on January 10, Ishiwara was stunned by news from the Metropolitan Police Department.

"...MP Ishii Yoshiya hanged himself at home. The result of the Metropolitan Police Department's investigation is that MP Ishii chose suicide because he couldn't bear the inner pressure due to family conflicts!"

This was news sent by comrades of the Future Society within the police system. Although their rank was not high, the content they obtained should be the final verdict of the Metropolitan Police Department on this matter.

Ishiwara knew that these two MPs would definitely face a counterattack, but he didn't expect the counterattack to be so fierce and fatal. Many MPs and even Prime Ministers had been assassinated in these years. The assassins had the same characteristics: they were all Japanese right-wingers, peripheral members of various ideological organizations. This was also the reason why Ishiwara Kanji initially didn't think Ishii would be assassinated.

Japanese right-wingers generally came from rural areas and understood the suffering of rural areas very well. They might express unhappiness and dissatisfaction with Ishii's proposal because of their persistence in tradition, but they really wouldn't develop a murderous intent. Moreover, those right-wingers killed people with short knives in public assassinations, or even with firearms. Such an assassination, confirmed by the Metropolitan Police Department, was definitely not done by right-wingers.

Ishiwara sighed slightly and ordered someone to inform Mitsui that he wanted to meet with Mitsui. Soon, the person responsible for contact replied that Mitsui wanted to have dinner with Ishiwara in the evening.

The dining hall was in Akihabara, not far from the Army New Technology Training Bureau. The two sat down in a quite elegant restaurant. Ishiwara had something on his mind and had no interest in the interior decoration of this shop. After Mitsui finished ordering and the owner turned back to the kitchen to start cooking, he said, "Mitsui-kun, have you heard about MP Ishii hanging himself?"

Mitsui Yasuki was stunned; this was the first time he heard about this. After pondering for a good while, Mitsui asked, "Has the Metropolitan Police Department expressed any views on this matter?"

"I haven't heard of any Japanese newspaper reporting this matter yet," Ishiwara replied.

In Japanese newspapers, murder and brawl cases often appeared in the papers to fill content. Hearing Ishiwara's statement, Mitsui Yasuki understood Ishiwara's meaning. Someone must be manipulating this matter behind the scenes.

"Who does Your Excellency think did it?" Mitsui asked frankly.

Ishiwara now realized that Mitsui was also paying attention to this Diet discussion; otherwise, Mitsui should have first asked who MP Ishii Yoshiya was. Since Mitsui dared to ask like this, presumably it wasn't Mitsui who ordered the killing. So Ishiwara answered readily, "In my opinion, this was not done by the *zaibatsu*."

Mitsui wanted to understand Ishiwara's magnanimity towards industry and commerce, so he deliberately asked, "Land reform will make us lose land; why shouldn't we be annoyed?"

Ishiwara Kanji shook his head. "Annoyance is probably the limit for the *zaibatsu*."

Seeing Mitsui Yasuki's expression unchanged, Ishiwara Kanji continued to explain. For business owners, land reform is just an economic issue. Since it is an economic issue, the *zaibatsu* will consider it according to economic thinking. Land is a very valuable asset. Being taken away by land reform like this, the Mitsui family indeed suffered a loss. Suffering a loss makes one unhappy, but that's all.

In Ishiwara's analysis, the Mitsui Conglomerate and other conglomerates were indeed landlords, but their reasons for opposing land reform were not strong. Of course, there was no need to expect any support for land reform from the four major *zaibatsu* like Mitsui themselves.

Since land is a form of wealth, relevant discussions on wealth are necessary. Both Ishiwara Kanji and Mitsui Yasuki knew that after China's land reform, the "Land Use Standardization Regulations" were proposed, giving guiding opinions on the definition and division of various land uses.

The *zaibatsu* did not rely on land rent collection as a source of livelihood. The greatest use of land for them lay in 'cheap industrial land.' Ishii's proposal did not express opposition to industrial land.

Mitsui was relatively satisfied with Ishiwara and asked, "What does Ishiwara-kun think will happen next?"
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Mitsui Yasuki believed that Ishiwara was indeed the representative figure of 'He Studies' in Japan. If someone else answered Mitsui's question about 'what will happen next,' they would naturally start from their own perspective of observation and recount some kind of chaos. Under emotional excitement, the description of the terrible future would probably be...

He Studies believes that the economy is the foundation of social operation, and predictions about the future are based on predictions of the future economic situation. Ishiwara Kanji's answer was, "Next? Next, Japan's economic demand cannot increase until a certain market is obtained, which will change the economic situation."

Mitsui Yasuki did not oppose this view. As a *zaibatsu*, he naturally prioritized economic concerns. "Ishiwara-kun, is this the basis for the Control Faction wanting to restore the Anglo-Japanese Alliance?"

Ishiwara shook his head. "Restoring the Anglo-Japanese Alliance is not just the demand of the Control Faction. As long as people still have path dependence on Japan's past external expansion and plunder, they will eventually choose to restore the Anglo-Japanese Alliance. However, as I discussed with Mitsui-kun before, economically, this is no longer possible. All of Japan's past victories were built on Japan's industrial advantage in the Far East. Now that Japan's industrial advantage is gone, Japan will naturally return to its past status in the Far East."

At this time, the owner had served the food. Neither Mitsui nor Ishiwara spoke, but buried their heads in eating. After their moods were adjusted, Mitsui picked up the teacup and took a sip of weak tea. "Ishiwara-kun, many people appreciate your economic views very much. These days, we visited Your Excellency Takahashi Korekiyo and also received Lieutenant General Nagata Tetsuzan. Everyone has a very high evaluation of Ishiwara-kun."

Ishiwara smiled slightly but didn't respond. For the conglomerate, their evaluation criteria were closely related to their interests. Since they gave Ishiwara such a high evaluation, they naturally hoped Ishiwara would bring them more benefits.

Sure enough, Mitsui continued to ask, "Ishiwara-kun, where do you think Japan's future market lies? Is it with He-kun? If Japan wants to obtain the market, what price does it need to pay?"

If he hadn't learned the news of MP Ishii being killed, Mitsui might not have been willing to ask such a fundamental question. However, Ishii had been dead for two days, yet there was no publicity in the newspapers, which showed that someone was demanding the newspapers to keep quiet. This was unacceptable to conglomerates like Mitsui.

If the current economic situation continued, the Japanese market would only shrink continuously, eventually shrinking to the level of 3.3 billion yen. Ishii's proposal created a brand-new Japanese domestic market, at least in theory. As long as it ensured that the Mitsui Conglomerate would benefit from Japan's future economic recovery, a certain amount of land loss in the short term was still acceptable. When he first learned that MPs Ishii and Shibata proposed such a plan, Mitsui appreciated and looked forward to it.

With MP Ishii killed, Mitsui found that the only person he could choose was Ishiwara, who indeed controlled some military power.

Ishiwara Kanji fully understood Mitsui Yasuki's thoughts. He had been waiting for this opportunity to explain the future to Mitsui. Now that the opportunity had arrived, Ishiwara answered readily, "Mitsui-kun's view of He-kun is incomplete. He-kun hopes to establish an East Asian Customs Union and integrate East Asian industries, not simply to constrain Japan by opening up the market."

Mitsui was startled and lowered his gaze. He didn't ask immediately but picked up his chopsticks and continued to eat. Various thoughts emerged in his mind. After digesting Ishiwara's statement, he raised his head. He saw that Ishiwara had already swept away his portion of food like a whirlwind and was sipping tea slowly with a teacup.

Mitsui asked, "Is the customs union Ishiwara-kun mentioned the kind of customs union like the North German Customs Union established by Germany before the Unification War?"

Ishiwara nodded slightly. "It is indeed that kind of customs union." After speaking, he continued to drink tea and did not try to lobby Mitsui as before. The concept of this 'customs union' was indeed one of the reasons why Ishiwara had been unable to fully recommend Sino-Japanese union. Any customs union requires ceding a little sovereignty, which is unbearable for current sovereign states. Among the comrades in the Japan Future Society, many had already raised the question, 'Is the future of the customs union a Sino-Japanese merger?'

For Ishiwara, he had great confidence in He Rui, believing that He Rui would never act for the purpose of national merger. But for Japan, the association with a customs union was naturally the annexation of Ryukyu and Korea.

Ishiwara wanted to avoid awkward questions, but he heard Mitsui ask, "He-kun's customs union should be different from the North German Customs Union, right?"

Being asked this question, Ishiwara was not embarrassed. "There is no essential difference in the customs union; it is all for industrial redistribution. China and Japan will adjust the industries of both countries according to the overall industrial plan. Japan currently has many industries, many of which are completely uncompetitive and are built only to avoid being strangled by others. After completing the customs union, there is no need to maintain these industries. The raw materials Japan needs can be obtained from the industrial layout, and the technology and labor China needs can also be obtained from Japan. China opens its market to Japan, and Japan also opens its market to China. Japan's domestic labor surplus and underemployment can also be solved through orderly migration to China. Both countries develop their economies under the same rules."

Mitsui was quite interested in this and discussed it with Ishiwara. What Japan lacked most was undoubtedly raw material production areas and sales markets. These problems could be solved after the establishment of the Sino-Japanese Customs Union. Mitsui never thought He Rui was a benevolent man or a faithful believer; the questions he asked Ishiwara were more about China's future industrial layout and development.

Ishiwara explained the industrial layout. There could be countless statements and explanations for industrial layout, but the simplified explanation was just three short phrases: 'lowest cost, largest market share, agglomeration effect.'

While the two were engrossed in chatting, there was suddenly some commotion on the street outside. Not long after, the shop owner, feeling something happened outside, went out to check, and Mitsui's attendant also followed. Soon, Mitsui's attendant ran back, looking uneasy. He whispered to Mitsui, "Mr. Mitsui, someone fell to the ground outside; he should be dead."

In Japan, people collapsing on the road was not a rare thing. Mitsui knew his secretary didn't have a glass heart and waited calmly for the following content. The attendant said somewhat hesitantly, "I looked at that person; he seems to be MP Shibata."

Mitsui and Ishiwara were not surprised. Both lowered their gazes, thinking in their hearts, 'Did someone deliberately kill Shibata at the entrance of this shop?'

As for Shibata's death, the two felt somewhat emotional but not surprised. Up to now, neither of them had heard that MP Shibata was desperately looking for connections to avoid death, nor had he fled in fear of death. Since MPs Ishii and Shibata jointly proposed the "Japan Land Restoration Plan," and Ishii was already dead, Shibata, who did not flee death, naturally had no reason to escape alive.

The biggest impact of this matter on the two was that Shibata died right at the shop entrance; could it be someone trying to stir up trouble?

Unlike the two MPs Ishii and Shibata, the best way to kill Ishiwara and Mitsui was to send someone to assassinate them suddenly. As long as it wasn't such a straightforward method, whether using connections or playing tricks, both had ways to deal with it.

Since it was so chaotic outside, Ishiwara and Mitsui were in no hurry to leave. The two sat in the shop discussing industrial layout and the division of labor in the industrial chain.

The concept of the industrial chain had been discussed by Ishiwara and Mitsui when they met He Rui. Although the Mitsui Conglomerate did not have the economic concepts of the 21st century, the so-called advanced level of the 21st century was also achieved relying on reality. He Rui couldn't create it, and Mitsui couldn't create it either.

The secret of Mitsui's success was to obtain a long-term price control advantage over resource products by relying on equity participation and shareholding of generally no more than 10% in upstream resource enterprises of the industrial chain as a lubricant; at the same time, with the help of a huge logistics and trade network, Mitsui further consolidated this advantage. Such a path was replicated to the maximum extent on the map of the Mitsui Empire, encompassing almost all imaginable industries from nuclear power plants to eggs.

Therefore, very few people knew that Mitsui influenced the world economy more and more widely through various hidden channels, especially China, separated by a strip of water—for example, the rare functional sugar industry. If Chinese enterprises had not caught up, the chess game laid by Mitsui seven years ago would have strangled the throat of 1.3 billion Chinese people's future healthy sugar consumption.

Whether it was crops, mineral resources, or consumer goods, whether raw materials, intermediate parts, or terminal commodities, in all production, trade, and logistics links, Mitsui played the role of a "behind-the-scenes promoter," pushing its subsidiary companies and affiliated enterprises to the front stage, constantly expanding markets, resources, and territories, seeking profit maximization, while hiding itself, very much like the king in a "Shadow Empire."

Mitsui's business strategy was to stand behind enterprises like a shadow, using its abundant capital, developed trade system, and occupied rich resources to promote the development of enterprises while infiltrating every corner of the world's micro-economy. The Mitsui Empire, hidden behind large and small enterprises by breaking up into parts, actually had its own set of "action logic"—resources, trade, finance, and information were the keywords. Looking at them one by one, the global trade network, the integration of industrial capital and financial capital, the logistics system characterized by comprehensive supply chain management, and the powerful information gathering system were exactly the key to the efficient operation of such a huge business empire.

Precisely because the Mitsui Conglomerate developed in this way, Mitsui Yasuki admired He Rui very much.

He Rui was not regarded as a soldier in Japan, although He Rui himself was indeed a soldier. In the eyes of most Japanese upper echelons, He Rui was an extremely outstanding scholar who could found a school of thought and systematically explain the world. This was also the reason why 'He Studies' could gradually be established in Japan.

Mitsui could vaguely feel that He Rui did not approve of his conglomerate's expansion method. If it were in China, this model would definitely be suppressed. But Mitsui did not feel surprised.

After all, those in power could not accept complete control of the situation by others. Like those long-established Japanese business families, the Mitsui family had a very clear positioning for itself; the Mitsui family would never jump out to guide Japan's future direction.

While Mitsui and Ishiwara were talking, the matter outside had been resolved. The patrol police didn't know that Mitsui and Ishiwara were in this shop in Akihabara. The patrol police were just acting according to their duties.
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Lieutenant General Nagata Tetsuzan, Director of the Japanese National Mobilization Bureau, straightened his uniform before walking towards the residence of retired Army General Tanaka Giichi. In front of the residence were several young men wearing student uniforms. From their proud expressions, it could be seen that they were proud of such attire, just as Lieutenant General Nagata Tetsuzan was proud of his military uniform.

These people should be cadres of the 'Greater Japan Youth League.' In November 1910, the Imperial Military Reserve Association, long advocated by Tanaka Giichi, was established. This association organized reservists who had finished their active service, which could reduce the maintenance cost of the national army while widely disseminating the national will among the citizens (later, reservists were also included). At the beginning of its establishment, the association only targeted the Army; the Navy was added starting in 1914, finally perfecting the organization.

In 1924, taking advantage of the Great Kanto Earthquake, Tanaka Giichi founded the national youth organization "Greater Japan Youth League." With the foundation of the previous Reservist Association, the 'Greater Japan Youth League' had 2.5 million members since its establishment, becoming a powerful support base for Tanaka.

These young men were members of Tanaka Giichi's Youth League.

Facing Lieutenant General Nagata, the young men also showed sufficient respect and led Nagata into the gate of Tanaka Giichi's house. This was a small house with a tree planted in the small vestibule and only four rooms. Tanaka Giichi welcomed Lieutenant General Nagata in the main hall.

As soon as the two sat down, Tanaka Giichi asked about the two MPs, Ishii and Shibata. Nagata did not hide the news he had learned, because this matter also surprised Ishiwara quite a bit and even made him somewhat unhappy. But the instigator behind the scenes had a deep background, and even Nagata himself was unwilling to intervene.

Tanaka Giichi listened quietly to Nagata's narration. MP Shibata collapsed on the street. The patrol police examined the body and found no external injuries. At this time, the police chief of the Akihabara district arrived, examined the body, asked the people around, and learned that MP Shibata had not been attacked, so he ordered the body to be transported to the hospital.

When the body arrived at the hospital, a doctor was already waiting inside. In the morgue, the doctor didn't even unbutton the clothes; he just looked and wrote the conclusion 'sudden death due to heart failure' on the report.

After listening to the simple introduction, Tanaka Giichi didn't speak, but just poured tea for Nagata. But Tanaka Giichi's heart was not as calm as on the surface.

Five days had passed since then, and there were no reports in the newspapers. Except for big shots like Tanaka Giichi and Nagata Tetsuzan, no one could get more news. The deaths of two members of the House of Representatives did not trigger any movement, as if they had never existed in the world.

After the two finished the first cup of tea, Tanaka Giichi spoke, "Nagata-kun, there is a saying about Shina among the upper echelon recently. I wonder if Nagata-kun has heard of it."

Nagata answered calmly as if he had never heard of it, "Please enlighten me, Your Excellency."

Tanaka Giichi poured tea again before continuing, "Some say that whoever can restore trade with China can become the Prime Minister."

Nagata Tetsuzan had heard such a statement, but until now he didn't know who released the rumor, or even whether someone deliberately said it or if it was a thought vaguely felt by many people in their hearts. After all, reality had made the Japanese upper echelon with a little brain clearly and thoroughly understand the importance of the Chinese market to Japan.

However, Nagata didn't respond but waited for Tanaka Giichi to continue. The importance of the Chinese market to Japan was very clear, but Tanaka Giichi's thoughts could not be determined. After all, everyone knew how hard Tanaka Giichi had pushed the view that 'Manchuria and Mongolia are the Empire's lifeline,' and Tanaka Giichi had not given up on achieving something politically.

Tanaka Giichi continued, "Nagata-kun, who do you think is suitable to negotiate with China at present?"

"Which one does Your Excellency fancy?" Nagata asked.

Tanaka Giichi smiled, revealing his teeth stained yellow-brown from too much smoking. "I wonder how Nagata-kun evaluates Ishiwara-kun?"

Nagata Tetsuzan knew Tanaka Giichi was probing him because Tanaka Giichi could never be on the same path as Ishiwara Kanji. So Nagata asked, "Your Excellency, I wonder if the associations in the countryside have heard of the 'Japan Land Restoration Proposal'?"

Tanaka Giichi was slightly stunned and did not answer immediately. In a flash, he somewhat understood that Nagata Tetsuzan, the young leader of the Control Faction, was probing the thoughts of the Imperial Way Faction represented by Tanaka Giichi. Since Nagata asked, Tanaka Giichi answered readily, "The Greater Japan Youth League does not know about this proposal."

Nagata suppressed the hatred rising in him and said calmly, "Does no one in the Youth League know about this matter?"

Tanaka Giichi did not answer immediately, very dissatisfied with Nagata's attitude in his heart. Although dissatisfied, Tanaka Giichi knew very well that with Nagata Tetsuzan's intelligence, he would definitely not be so shallow as to provoke like this. Tanaka Giichi asked, "Does Nagata-kun think young people will be bewitched by such a proposal?"

This sentence made Nagata understand Tanaka Giichi's unease, so he replied, "Your Excellency, the value of this proposal lies in pointing out a possibility of creating Japan's internal market, while restoring trade relations with China is restoring the external market. I wonder what the cadres of the Youth League think about this?"

After speaking, Nagata drank tea seemingly calmly, but in fact, he was secretly observing Tanaka Giichi's reaction. Nagata was a member of the Control Faction and was not on the same path as the Imperial Way Faction. In the eyes of the Control Faction, the so-called Imperial Way Faction was just a radical populist group. Radical groups in these years were divided into two factions. Those from rural backgrounds were the Imperial Way Faction, and those from urban backgrounds were anarchists.

Marxists and socialists were not classified as 'radicals' by the military or judicial departments but were classified as targets to be struck. For example, in 1911, Japan executed more than a dozen people including the Marxist Kotoku Shusui on charges of 'conspiring to assassinate the Emperor.' On September 16, 1923, Osugi Sakae, the recognized successor of Kotoku Shusui, along with his wife and nephew, were killed together at the Kempeitai Headquarters in Tokyo. The charge was inciting riots.

This also triggered the assassination attempt on Crown Prince Hirohito by Namba Daisuke, an admirer of Osugi Sakae and son of MP Namba, on December 27, 1923. Hirohito was lucky not to be injured. afterwards, the Kempeitai tortured Namba Daisuke for a year but still couldn't make him confess. Finally, they could only fabricate a confession statement for Namba Daisuke and then execute him.

These people were considered by the military or judicial and Kempeitai departments as people to be eliminated. As for the supporters of the Imperial Way Faction, they were just populist groups not even qualified for such an evaluation.

In Tanaka Giichi's view, the Control Faction were worthless guys, but Nagata possessed abilities that the Imperial Way Faction did not have. For example, the Imperial Way Faction could never persuade the He Rui regime to restore trade with Japan no matter what. Although the Imperial Way Faction lacked land and needed land very much, they didn't even have the ability to analyze how to carry out land reform.

"Nagata-kun, do you think the Imperial Way Faction will support land reform?" Tanaka Giichi probed.

Nagata didn't hide anything. "Whether they support it or not is not important. The Youth League will only listen to Your Excellency Tanaka's land plan. I really want to know if Your Excellency Tanaka wants to develop domestic demand."

This question stumped Tanaka Giichi. Tanaka Giichi had been the Minister of War, and his knowledge was not bad. But Tanaka Giichi himself did not understand economics. His understanding of the domestic market was very vague, and his latest cognition was learned from the proposal of the two murdered MPs.

After reading it, Tanaka Giichi felt an impulse arising in his heart. His previous views on rural areas were all based on politics. From an economic perspective, Japan's rural areas were actually such a huge market, and Tanaka Giichi, who had huge influence in rural areas, might control such a force.

But the killing of the two MPs made Tanaka feel danger. These two MPs were not socialists, and their original stance was even very conservative. There was no need to kill such people; at least in the eyes of the Imperial Way Faction, such MPs, even if not completely innocent, at least didn't deserve to die.

But these two MPs were killed just like that. Then if Tanaka Giichi wanted to gain benefits by promoting land reform, what would be his fate?

Tanaka Giichi turned the topic back to the beginning. "Nagata-kun, if Ishiwara-kun is not suitable to negotiate with Shina, do you have any recommended candidates?"

Nagata didn't believe Tanaka Giichi really wanted to negotiate with the He Rui government, and Nagata didn't even believe Ishiwara Kanji could successfully negotiate the restoration of Sino-Japanese trade with He Rui. The current situation couldn't be clearer: Japan absolutely couldn't make concessions, and since Japan couldn't make concessions, He Rui wouldn't be satisfied.

So Nagata continued to probe, "I wonder if Your Excellency Tanaka is interested in shouldering this heavy burden. Your Excellency's status and influence are enough to represent Japan."

Tanaka Giichi was really a bit unhappy. His purpose in inviting Nagata was not to shoulder that heavy burden, but to consider whether he could achieve something in the increasingly turbulent situation in Japan. To be specific about a possibility, that would be Tanaka Giichi serving as Prime Minister after the current government steps down.

If it were another situation, Tanaka Giichi might have waited a bit longer. But Japan's current situation was already very bad. If someone else served as Prime Minister, the Japanese economy would only continue to deteriorate. At this stage, the Greater Japan Youth League that Tanaka Giichi relied on had already begun to show division. Once the Japanese economy truly collapsed, this force would disintegrate on its own. Tanaka Giichi's previous efforts would be greatly discounted, or even possibly end without result.

This was 2.5 million people after all; if he couldn't make good use of them, Tanaka Giichi was unwilling.

Nagata roughly understood Tanaka Giichi's thoughts at this time, so he asked frankly, "What are Your Excellency's economic views?"

Tanaka Giichi was prepared and immediately began to narrate. Half an hour later, Nagata took his leave, feeling quite regretful in his heart. Such a figure as Tanaka Giichi had a very shallow understanding of economics. Just such a character wanted to be Prime Minister; Tanaka Giichi was indeed worthy of being the heir of the Choshu Domain.

Of course, if it were before, Tanaka Giichi himself indeed had a chance. But now it was an era where 'He Studies' was almost becoming a prominent study. The political economy proposed by He Rui could indeed explain most political problems very effectively. Tanaka Giichi had fallen far behind the current Japanese elites. He wasn't even as good as the two murdered MPs.

But Tanaka Giichi's restlessness also reminded Nagata Tetsuzan that figures who wanted to take advantage of the chaos to seek positions saw an opportunity. With such a dismal economic situation, the Prime Minister would likely encounter a cabinet toppling. Although Nagata himself couldn't be Prime Minister, Nagata must also launch his own candidate. The 'rumor' Tanaka Giichi first relayed was actually very reasonable. Whoever could restore Sino-Japanese trade now could be the Prime Minister.

Thinking of this, Nagata got into the car. Relaying Tanaka Giichi's actions to Your Excellency Saionji would be a very good gift for the Seiyukai led by Saionji. Nagata could also ask Saionji about his views on the Prime Minister candidate along the way.

No sooner said than done, Nagata ordered the driver, "Go to Your Excellency Saionji's place."
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Saionji Kinmochi was in such a bad mood that he almost didn't want to see Nagata Tetsuzan. But in the end, Saionji ordered the servant to invite Nagata in. After the servant left with the order, Saionji stood up and walked to the window with his hands behind his back.

The killing of two MPs was not a rare thing in Japan. In recent years, there had been killings of MPs and Prime Ministers. Even the Crown Prince had encountered an assassination attempt. The fanatic Namba Daisuke shouted 'Long live the revolution' and fired continuously at Hirohito's car with a pistol. The bullets broke the window glass, and Hirohito was nearly hit. If the surrounding crowd hadn't rushed forward and tackled Namba Daisuke, preventing him from continuing to shoot, perhaps Namba Daisuke could have achieved the goal of assassinating Hirohito.

Since then, Hirohito had strengthened the guards and would not go out unless absolutely necessary, becoming a 'self-imprisoned' person.

Saionji Kinmochi did not think Namba Daisuke had any purpose other than assassination because Namba Daisuke never thought he would survive from the beginning. But what the people who killed the two MPs hoped for was different from Namba Daisuke; they wanted to build an atmosphere of terror by killing these two people.

From a certain perspective, their goal might have been achieved. The two MPs died silently, proving that no one else was willing to risk being killed to continue promoting land reform in Japan. At least not now.

Footsteps sounded, and Nagata appeared at the door. Saionji turned around. "Nagata-kun, I wonder what brings you here?" Saionji actually wanted to hear Nagata report who the murderer was because Saionji wanted to see someone dare to confront such atrocities.

Nagata saluted Saionji before saying, "Your Excellency, there is a rumor recently that whoever can restore Sino-Japanese trade can become the Prime Minister."

Saionji was somewhat surprised. In his view, Nagata obviously wouldn't believe such rumors. Sure enough, Nagata continued, "Your Excellency, the spread of such unrealistic statements only proves that people's minds are unstable."

Saionji felt Nagata's urgency. The current Japan had neither a long-term national policy nor a short-term direction, falling into a dilemma where no future could be seen. Originally, as a *Genrō*, Saionji wanted to watch the situation develop further, but now it was time for Saionji to take action. Saionji asked, "Nagata-kun, with the strength of the Imperial Army, if there is a war with China, as the Director of the Mobilization Bureau, what suggestions would you have?"

Nagata Tetsuzan answered immediately, "Your Excellency, I will do everything possible to prevent this war."

This answer was very rational, but Saionji was not satisfied with it. "Nagata-kun, if the Anglo-Japanese Alliance is restored, at least pressure must be maintained on China. To what extent should this pressure be?"

"Your Excellency, the real pressure on the Empire is domestic. The Imperial Way Faction has already begun to seek power. If they are allowed to seize power, it would be better to maintain the Anglo-Japanese Alliance."

Saionji Kinmochi knew what Nagata was talking about. The 'Greater Japan Youth League' that Tanaka Giichi relied on at present was not a tightly organized group, and internal news could easily be obtained. If these 2.5 million people with voting rights participated in the election, it would indeed be a very huge force. However, the Imperial Way Faction hated the election system very much, and a considerable part of them refused to organize to gain power through elections.

"Nagata-kun, did Tanaka talk to you?" Saionji asked.

Nagata did not hide anything and told Saionji about his meeting with Tanaka. Listening to the process, Saionji looked down on Tanaka in his heart. A large number of people seemed like power, but the interests sought by so many people must be huge. Tanaka Giichi seemed to have huge influence, but he didn't come up with a program to realize these people's demands. In this respect, Tanaka Giichi was even far inferior to the two assassinated MPs. Or rather, the people who assassinated the two MPs knew guys like Tanaka Giichi very well. To quote a Chinese saying, people like Tanaka Giichi belonged to the category of 'cherishing one's life when doing great things, forgetting one's life when seeing small profits.'

The Imperial Way Faction was mainly rural-based. Tanaka Giichi didn't even need to create any political views; he just needed to take the proposal of the two MPs and use it. That was a claimed 2.5 million members; adding the relatives and friends around these people, any bill could be passed.

Nagata asked Tanaka very frankly, 'The Youth League will only listen to Your Excellency Tanaka's land plan.' Judging from Tanaka's answer, this guy Tanaka Giichi chickened out. In Saionji's view, once Japan's domestic demand construction was completed, wouldn't it be easy for Tanaka Giichi to become Prime Minister with such political achievements?

Since Tanaka was such a coward, Saionji completely gave up on Tanaka. "Nagata-kun, if you are asked to go to China, how would you consider it?"

Nagata himself didn't want to meet He Rui at all. "Your Excellency, the timing is not ripe at present. If it's just an ordinary meeting, why care so much about He Rui? If you really want to probe, I heard that the Manchu Qing Little Emperor has been driven out of the imperial palace and is now in Tianjin. How about inviting him to visit Japan?"

Saionji didn't expect Nagata to propose such a suggestion. When he first heard it, he felt it was a bit absurd, but after thinking about it, he felt it was very interesting. Finally, he couldn't help praising, "Indeed, it can be considered."

The Manchu Qing Little Emperor the two talked about naturally referred to Pu Yi. On February 12, 1912, Empress Dowager Longyu held court and issued the "Abdication Edict" in the name of the Empress Dowager, and Pu Yi abdicated. The Republic government negotiated with the Qing court, retaining many favorable conditions for the royal family, promising to pay the Qing court 4 million silver yuan annually (changed to 4 million yuan after the new currency was issued), and agreeing that Pu Yi could temporarily live in the Forbidden City, historically known as the "Little Court of the Abdicated Qing."

Japanese people did things as soon as they said it. The Spring Festival of 1925 was on January 24. On January 23, Japanese personnel came to visit Pu Yi. Pu Yi was born in 1906, so he was considered 19 years old after the New Year. This young man could finally live in the world outside the imperial palace, and he felt good in his heart.

Especially seeing that the people from Japan actually requested an audience with the etiquette of treating a noble person, he was even happier.

However, Japan's influence in China had declined a lot at present. Any Chinese who had a concept of Japan still considered Japan an important country in East Asia, but only an important country defeated by China.

So Pu Yi kept a straight face and didn't give the Japanese people a good look. Japan was a country with very clear hierarchy, and having been recently defeated by China, the visitors showed no resistance to Pu Yi's reaction, but instead became more respectful. This made Pu Yi secretly happy.

Hearing the news that the Japanese visitors wanted to invite Pu Yi to study at a university in Japan, Pu Yi became even more excited. If he hadn't seen the faces of the 'subjects' who continued to follow him, Pu Yi would have wanted to agree immediately.

Although in the palace, Pu Yi's education had not been left behind. In addition to the Four Books and Five Classics and 'knowledge of governing the country,' Pu Yi also learned English, French, Japanese, geography, history, physics, chemistry, and other knowledge. He was not completely ignorant of everything happening outside.

After the Japanese envoy left, Pu Yi kept a few of his most loyal subjects. Sitting at the head was Pu Yi's teacher Chen Baochen, who immediately expressed his view, "Your Majesty, the Japanese want to use Your Majesty; you must not be fooled!"

Pu Yi could understand Teacher Chen Baochen's meaning but didn't take it seriously. "Teacher, although He Rui is of the Beiyang lineage, he went to Japan to study as a Qing student. I go to Japan to study, not to borrow Japan's power, but just to attend military academy, and after graduation, go to Japan's best university, Tokyo Imperial University, to continue my studies. He Rui was about my age when he went to Japan to study; am I really inferior to him?"

Chen Baochen heard Pu Yi say this and knew that Pu Yi's words came from the heart. For a moment, he didn't know how to make Pu Yi understand that this was impossible. He could only look at the other 'subjects.' Instead, the other subjects did not have such a firm attitude as Chen Baochen; judging from their appearance, they quite wanted to use the Japanese.

And Pu Yi's other teacher, Reginald Johnston, spoke up, "Your Majesty, if you want to study abroad, why not go to Britain to study?"

This Johnston was British. In February 1919, he went to Beijing and began his career as an "Imperial Tutor." Johnston was the first and last foreigner with the title of "Imperial Tutor" in the thousands of years of Chinese imperial history. Johnston was a man with profound Sinology skills and scholarly accomplishments. He read extensively in classics, history, philosophy, and literature, and liked Chinese classical poetry and the way of tea drinking. He wrote a large number of works on Chinese issues, such as *Buddhist China*, *Lion and Dragon in Northern China*, *Confucianism and Modern China*, etc.

Johnston had a great influence on Pu Yi. Hearing Johnston's suggestion, Pu Yi felt that studying in Britain was indeed not bad.

However, the expressions of the other veterans changed. Zheng Xiaoxu immediately expressed opposition, "He Rui drove Your Majesty out of the Forbidden City. If Your Majesty goes to Britain again, thousands of miles away, wouldn't it be following He Rui's wish! Your Majesty, this subject thinks it is better to go to Japan!"

Zheng Xiaoxu had always wanted to revive the Manchu Qing, but Zheng Xiaoxu was very calm. When Zhang Xun restored the monarchy, Zheng Xiaoxu thought Zhang Xun's set was fundamentally a farce and didn't participate at all. Afterwards, Zheng Xiaoxu had been in contact with Japan. However, after Japan was actually defeated, they didn't contact Zheng Xiaoxu much, and Zheng Xiaoxu also felt Japan was somewhat unreliable. But with Pu Yi driven out of the capital, Zheng Xiaoxu had to consider cooperating with Japan.

Seeing the situation like this, Chen Baochen couldn't help but recall the scene when he met Pu Yi outside the palace last year. At that time, seeing Chen Baochen, Pu Yi burst into tears and said: "I have no face to see my ancestors!" The sorrow made Chen Baochen shed tears as well.

However, young people are young people after all. Leaving the cage-like Forbidden City and arriving in Tianjin where fresh things were everywhere, Pu Yi quickly adapted. Now he wanted to run abroad to study. Chen Baochen felt he couldn't let 'Your Majesty' be used by others. He said impassionedly, "Does Your Majesty still remember the matter between this subject and Your Majesty outside the palace?"

Pu Yi was stunned, recalling the sorrowful situation at that time.

Chen Baochen hurriedly continued to narrate the matter at that time, "At that time, this subject advised Your Majesty not to be sad. Since ancient times, has there ever been a dynasty that did not perish? And my Great Qing reached today's state not because of loss of virtue and usurpation, and Your Majesty is not a ruler who lost the country. Your Majesty is still young and knowledgeable; in the future, you should become the President of the Republic. At that time, wouldn't you be able to comfort the ancestors?"

The faces of the people around Pu Yi changed a bit at that time. Zheng Xiaoxu immediately questioned, "Does Lord Chen want Your Majesty to be an official under He Rui?"

Chen Baochen knew that this group of people would think so. Although annoyed in his heart, he still answered as calmly as possible, "Although He Rui is young, he is crafty and cunning. If Your Majesty goes abroad, He Rui will never stop it. Although the world today has gradually stabilized, it is not without twists and turns. What Your Majesty needs to do now is to accumulate prestige and wait for changes. If you go abroad, you will definitely be seen as relying on foreign forces. When the time comes, Your Majesty is far away from the country; how can you convince the people?"

Zheng Xiaoxu immediately retorted, "Japan and China are separated only by a strip of water. As long as we frequently publish Your Majesty's recent status in the newspapers—what school attended, how the studies are, how the grades are—the nationals will naturally have expectations for Your Majesty. If staying in the country, controlled by He Rui, what can be done?"

Chen Baochen did not continue the debate. As a Manchu Qing official, he had participated in many major events and had experienced ups and downs, so he had long known how formidable He Rui was. In Chen Baochen's view, Pu Yi was just of average talent and could not be compared with He Rui at all. So everything that should be said had been said; if it was just studying abroad, it wouldn't be good or bad.

At this time, Pu Yi lost his initial excitement and began to be suspicious instead. After all, a 19-year-old young man who had never left the small place of the Imperial Palace felt uneasy just thinking that he might be used by others.

When the conversation ended, Chen Baochen left Pu Yi's residence. After walking a block, he saw several large carts for transporting things parked at the door of Xu Shichang's house. It should be that Xu Shichang, the current Director of the National Archives, was preparing to move.

This made Chen Baochen angry. He simply went straight forward. He happened to meet Xu Shichang directing servants to move several boxes of books out at the door. Chen Baochen stepped forward and said, "Lord Xu, since we parted the day before yesterday, Brother Xu is even more majestic! Bullying an ignorant child, Brother Xu has good means!"

Seeing Chen Baochen, Xu Shichang also felt a little embarrassed in his heart. He simply said, "Brother Chen, sit inside."

After the Political Consultative Conference in 1924, Beiping was no longer the capital. It was just that the infrastructure of the new capital had not yet been completed, so the central government temporarily stayed in Beiping. Considering that after moving the capital, keeping such a nest of people in Beiping would only be looking for trouble, He Rui ordered the former Qing officials in the government to notify Pu Yi.

The person responsible for this matter was Xu Shichang, Director of the National Archives. What a smart person Xu Shichang was; he immediately understood what he should do. He went to visit very politely and only informed the other party of two things during the talk: moving the capital and Xu Shichang serving as the Director of the National Archives. After that, Xu Shichang took his leave.

Chen Baochen snorted and walked inside. The two sat down in the main hall, and Xu Shichang sighed, "Brother Chen, those people didn't teach the Emperor well."

As Pu Yi's teacher, hearing this counter-accusation, Chen Baochen was truly unhappy. But Xu Shichang was right. Chen Baochen sighed and actually didn't know what to say.
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Xu Shichang took pride in his origin as a *Jinshi* [successful candidate in the highest imperial exams], but not in his status as a Manchu Qing official. Facing his former colleague Chen Baochen, Xu Shichang only felt slightly ashamed for 'bullying a child,' but didn't think he had done anything wrong.

To Xu Shichang's surprise, Chen Baochen didn't say much about this matter. Instead, he asked, "Brother Xu, if the Emperor goes abroad to study, is it better to go to Japan or Britain?"

Xu Shichang didn't know that Pu Yi had received an invitation to study in Japan; he thought Pu Yi was preparing to study abroad. In Xu Shichang's view, Pu Yi staying in the country was a disaster, and he would inevitably be used by others if he went abroad. For a moment, he didn't know how to answer.

Looking at Xu Shichang's appearance, Chen Baochen was actually very angry in his heart. Although he was angry at Xu Shichang for acting mercilessly, he was more angry at the people around Pu Yi for deliberately playing dumb.

Any official of the Great Qing would understand upon hearing Xu Shichang say 'moving the capital' that the other party was waiting for Pu Yi in the palace to immediately request to leave the imperial palace. Chen Baochen didn't believe that the people around Pu Yi didn't know; they pretended not to know just thinking they could drag it out. The result was being kicked out of the Forbidden City without any dignity.

And Xu Shichang had also made a decision at this time. He stood up and said, "Brother Chen, I am preparing luggage for going south, so I really can't chat more with Brother Chen. As for which country to study in, why don't we talk while walking?"

Chen Baochen could only stand up and follow Xu Shichang out. Xu Shichang said, "As long as the Emperor completes his studies abroad on time and returns to the country afterwards, going to either Japan or Britain is fine. It just depends on whether the cost of studying abroad can be afforded."

At this time, the two had already walked to the door, and Chen Baochen bid farewell to Xu Shichang. Walking on the road back to his residence, Chen Baochen felt that this suggestion was truly insightful. If Pu Yi stayed in the country, he certainly wouldn't learn any real skills; only by going abroad could he receive the best education in the world. But if Pu Yi still stayed abroad after completing his studies, he would be used by others.

But Chen Baochen himself didn't want to go abroad to study with Pu Yi, nor did he know how the people around Pu Yi would instigate Pu Yi after leaving China. But on second thought, Chen Baochen felt that He Rui might not agree to Pu Yi studying abroad. Then he felt he was worrying too much.

Chen Baochen indeed worried too much; He Rui had never had any interest in Pu Yi himself. On New Year's Eve, He Rui received 40 young people from Burma.

Among this group of Burmese youths, 11 were monks, and 29 came from various places. Local men in Burma would become monks in their teens, and after a period of time, they would return to secular life. Over time, becoming a monk became something like a coming-of-age ceremony locally. Many locals tacitly agreed that only those who had become monks could be considered adults.

The origins of this group of people varied, most of them from the central plains of Burma, and all had received education. They knew that a revolution had broken out in China, defeated Japan, and hanged a large number of foreign invaders within China.

Before arriving in Beiping, these Burmese revolutionary youths went to Shanghai and visited two former British warships being repaired at the Jiangnan Shipyard after being captured by China.

After meeting He Rui, the first question the Burmese youths asked was, 'Is China willing to support the Burmese revolution?'

In 1885, France and Burma signed a secret treaty of cooperation against Britain, making Britain determined to destroy Burma. Britain launched the Third Anglo-Burmese War, sent troops to capture the Burmese capital Mandalay in December 1885, captured King Thibaw and the Queen of Burma, and announced on January 1, 1886, that Upper Burma was incorporated into British India, completing the annexation of the entire Burma.

Up to now, Burma had been annexed by Britain for 39 years. Although the Burmese royal family perished, the resistance of the Burmese people was not eliminated but became more intense due to Britain's direct colonial oppression.

Hearing the Burmese youths' question, He Rui answered decisively, "We will definitely support the just struggle of the Burmese people."

These Burmese youths were full of joy. They had met with Southwest Bureau Committee Member Zhong Yifu before coming and received the same answer. But on the way to Beiping, seeing that China was so vast, their expectations for China became stronger.

The background of these Burmese youths was not low; they also came from families with status locally. While the youths were happy, some people's expressions showed uneasiness. Finally, someone raised the second question, "What happens after the Chinese army enters Burma to fight?"

After the question was asked, the venue immediately became silent. Although the Burmese youths knew that this question was actually very impolite, they were indeed worried about this matter. Before coming, the youths had discussed various possibilities. One situation everyone was somewhat worried about was whether China would annex Burma like Britain after driving away the British. So even knowing it was impolite, they had to raise this question in front of the Chinese leader.

The participating Chinese officials felt very unhappy after hearing this question. Sending troops to Burma to help locals drive away the British required huge investment, yet they were thought by the Burmese to be taking the opportunity to annex Burma. What kind of thing was this?

But seeing a smile appear on He Rui's face, the comrades felt they might be worrying too much. He Rui wasn't angry, so there was even less need for them to be so agitated.

He Rui was really not angry. That the Burmese youths dared to ask this showed that they were indeed prepared for comprehensive cooperation with China. Since the other party's attitude of cooperation was so sincere, He Rui laughed, "We are going to help Burma restore independence. Once the Burmese people drive away the British colonialists, we will withdraw our troops. Everyone doesn't need to worry about China invading Burma. I can tell everyone clearly now that China will not change the Sino-Burmese border line."

Most Burmese youths breathed a sigh of relief. Seeing that some people were still uneasy, He Rui continued, "China will spend its own money to help the Burmese people drive away the British colonialists. Everyone doesn't need to worry about us making any monetary demands on Burma. Because helping Burma is helping China. We will require the Burmese Revolutionary Army to cooperate with us, and both sides should get along in a friendly manner. We will not require the Burmese Revolutionary Army to fight under our command."

Hearing what He Rui said, the doubts in the hearts of the Burmese youths were answered. Saya, the leader of these 40 people, stood up immediately. He was still a monk at this time, wearing a monk's robe. Saya held up one hand and greeted He Rui with a monk's salute, "Respected Your Excellency Chairman He, we are willing to fully cooperate with the Chinese troops to fight the British!"

Other Burmese youths also stood up hurriedly to pay respect to He Rui. He Rui invited the youths to sit down and talked about building training camps on the Chinese border. "...We hope that Burmese revolutionary youths can help us complete the transportation line together to ensure that Chinese supplies enter Burma from the Yunnan border and are sent to the plains through the mountains. You will cooperate with the comrades of the Southwest Bureau on these tasks. Also, if everyone has considerations for the future of Burma, you can send people to work in our government in Yunnan, China, to see how we govern the country."

Hearing this, only Saya and two other Burmese youths seemed very interested. The focus of other youths was on future military struggles.

The conversation time was not very long. After all, the purpose of He Rui inviting these Burmese youths was to have a face-to-face talk on major issues. Specific issues were naturally the responsibility of the Southwest Bureau.

After the meeting ended, He Rui ordered people to send a telegram to the Southwest Bureau, '...Strengthen the education of Burmese revolutionary youths, especially education on organizing local Burmese governments. If Burmese revolutionaries only know how to fight but not how to build a government, even if they drive away the British, it will only plunge Burma into civil war. At that time, if the British counterattack, Burma is very likely to be ruled by Britain again. And our efforts will be wasted.'

After receiving the Burmese revolutionary youths, He Rui went to various departments in Beiping that continued to work on New Year's Eve. Army, police, fire, electricity—he visited them all. This was an annual routine inspection that started as early as the Northeast period.

Like before, seeing He Rui come personally, these frontline staff members were very excited. Comrades rushed to shake hands with He Rui, and the atmosphere was very warm.

During the New Year, one naturally had to rest. The government was on holiday until the 7th day of the first lunar month before starting work. He Rui didn't have so much rest time. Because Jiangxi and Sichuan were liberated, and huge raw material production areas besides the Bayan Obo Mine in Inner Mongolia were obtained, new production processes naturally had to be built. He Rui had only seen relevant processes and could only dictate them. Even so, he was busy enough.

He Rui had always admired the attitude of the older generation of Chinese scientists, such as Mr. Xu Guangxian, the father of the rare earth purification process. In the 1970s, Professor Xu Guangxian created the cascade extraction theory and established the optimization parameter calculation method for the rare earth cascade extraction process. Combined with computer technology, he also established the static parameter design and dynamic simulation calculation technology for the cascade extraction process, realizing the 'one-step scale-up' from process design parameters to industrial-scale production applications.

It was the development of this set of technology that made China gradually become the world's most advanced rare earth production power. And this set of technology could be fully realized even in the present of 1925.

Of course, current rare earths could not be applied to the semiconductor industry because the world's most advanced laboratories could not smelt the monocrystalline silicon needed for semiconductors. Even though He Rui invited German experts, the progress was still slow. However, the application field of rare earths was not only the semiconductor field; one very important field was rare earth permanent magnets.

The application of rare earth permanent magnets in 21st-century China was various electric vehicles. In 1925, rare earth permanent magnets were of great significance to current internal combustion engines and had to be prioritized. He Rui could only race against time to popularize these half-understood technical processes. The rest depended on whether China's current R&D departments had the ability to execute according to the brand-new R&D system model.

It wasn't until the 4th day of the first lunar month that He Rui finished the meetings. As a result, he received a report that day that Japan invited Pu Yi to study in Japan.

He Rui didn't care at all after seeing this news; he just replied, "Pu Yi is now a citizen of the Republic; he has the right to study abroad."

After speaking, He Rui put this matter behind him.



★


Flowing Downstream (2)

Volume 4 — Chapter 62

❧ ❧ ❧


On the 7th day of the first lunar month, Premier Wu Youping went to work. From the 1st to the 6th day, Wu Youping did only one thing: sleep. Every day he was either sleeping or nursing his health to prepare for sleep. The moment he entered the office on the 7th day, Wu Youping felt as if everything had become somewhat unfamiliar.

"Happy New Year, Premier Wu." The secretary was already waiting in the office. Seeing Wu Youping come in, he greeted him. But as soon as the greeting ended, the secretary looked a bit surprised.

Wu Youping asked, "What's wrong?"

"...The Premier looks very healthy," the secretary replied.

Wu Youping was stunned; he didn't expect the secretary to say that. But his body did feel very good at this moment, very different from the feeling in the past few years, and he even had a feeling of his youth.

Am I really old? Wu Youping couldn't help feeling a bit melancholic.

This couldn't be blamed on Wu Youping. After all, in this era where people were buried up to their necks in yellow earth at fifty, the thirty-year-old Wu Youping was indeed 'not young.' But this melancholy mood was dispelled by work after just a moment. The moment Wu Youping sat at his desk, reports drowned him.

The Republic's development plan was formulated by the Central Committee of the Civilization Party based on the current internal and external situation, and the Premier's job was to complete this plan. For the Premier of a major country, he could never do everything himself. What Wu Youping could see were only various reports and explanations for the reports. As for whether he could understand what happened based on these reports and explanations, it depended on the Premier's personal level.

Handling the work in the Northeast region was very easy for Wu Youping, and it took the shortest time. Because Wu Youping had traveled all over the Northeast. Just by closing his eyes, the general appearance of the 3 million square kilometers of land in the Northeast and Inner/Outer Mongolia could appear in Wu Youping's mind.

Coupled with Wu Youping's sufficient practical local work experience and understanding of the organizational structure, Wu Youping could discover anomalies from the data. Combined with relevant reports, Wu Youping could roughly understand what happened on that land and provide guiding ideas for the problems encountered by the governors of the Northeast and Inner/Outer Mongolia.

Therefore, Wu Youping looked forward very much to traveling around the country. In the eyes of laymen, Wu Youping's travel was called leadership inspection. That was really surrounded by crowds, very imposing. But in Wu Youping's view, he just knew the local terrain, went deep into the fields, talked with those laborers, understood their productivity level, and naturally had an intuitive understanding of the local economic data.

As for going deep into factories and mines, it was to have an understanding of their production capacity based on the number of equipment and technical content. These were all work needs and had nothing to do with whether Wu Youping himself was majestic or not.

But the current situation indeed did not give Wu Youping such an opportunity. Even the closest visit would have to wait until after the third lunar month. At that time, economic work would have been arranged, and all localities would enter a production state to begin completing this year's economic work.

However, Wu Youping could still hold on because Xu Jia, who was in charge of personnel work, and the heads of various ministries and commissions were the best choices at present. With them, many tasks could be completed smoothly, especially the evaluation of cadres at all levels; Xu Jia did an excellent job.

The core work of the First Five-Year Plan was education and employment. On the first day after the Spring Festival, Wu Youping spent his time on reports in these two aspects.

Before getting off work, Minister of Industry Zhuang Jiaxiong arrived at Wu Youping's office. The Fujian accent in Zhuang Jiaxiong's Mandarin had become fainter and fainter. He first placed a bag of tea from his hometown in front of Wu Youping, and then said, "Old Wu, the plan for bicycles to the countryside has been formulated. Have you arranged the public security work over there?"

As an old classmate, Zhuang Jiaxiong liked to call Wu Youping 'Old Wu' when there were only the two of them. Wu Youping didn't mind being called Old Wu because he also called Zhuang Jiaxiong 'Old Zhuang.' But public security issues were not under Wu Youping's jurisdiction, but under the Ministry of Public Security under the State Council.

Asking the secretary to brew the tea, Wu Youping laughed, "Old Zhuang, how is the production capacity of your locks?"

"Don't worry, the report has been submitted. I've seen the sample; it fully conforms to the design of the U-lock provided by the Chairman. We can already mass-produce it here." Speaking of this, Zhuang Jiaxiong sighed, "Sigh... that lock is really sturdy, and imitation is not easy... Public morality is not what it used to be!"

Wu Youping had long lost his unhappiness about this and comforted Zhuang Jiaxiong instead, "A bicycle is a big item. So many people will use bicycles and tricycles to carry goods. Once lost, it might even cause loss of life! It's not like such things haven't happened."

As an engineering student graduated from Tangshan Railway Official School, Zhuang Jiaxiong had strong expectations for order. He was also a Fujian native. Although the mountain bandits in Fujian were not as famous as the *huzi* in the Northeast and the *xiangma* in Shandong, for Fujian people, they really had enough of the plague of these bandits.

Now the letters from Zhuang Jiaxiong's hometown said that every county had a battalion of light infantry responsible for bandit suppression. After land reform, land and tea gardens were distributed, and public security was basically no problem.

But stealing bicycles was a public security issue, and troops couldn't be used to crack down on it. In the Northeast, people had indeed died because of bicycle theft. Now that China was unified, such things would only increase, but they couldn't be completely avoided yet. This made Zhuang Jiaxiong's mood inevitably low. He asked, "Old Wu, now some comrades think we should carry out large-scale construction to improve the people's living standards as soon as possible. What do you think?"

"I listen to the Chairman on this matter. The Chairman said that after the masses received the land, they were already engaged in production within their capabilities to increase output. After all, it concerns whether they themselves will starve. What we need to do now is to rest and recuperate, not to use labor."

As Wu Youping spoke, he saw that Zhuang Jiaxiong's expression didn't quite agree with this. So Wu Youping changed his wording, "Now the government is not idle, but even busier. The level of cadres determines local development. The government is currently strengthening training under the new management model. This is training engineers in economic management. You must understand that three years may not necessarily be enough."

Zhuang Jiaxiong had to nod. The cycle of educating engineers was not short, not to mention cultivating county-level governments into organizations with engineer capabilities. This was many engineer-level teams working together. Although the reasoning was easy to understand, facing such a situation, it was inevitable to expect immediate realization.

Wu Youping understood Zhuang Jiaxiong's mood very well, but Wu Youping fully trusted He Rui. He Rui had given a very clear and thorough explanation at the Central Committee, and the comrades could also understand. For the first three years, attention must be paid to rest and recuperation. After all, China's rural economy had been collapsing continuously for decades, and it was impossible to fully restore the economy in one year. It would really take three years for the people to have some products to trade.

Of course, the performance of some counties would indeed be outstanding. But the outstanding performance of a few places could not be taken as the performance of the whole of China. Sitting in the position of Premier, Wu Youping found that he had to rely on data for management, so data had to be analyzed before it could serve as a basis for judgment.

For example, a poor place full of gullies in Shaanxi might have tax revenue that was a fraction, or even a tenth, of a land of fish and rice in Jiangsu and Zhejiang. But if the economic development of this poor place was done well, increasing by 5% compared to previous years, while the land of fish and rice often found it difficult to increase by 1%. It was this poor place that should be praised, not the land of fish and rice.

This was the result of data management. Or rather, this was the perspective Wu Youping possessed thanks to his accumulated work experience.

Although Zhuang Jiaxiong was depressed for a while, he cheered up quickly. "By the way, is the government really preparing to provide car purchase loans to the public? I've read the plan provided by the Ministry of Finance, and the more I think about it, the more interesting it feels."

"Don't talk to me about this!" Wu Youping had a bit of a headache. This matter happened to involve a difficult point in Wu Youping's government construction work. With the current purchasing power of the people, buying a bicycle would definitely cost several years of savings, so the government provided special loans. In a sense, this was also 'eating next year's food this year.'

Operating such loans was already troublesome enough, but the current trouble was not the biggest problem. Wu Youping was also worried that some local governments might make such a model long-term if they didn't handle it well. After all, this method looked very good when submitting economic reports.

Wu Youping believed that there must be many muddled government leaders who, for the sake of political achievements, thought they could deceive the central government. That would be fun to watch. How to seek a balance between rapid economic development and healthy development was a very difficult job for the central government.

Thinking of this, Wu Youping couldn't help asking Zhuang Jiaxiong, "How is the vacuum tube factory?"

Unexpectedly, Zhuang Jiaxiong became spirited upon hearing this, even radiant. The previous depression was completely thrown to the nine heavens. "Old Wu, I absolutely don't believe that a Japanese military academy has that capability. I can only say the Chairman is too amazing. The vacuum tube computer he proposed stumped people, but now all technologies have been pushed to the point of near completion. Especially the architecture and logic gate circuit design, it's really too exquisite!"

Wu Youping was also a graduate of Tangshan Railway Official School after all, and he was very concerned about the research and development of vacuum tube computers. He could probably understand some terms and guess the meaning from the text. Although he hadn't engaged in industrial production these years and didn't feel as strongly about vacuum tube computers as Zhuang Jiaxiong, he still had the basic feeling.

The vacuum tube computer proposed by He Rui looked like a complex machine composed of tens of thousands of vacuum tubes, a large amount of wiring, switches, capacitors, various precision instruments, and rare earth magnetic drums. Mathematicians were responsible for designing operation modes, and engineers were responsible for adjustment and operation, calculating 30,000 times per second.

For Wu Youping, these complex devices were beyond his field of knowledge. The only thing Wu Youping could understand was that this computer looked like a set of machinery and equipment, but it was actually a concrete tool for mathematical understanding. Even if one wanted to know its principle, a large amount of mathematical knowledge was required.

However, as the Premier, Wu Youping no longer considered learning specific scientific content he didn't understand. He really didn't have the time. But once such equipment was applied in large quantities, provincial computing centers could reduce personnel significantly. Financially, it saved a lot of labor costs. In terms of efficiency, it greatly alleviated the difficulty of the central government's data-based management.

Zhuang Jiaxiong said extremely excitedly, "Once computers begin to become popular, industrial design efficiency will increase. Data that might have taken ten days or a month or two to calculate before may now only take a day or two. Work that we dared not calculate before can now be done freely. For example, the V-type engine for large tractors may now be completed ahead of schedule."

Hearing about the tractor engine, Wu Youping was also excited. The terrain in the Northeast was flat, very suitable for mechanized farming. But mechanized farming required large tractors. China was blank in this field, and the engines used were all imported from Sweden. Just so many engines consumed a lot of money, and now that Britain blocked China's trade, don't even think about transporting them into the country. Small farm tools were inefficient and consumed a lot of fuel. Using this stuff to farm, the cost was a big problem.

Someone had proposed producing a heavy-duty engine before, and He Rui also provided ideas. But the production efficiency of the prototype was very low, and too many problems seemed unable to be pushed forward. As the Premier, how could Wu Youping have time to manage so much? But concerning the Northeast, the most important agricultural base of the Republic at present, Wu Youping had to keep this matter in mind.

Hearing Zhuang Jiaxiong talk about this at this time, Wu Youping understood a little bit. "Old Zhuang, how large is the calculation volume for designing a device?"

Zhuang Jiaxiong's eyes were shining. "It's not what you think... Let's put it this way: originally mathematicians had to design algorithms and calculate them themselves for verification. Now mathematicians propose algorithms, and engineers adjust the machine to perform calculations. Mathematicians don't need to spend time on their own calculations; they only need to adjust their algorithms after seeing the results. A set of mature algorithms can be directly used on other computers, and the overall efficiency is dozens or hundreds of times higher. That is to say, if we have 30 to 50 mathematicians, we can finish the work that used to take 300 to 500 mathematicians to finish."

"That powerful?" Even Wu Youping felt something was wrong.

Zhuang Jiaxiong was full of confidence. "The benefits are not just these. Previously, top mathematicians and engineers among mathematicians had to do similar work. Now top mathematicians can be responsible for algorithms, and engineer-type mathematicians can be responsible for turning these algorithms into specific algorithms. I consulted those teachers who do mathematics, and they believe that with the current education level of the Republic, we can barely cultivate engineer-type mathematicians, which solves the problem of talent idling."

"...What do you mean?"

"It means 'With enough power, even a brick can fly'!" Zhuang Jiaxiong used a 'colloquialism' He Rui loved to use.

'With enough power, even a brick can fly' was originally a joke used in the aircraft manufacturing industry. The general meaning is that as long as the engine is powerful, even a brick can fly with tricks. Wu Youping blinked for a while and suddenly realized, "You want to use high-efficiency tools to run immature low-efficiency algorithms?!"

Zhuang Jiaxiong spread his hands. "What else do you want?"

"No, no, no!" Wu Youping hurriedly explained, "I'm actually too happy, and instead dare not believe it."

Zhuang Jiaxiong was also helpless. "I didn't believe it originally, but I believed it later. Cultivating mathematics really takes time. With our little family assets, we can't expect mathematicians to fall from the sky."

Wu Youping nodded. After working for these years, Wu Youping's understanding had become deeper and deeper. The gap between early industrial countries and late-coming industrial countries lay in accumulation. As the saying goes, practice makes perfect. The first industrial revolution lasted for hundreds of years, and the second industrial revolution had been going on for more than twenty years. Foreign countries had a large amount of talent accumulation, education system accumulation, and social general cognitive level accumulation in these industries. China not only lacked accumulation but was blank in many fields. Forcibly filling the gap in the field of mathematics with equipment was already a great thing like a pie falling from the sky.

As long as China was stable, policies were correct, and education continued to develop, these fields would no longer be backward. In just twenty or thirty years, it would naturally be able to compete with the world's advanced countries. What surprised Wu Youping was not that he doubted China would develop, but that he didn't expect He Rui to have actually proposed a practical execution path instead of relying on accumulation to grope for the path of development.

The two old classmates chatted for a while, and after sighing with emotion, they returned to real work. Wu Youping asked, "3 million bicycles a year, can it be done?"

"Yes." Zhuang Jiaxiong answered very crisply. "A heavy-duty bicycle or tricycle with a load of 100 kilograms, even if it uses 35 kilograms of steel. 3 million vehicles are only 100,000 tons of steel, which is not a problem for our current capacity. The difficulty lies in that these 35 kilograms of steel are all processed into various parts. A chain is composed of hundreds of parts. There are hundreds of parts, large and small, in the whole vehicle. Our existing metal processing capabilities can satisfy this. As long as the cars can be sold, 3 million bicycles a year is no problem."

Since the Minister of Industry was so confident, Wu Youping also gave Zhuang Jiaxiong confidence. "You don't need to worry about sales; this is the government's job. We will do our best to complete it. But you also need to have vehicle designs adapted to various usage scenarios."

Zhuang Jiaxiong laughed, "Don't worry, having been tossed around by the army for so long, we are already used to it. But regarding road construction, can the government take out so much money?"

Wu Youping didn't know either, so he could only cheer everyone up. "I don't know if having roads first promoted the use of bicycles, or having bicycles first promoted the improvement of roads. Since we now have to base the market economy on scientific statistics of consumption power, let's all work hard."

Zhuang Jiaxiong sighed, "Consumption power... really different from before. Before, we considered output, not consumption power. Now changing the thinking, I'm really not used to it."

Wu Youping didn't want to respond. Just then, a phone call came in. Zhuang Jiaxiong, who had finished reporting his work, left the report and left. After Wu Youping settled dinner with the Central Bank Governor on the phone, seeing there was still a little time, he leaned back in his chair and considered 'consumption power.'

This was the economic idea proposed by He Rui after unification. Previously, the Northeast economy was a command economy serving the war. The state was the investment subject, and the products produced had long-determined usage purposes. It could be said to be very utilitarian.

Now that China was unified and entered an era of peace, the state did not have the ability to control a market with an extremely huge total volume but very weak individual and household consumption power. So the new economic thinking revolved around improving productivity and cultivating consumption power.

The change in economic thinking made the government face various uncertainties. Many comrades accustomed to the Northeast economic management model felt very unaccustomed. They couldn't even work according to such thinking.

Under this new economic thinking, the relationship between various departments was also changing. The original Central Bank (Northeast Bank) and the Ministry of Finance (Department of Finance) had a completely cooperative relationship. Now the relationship between the two departments had also changed.

The main job of the Ministry of Finance was to increase employment. Increasing employment required investment, and investment might trigger inflation. The Central Bank's job was to control inflation because inflation would have a very negative impact on the national economy. The work between the two seemed to present an opposing situation.

The Premier leading the State Council had to balance the plans between the two based on the goals of the Five-Year Plan and the current economic development.

However, although the planning directions of the Ministry of Finance and the Central Bank seemed somewhat opposite, their fundamental goals were actually the same. Both were to boost economic confidence through policies and reduce negative impacts on the economy.

The command economy was simple, brisk, and easy to understand; just do it and it's done!

The new economic thinking was for the state to push the economy forward as much as possible amidst various uncertainties, allowing the people's productivity level to increase, income to increase, and consumption power to increase. Promoting capacity increase in various industries through people's consumption.

The Premier of a major country was a very arduous job.
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Central Bank Governor Qiu Zhenwei was a second-generation immigrant from Shandong to the Northeast. He had the tall stature common to Shandong people, with solid muscles, looking powerful. His age was also the average of 29 for He Rui's government officials. Coupled with his Shandong-accented Mandarin, he gave an impression of impatience and toughness.

Sitting down in front of Wu Youping, Qiu Zhenwei said, "Premier, the Central Bank's ability to statistically analyze consumption power is not at the level we imagined."

Seeing Qiu Zhenwei admitting defeat right away, Wu Youping laughed, "Eat first."

That being said, the two, like most high-ranking officials, didn't have much of an appetite when eating, and the topic naturally turned to work.

Swallowing a mouthful of shredded pork with green peppers, Qiu Zhenwei introduced the bank and rural credit cooperative system currently being rolled out across the country. "There is a shortage of people and experience now. Farmers also completely misunderstand rural credit cooperatives, viewing them as loan sharks..."

Wu Youping listened seriously, secretly criticizing the level of village cadres. But at present, even the level of county governments was helpless. If village and town cadres could thoroughly understand the business and business principles of rural credit cooperatives, cadres of such a level would be promoted to work in the city.

One of the purposes of Qiu Zhenwei's meeting this time was to pour out his grievances heavily, so naturally he didn't hide anything and poured out the various problems in rural areas like pouring beans out of a bamboo tube to Wu Youping.

"...The members of the credit cooperatives can't distinguish between productive loans and consumption loans, nor do they have the will to figure it out. Several rounds of training have been conducted, infuriating the training personnel. Since there aren't that many high school students, can you give us a batch of junior high school students..."

Hearing that he came to ask for people again, Wu Youping was also helpless. According to the education plan, a large number of junior high school students would graduate in the late stage of the Second Five-Year Plan. Only when the Third Five-Year Plan was completed would it be the harvest time for talents when university students began to graduate in large numbers.

After Qiu Zhenwei finished complaining, Wu Youping said, "Do commercial banks have any methods for the current situation?"

"The loan risk is right here; what good methods can there be? Unless commercial banks shoulder the risk. Now even if we go to confiscate property... oh, enforce execution, those people have nothing at home. Are we going to drive people to death like in the old society?" Qiu Zhenwei sighed.

This was the current reality. The masses had no property, so naturally there was no object for collateral. Lending to them now carried considerable risk. To make the credit system run smoothly, the masses had to earn money first.

"What level has the people's consumption power estimated by the Central Bank reached now?" Wu Youping asked.

Qiu Zhenwei shook his head, his determined face looking somewhat fierce due to inner unhappiness. "According to the new statistical standards proposed by the State Council, data from various places is seriously insufficient, so we can only forcefully estimate. The average annual consumption power of each Chinese person is less than 3 yuan."

The new statistical standards were formulated by the State Council led by Wu Youping, so hearing such a number, Wu Youping couldn't help laughing, "That's actually quite a lot! I thought the per capita consumption power was only a little over 1 yuan."

Qiu Zhenwei couldn't help smiling bitterly. "Let me change my phrasing: between 1 and 3 yuan."

Wu Youping nodded and picked up a chopstick of shredded potatoes to eat. The consumption power in the statistical standards was not the money spent, but the spending after deducting essential survival expenses like food. The value of the newly issued Renminbi of the Republic was 1 yuan equals the purchasing power of one Yuan Shikai silver dollar. Three Yuan Shikai silver dollars were equivalent to a little more than 2 taels of silver. Based on the upper limit of the range Qiu Zhenwei just mentioned, if the average annual consumption power of each Chinese person was 3 yuan, China's 480 million people would have a consumption power of 1 billion taels.

However, any huge income averaged by a population of 480 million would become negligible. Even 1 billion taels of silver was definitely not much.

Daily life necessities: clothing, food, housing, and transportation. Food ranked second; clothing was a considerable expense. People always had to have a place to live, and rent was another huge expense for the masses. Travel required transportation tools, and the range of action of two legs was very limited. That was why He Rui proposed 'Every family having a bicycle proves the successful completion of the First Five-Year Plan.'

After drinking two cups of wine, the alcohol went to his head, and Qiu Zhenwei spoke his heart out. "Premier Wu, I can't sleep all night now. I want to sleep, but I don't dare to sleep. But not sleeping won't solve the problem either. Based on our experience in the Northeast, rural credit cooperatives initially let many village heads act as brokers. Although they took some benefits when giving loans to villagers, they didn't go too far. After all, there was no shortage of land in the Northeast; one could earn money by working hard. The situation inside the Pass is really different; there are too many bad people! The key is that people's hearts are bad!"

Wu Youping could understand Qiu Zhenwei's mood. He poured another cup for Qiu Zhenwei and filled his own, then said, "Since you say so, I won't evaluate it first. Now about 5,000 rural credit cooperatives are to be established across the country. What do you plan to do?"

Qiu Zhenwei had prepared long ago and answered very readily at this time, "There are three main cadres in each credit cooperative. The bank can determine the integrity of these 15,000 people. Let's not mention their professional ability for now. We think this way: allow the brokers in the middle to charge a 1% handling fee. But it must be made clear to the masses that if the loan is approved, give the broker 1%; if not, absolutely no fee. If the broker takes benefits first, that's breaking the rules. In the future, this broker will be blacklisted and cannot have business with the bank."

Seeing Qiu Zhenwei coming to ask for policy, Wu Youping didn't answer immediately. After thinking for a while, Wu Youping said, "Any policy must have a sunset clause."

Qiu Zhenwei nodded. "It's hard to say about this time. How about setting it at 3 years first?"

"If it's 3 years, then how does the bank plan to promote it to the masses during these 3 years? How to establish a system that can replace brokers? Governor Qiu, can those commercial banks come up with a plan?"

Qiu Zhenwei shook his head. "I'm afraid brokers can't be completely eliminated in the future either... It's still that the people have no collateral. When the people get rich and have assets, many brokers can be eliminated. After 3 years, commercial banks will formulate relevant norms for the next 3 years. As far as the Central Bank is concerned, it naturally hopes there will be no brokers forever. The Central Bank will also be strict on the responsibility system and will not let those people have opportunities to take advantage."

"For example..." Wu Youping asked.

Qiu Zhenwei looked serious. "Take one-fourth of the salary and concentrate on clearing the debt. If it still cannot be solved after two months, there will be no salary, go solve the debt problem."

Wu Youping thought for a while and finally nodded. "Absolutely no breaking the law! If the law is broken, the judicial department will handle it naturally."

These tasks were hard to make people happy. After finishing the talk with Qiu Zhenwei, Wu Youping returned to his residence. With the alcohol going to his head, he fell asleep, but when he woke up, it was only past 4 AM. Drinking a glass of water to quench his thirst, Wu Youping couldn't sleep anymore, so he went to the office next door to continue reviewing documents. The more he reviewed, the more annoyed he became. Finally, when it was time for work, Wu Youping went straight to He Rui's office.

He Rui had just arrived. Wu Youping immediately said, "Chairman, I want to go down for inspection."

After speaking, Wu Youping waited for He Rui's answer. If He Rui refused, Wu Youping prepared to argue with He Rui. Then Wu Youping heard He Rui ask, "Youping, are you afraid of dizziness?"

"Afraid of dizziness? What do you mean?" Wu Youping was confused by this strange question.

He Rui explained, "Take a plane for inspection. As the saying goes, stand high and see far. The great rivers and mountains of the motherland can be seen more clearly from a plane. The most important thing is that the speed is also fast."

Wu Youping got He Rui's approval and felt that his troubles had found an outlet, so he laughed, "If the plane is not good, I'll hold Zhuang Jiaxiong accountable!"

He Rui was just joking, and now he was even more amused. It seems that selling out teammates starts with close acquaintances. However, the reliability of current aircraft was quite high; at least there was no worry about air disasters. If the weather was bad, even if Wu Youping wanted to fly, the Air Force wouldn't take off.

Watching Wu Youping happily write the inspection report, He Rui could understand how relaxed this comrade, who hadn't rested much in ten years, felt inside. He Rui suddenly remembered something and asked his secretary to call National Assembly Speaker Duan Qirui to ask what stage the "Holiday Law" had reached.

The secretary went to contact him, while He Rui picked up the latest international situation report. The current international situation was quite interesting. The biggest event was that the Dawes Plan was passed and began to be implemented.

Germany's hyperinflation starting in 1923 stemmed from Germany's inability to pay foreign war reparations and its desire to renege on domestic war debts, creating such a scene under various circumstances.

After Germany's domestic debt was wiped out through hyperinflation, the German Weimar government still had to continue paying war reparations abroad. So after a series of discussions, the Dawes Plan was finally passed on September 1, 1924.

The main contents of the Dawes Plan included: the Allied Powers supervising the reorganization of the Deutsche Bank, implementing currency reform, and the Allied Powers loaning 800 million gold marks (equivalent to 190 million US dollars) to stabilize its currency system.

Germany paid reparations in installments. Private banks injected capital into Germany to help Germany recover. J.P. Morgan & Co. of the United States agreed to provide Germany with the loans required by the Dawes Plan. Germany accepted the reparation plan on the condition that France and Belgium withdraw their troops from the Ruhr.

This plan attempted to guarantee Germany's payment of reparations by restoring the German economy, and it officially began operation. He Rui had always wanted to see if history would change because of the success of the Chinese revolution. Observing until now, several major factors for the outbreak of war in Europe had not changed because of the variable of China.

In He Rui's view, this Dawes Plan was continuing to bury mines, solving immediate problems through delay, but not solving the root of the problem at all.

If Germany wanted to develop, it had to constantly invest in the domestic economy, which was an endless long-distance run. The Allied Powers inserted a tube into Germany and constantly drew blood. Constantly drawing blood from a marathon runner, it was only a matter of time before this person fell; there was no possibility of holding on.

Europe had the Dawes Plan starting smoothly. The United States was currently in the explosive period of Coolidge Prosperity. The proportion of installment consumption in social consumption increased year by year, and the coverage of installment payments was also constantly expanding. The US stock market was booming, and stock leverage was also added.

Stock leverage means that if A wants to buy stocks, he doesn't have to pay the full amount. He only needs to pay a certain proportion of 'margin' to the financial company holding the stocks to obtain the stocks. If the stock rises, A makes money. If the stock falls, A's margin will be deducted by the financial company.

If A buys stocks with full payment, at most he holds the stocks without selling, or sells the stocks at a loss. However, after applying leverage, A is driven by debt. Even if all margins are deducted, as long as the stock is still falling, he has to continue to replenish the margin.

There were many reasons for the outbreak of the Great Depression in the United States, but such crazy increase in leverage was a tool to constantly expand the disaster. Leverage allowed the US stock market to increase three times in less than 10 years, allowing a large amount of funds to be invested in it, making rich people debt slaves under leverage.

When the stock market crashed, these people were dragged directly into the water, without even a chance to stop losses.

Having such a view did not mean that He Rui mocked the United States. The United States in the 1920s indeed had many commendable points, especially leading the world in new technology development and new production organization methods.

He Rui didn't care much about this because the Republic couldn't benefit from it. Even if there was a little profit, it wasn't enough to change anything. After all, any profit divided by 480 million would become negligible.

Just as he finished reading here, Wu Youping finished writing the report. Seeing He Rui reading the report with a face full of smiles, Wu Youping was quite curious, not knowing what good news it was.

He Rui put the report in front of Wu Youping. Wu Youping didn't understand what was worth being happy about in these reports he had read, so he asked frankly, "Chairman, is the international situation so optimistic?"

"Not optimistic. It's just watching the situation in various countries; the time for big trouble is getting closer and closer. It's really 'watching him build a tall building, watching him feast guests, watching his building collapse'."

Wu Youping couldn't understand, so he could only reply, "Then might as well look at Japan's report; Japan is truly having a hard time."

"Japan has reached the point where everyone knows it's finished; there's nothing to gloat about. In my opinion, there is a possibility for Japan at present: because the domestic pressure is too great, they might start a war with us regardless of everything to divert domestic contradictions."

Wu Youping was stunned. He Rui's way of thinking was indeed somewhat unconventional. But thinking carefully, there really was such a possibility. But Wu Youping didn't believe it. "Chairman, Japan wouldn't do such a thankless task, right?"

"Hmm... Roman historian Livy had a saying. To those to whom war is necessary, war is just; to those who have lost all hope, war is reasonable. The current Japan does not lack these two kinds of people."

Wu Youping was shocked by Livy's words. Because Wu Youping himself had almost despaired and had strongly looked forward to changing China's enslaved fate through war. Reciting this sentence silently in his heart a few times, Wu Youping asked, "Chairman, are you worried about Japan's situation?"

"To solve the Japanese problem, we must point out a path to the future for Japan. As long as we can make Britain sign a Sino-British Joint Communiqué on establishing diplomatic relations with us, we will have pointed out a bright path for Japan."

Hearing He Rui say this, Wu Youping didn't answer immediately but took the application and modified it. He Rui took the modified report and saw that Wu Youping's inspection destination had been adjusted, adding a part to Yunnan.

He Rui said immediately, "You can't take a plane anymore when you go to the mountainous areas; I'm afraid of accidents."

Seeing He Rui speaking sincerely, Wu Youping felt warm in his heart. "Please rest assured, Chairman, I definitely won't take a plane."

He Rui originally wanted to advise Wu Youping not to go to Yunnan, but he also wanted Wu Youping to relax, so he could only nod, "Be careful all the way."
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Boarding the plane of the Ministry of Land and Resources, Wu Youping was initially very happy. This was a plane designed for land surveying. In stable flight, the observer could observe the ground through a downward telescope and operate a camera or video camera to shoot the ground.

This twin-engine plane numbered 'Aerial Survey No. 2' flew in the sky with a graceful posture. Mountains, highlands, and fields presented another composition completely different from that on the ground in the telescope. Eye-catching marker points distributed on the ground one after another made Wu Youping feel how hard the comrades of the Land and Resources Bureau worked.

He thought he could watch for a long time, but Wu Youping soon found that he couldn't actually do it. Wu Youping sat on the row seat against the cabin wall in the cabin and chatted with the comrades of the Land and Resources Bureau.

The comrades of the Land and Resources Bureau were originally a bit constrained, but hearing Wu Youping frankly admit, 'Treating overlooking the earth as a means of relaxation is indeed pleasant. Treating this matter as work, it is easy to feel weary.'

The comrades immediately felt the labor sentiment of workers, and the distance with Wu Youping was instantly shortened. Those selected to board the plane were all excellent comrades; even if they felt weary, it would not delay them from completing their work well. While chatting, the comrades talked about whether any machine could be used to ensure the continuity of shooting. What these comrades worried about most in their work was missed shots. If shots were missed, they had to be re-shot, and the plane had to fly again. Not to mention being scolded, just flying again was tormenting.

Wu Youping liked chatting with the comrades very much; everyone spoke the truth. Everyone wanted to complete the work more easily, but the work could not be completed so easily. It seemed that he had not separated from the masses and had the same troubles as the laborers.

The survey plane could fly more than 600 kilometers, but it sent Wu Youping to an airport 200 kilometers away. Here was the airport of China Airlines, which had been established for more than a year. Domestic 12-seat passenger planes flew here. The plane was full of various civil servants and businessmen, all in a hurry. Wu Youping sat in the seat by the porthole, looking at the mountains and rivers of the motherland outside the window, feeling quite emotional in his heart.

The plane flew for two hours and finally arrived at the airport in the capital. People were already waiting at the airport. Seeing this, one of the travelers who looked like a businessman asked in surprise, "Is that Premier Wu?"

Wu Youping didn't know this businessman, and the guards also blocked between the two. Seeing this, the businessman could only say, "I met Premier Wu when I was doing business in the Northeast. Farewell." After speaking, he dragged his suitcase and walked out.

The comrades picking up the plane didn't care about such a small episode. After a simple meeting, they picked up Premier Wu Youping into the car and went straight to the hotel. The new capital, Zhengzhou, was originally an inconspicuous small city. It didn't start to have status until the Beijing-Hankou Railway set it as a first-class station. It had only been twenty or thirty years until now. If the Yellow River next to Kaifeng wasn't a suspended river, the new capital would naturally have landed in Kaifeng.

When the convoy passed a huge rammed earth wall, the reception personnel asked the driver to slow down and pointed to the rammed earth wall, saying, "Premier, this is the Shang Dynasty city wall ruins mentioned by the Chairman."

Wu Youping looked at these rammed earth walls that looked featureless. Initially, he thought they might be some earthen slopes. Even seeing it with his own eyes now, he couldn't imagine that these were ruins with a history of nearly 4,000 years.

Zhengzhou's most famous historical relic was originally only the 'Jinshui River.' Zichan, the Prime Minister of the State of Zheng in the Spring and Autumn Period, was highly praised by Confucius and regarded as a brother from another mother. After Zichan passed away, in order to commemorate Zichan, the people of Zheng threw 'gold jewelry' into the river as a memorial (gold in this era referred to golden bronze), hence the name 'Jinshui River.'

Unexpectedly, He Rui said this was a Shang Dynasty ruin, which dragged Zhengzhou's history directly to an era a thousand years older than the Spring and Autumn Period.

Seeing that Wu Youping was not interested, the greeting personnel ordered the car to speed up. The group rushed to the hotel where they were staying. The governors of Shanxi and Shaanxi had already arrived.

When governors met the Premier, of course, they talked about work. Everyone immediately talked about land reform in Shanxi and Shaanxi. Shaanxi Governor Zhang Yu was a native of Shanxi. He frankly stated, "Bandit suppression is basically completed, but land reform still takes time. Premier, there is so much environmental protection content in the agricultural work arranged by the central government for Shaanxi; the masses still can't quite understand it."

Wu Youping asked, "It's hard for anyone to understand this kind of thing. Can our comrades understand it?"

Zhang Yu hesitated for a moment and finally shook his head. "It would be good if half of the comrades really understood. Now we are promoting new planting methods, which takes time."

The reason why the capital was not moved to Kaifeng was because of the suspended river. In the national work arrangement, He Rui's work arrangement for Shaanxi was to restore ecology and reduce sediment flowing into the Yellow River.

What Wu Youping admired most about He Rui was that He Rui could always come up with solutions, instead of simply issuing an order and waiting for comrades to complete it. Regarding sediment control, He Rui spent a lot of effort and specifically proposed a complete set of plans. The agricultural plan among them surprised even Wu Youping.

Seeing that Wu Youping had absolutely no intention of compromising, Zhang Yu immediately stopped complaining. "Premier, more than two thousand cadres in Shaanxi received the 'Land Reclamation and Silting' commendation last year. They really made the local masses see the benefits of silting land."

Wu Youping had read the report and knew that these more than two thousand cadres were indeed working very hard.

Since the Tang Dynasty, Xi'an had never been truly considered as a capital again. Although there were various problems with the capital being in Xi'an because southern China had already been developed, these were not the most fundamental. By the Tang Dynasty, the Loess Plateau in the Northwest had long been full of gullies after more than two thousand years of savage deforestation. The natural environment no longer supported its economic needs as a capital.

By now, the vegetation on the Loess Plateau had been destroyed for more than 3,000 years, and the geographical conditions were even worse. He Rui targeted the important and unique gully control engineering system in areas with severe soil erosion on the Loess Plateau. The main purposes were flood detention, sediment retention, silting land, water storage, farmland construction, agricultural production development, and reduction of Yellow River sediment.

Reading such a high-sounding paragraph in the document, one would think He Rui proposed something incredible. In fact, it could be summarized in one sentence: 'Build a wall in the gully to trap mud and harvest grain.'

Wu Youping's patience wore thin with Zhang Yu's introduction. Zhang Yu continued talking about his work in the past year.

"...A silt dam refers to a dam structure built in various gullies in soil erosion areas for the purpose of trapping mud and silting land. The land formed by trapping mud and silting is called dam land. In the watershed gullies, dams used for silting land production are called silt dams or production dams. The Loess Plateau area has deep soil layers and widespread loess, characterized by uniform texture, loose structure, strong water permeability, easy disintegration, and fast dehydration and consolidation. It is a good dam building material and can be obtained locally..."

Wu Youping picked up the teacup and drank a mouthful of plain boiled water, feeling that the taste of plain boiled water in Henan was indeed inferior to the spring water in Beiping. This distracted Wu Youping a little; the people in Beiping couldn't drink water from the mountainous areas now...

"Premier Wu, with the thorough implementation of the policy of returning farmland to forests and grasslands, a huge surplus labor market has been provided for the construction of silt dams," Zhang Yu said.

Now Wu Youping's attention was not only immediately pulled back to the conversation, but he also became much more spirited. Looking at Zhang Yu, Wu Youping felt that he had not chosen the wrong person. Zhang Yu could finally grasp the core of the current work: 'develop the economy.'

There are two ways to develop the economy: one is to find a way to make big money. Projects that make big money are always few and require favorable timing, geographical location, and human harmony, which cannot be forced. If there is no road to making big money, the remaining road is 'providing a large number of employment opportunities.'

As long as employment opportunities increase, at a time when the agricultural population accounts for more than 80% of China, people's income can increase. When people's income increases, consumption power goes up. This is the new economic thinking.

Zhang Yu continued to narrate the work progress. "Shaanxi is not all gullies and ravines, but the complete flat land has long been distributed. The places where our more than two thousand cadres went are all very bad places. The comrades led the 6+5 in the village to build dams, and the people disapproved very much."

The so-called 6+5 was an experience summarized during the Northeast period. It referred to 3 temporary village heads + 3 militia leaders, a total of 6 people. There were 5 militiamen in each village, which made it 6+5. The reason for this arrangement was that village heads and militia leaders had to rotate constantly to receive training. In order to maintain the continuity of management and manpower, there had to be such a number.

Initially, the organization didn't think so much, but now it was found that organizing in this way could quickly complete the concentration of manpower. And such manpower allocation obviously provided more benefits to Shaanxi locally. Building earthen dams in gullies required a lot of manpower. This 6+5 happened to provide manpower that could barely complete the work. Coupled with the cadres sent down, a village could easily gather more than 20 strong laborers.

"When the rainy season came last spring, fellow villagers everywhere stood on the mountain ridges watching the excitement. It was really damn... really standing by the river watching the boat capsize. The fellow villagers talked a lot, thinking that those dams would definitely be washed away by mountain torrents. As a result, the dams held up, and a piece of fertile field was silted up that year. The fellow villagers initially thought that this kind of 'raw land' couldn't be planted. The comrades borrowed livestock to farm, and after the autumn harvest, there was indeed a bumper harvest, so the fellow villagers believed it." After Zhang Yu finished speaking, he looked at Wu Youping.

"Raw land... is the land in Shaanxi really that good?" Wu Youping also cared about this. According to Chinese tradition, land had to be cultivated for several years before it could become 'mature land,' and grain output would stabilize. The land opened up in the first year was called 'raw land,' and often nothing could be grown.

"I didn't expect it to be true either," Zhang Yu sighed. However, what Zhang Yu wanted to say at this time was related to this 'raw land,' but unrelated to the raw land itself.

"Premier, after these lands were opened up, the grain in the first year was naturally divided by the 6+5. After discussing, the comrades of the Shaanxi Provincial Government wanted to do two things. One is to mobilize the masses to build water conservancy projects, and the other is to take 30% of the harvest from the opened land and give it to the masses who opened the land. However, some comrades said that these risks were borne by the government. I wonder what the Premier thinks?"

This statement was too vague, so Wu Youping could only ask, "Does the 30% you mentioned refer to tax exemption for 3 years of land reclamation? Or has tax already been collected in the first year, and this is 30% after tax collection?"

Zhang Yu hurriedly explained, "Last year, those lands were all opened up by our comrades. If taxes are not paid, it is completely inappropriate. But the lands opened up afterwards will be opened up by fellow villagers. And fellow villagers also have concerns now; they just feel that these lands are useful, but don't know what will happen in the future. So, we are thinking of directly spending money from the finance to build dams. After the land is silted up, it will be cultivated by fellow villagers who specialize in farming. At the end of the year, we will collect taxes based on the harvest."

After listening, Wu Youping felt that this guy Zhang Yu was too cunning; this was asking for a budget in disguise. Of course, Wu Youping also knew that he would definitely agree to this budget. From the perspective of new economic thinking, this money indeed provided employment opportunities and also increased grain output.

So Wu Youping didn't commit himself but asked another question Zhang Yu mentioned, "Are you preparing to mobilize the masses to build water conservancy projects this year?"

Seeing Wu Youping's serious expression, Zhang Yu sat up straight. "This place in Shaanxi won't change unless great efforts are made. Rest and recuperation may not be suitable for this place."

For a moment, the atmosphere in the venue became solemn. Everyone kept silent, waiting for others to speak first.
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Zhang Yu was one year older than Wu Youping, in his early thirties, young and aggressive. Hearing this guy say 'rest and recuperation may not be suitable for Shaanxi,' Wu Youping felt that Zhang Yu was letting his emotions get the better of him.

Amidst the silence of everyone, Wu Youping pondered for a moment before speaking, "Comrades, do you feel confident in turning the following meeting into an academic discussion?"

Hearing the term 'academic discussion,' the crowd at the meeting was not used to it, but the participants knew what an academic discussion was. Within the scope of academic discussion, only facts were discussed, and personal emotions were not allowed. If there were personal emotions involved, the meeting could kick this person out.

This was also the situation Wu Youping wanted. If Wu Youping wanted to deal with Zhang Yu politically, he only needed to let Zhang Yu continue to jump, and Zhang Yu would force himself to the opposite side of the current economic thinking. So Wu Youping had to help Zhang Yu out of the trap first to let the work continue.

The first to see that Wu Youping wanted to give Zhang Yu a chance was the Governor of Shanxi Province. This burly man from Tianjin looked quite rough, but was actually very delicate inside. Since Wu Youping wanted to help Zhang Yu, the Shanxi Governor said with a Tianjin accent, "Let's try to hold an academic discussion; let me learn too."

Someone gave a chance to step down, so Wu Youping built the steps. "An academic discussion needs to set a topic. I will set the first topic. This topic is called: What is rest and recuperation?"

Zhang Yu felt a bit of shock in his heart. He had just said that rest and recuperation might not be needed in Shaanxi. If he was refuted, wouldn't it prove that his idea was completely wrong! But since everyone agreed, Zhang Yu also knew that he must not jump up to oppose so many people. He could only follow honestly.

Wu Youping didn't look at Zhang Yu either and spoke first, "Rest and recuperation is not lying down and not working, nor is it choosing not to work when one can choose to work or not."

Speaking of this, Wu Youping turned to Zhang Yu. "Comrade Zhang Yu, I think the comrades in Shaanxi and other northwestern provinces are working hard. Shaanxi Province sent out more than two thousand comrades; you almost sent out all the capable soldiers and strong generals in your hands, right?"

Although Zhang Yu was young and aggressive, he was not stupid. At this time, he knew very clearly that Wu Youping was giving him a way out, and naturally knew he should be grateful to Wu Youping in his heart. However, working in Shaanxi for this year, Zhang Yu himself had accumulated a lot of experience. Even with equal goodwill, Zhang Yu felt he must make it clear.

Calming his emotions as much as possible first, Zhang Yu said, "Premier, I can understand the meaning of rest and recuperation. However, the situation on the Loess Plateau is worse than we thought. It's not just building some small silt dams that can solve the problem. In very many areas, what is needed are high silt dams of more than ten meters or even tens of meters. Each county needs several or even dozens of silt dams."

Speaking of this, Zhang Yu felt he couldn't take all the responsibility, so he turned to the governors of other northwestern regions. "The geographical conditions of each province are different, but areas by the river often have such needs. Comrades, since it is an academic meeting, everyone express your opinions?"

Seeing this guy Zhang Yu being so cunning, some governors couldn't help smiling bitterly. But Zhang Yu's cunning was not that he was good at dragging others into the water, nor did Zhang Yu have any malicious intent. Everyone had worked for a year, read the plan proposed by He Rui seriously, and carried out relevant execution.

Everyone looked at each other for a moment but didn't speak. But Wu Youping had already seen from everyone's eyes that they indeed encountered problems similar to Zhang Yu's. Encountering this specific problem at the beginning of the inspection work, Wu Youping only felt joy in his heart. This inspection was originally to better understand the current situation of the country, and the process of solving specific problems was the process of deepening the understanding of the country.

Wu Youping took over Zhang Yu's words. "Comrades, since it is an academic meeting, let's just discuss it. If no one wants to speak, then let's speak one by one in the order of provinces from east to west, from north to south."

Now, eyes fell on Inner Mongolia Governor Ma Zhaofeng first. Seeing that he couldn't escape, Ma Zhaofeng said decisively, "Premier Wu, Inner Mongolia indeed needs to build dams, but Inner Mongolia was liberated early, so let other comrades speak first."

Other comrades were not willing to speak first either, so they let Shaanxi Governor Zhang Yu, whose Loess Plateau terrain was the most obvious, speak on behalf of everyone.

Zhang Yu didn't decline either; he took out a report and handed it to Wu Youping. "Premier Wu, you are right. The Shaanxi Provincial Government indeed sent all capable soldiers and strong generals to promote it. With insufficient personnel, we also asked comrades from the army to provide surveying and mapping troops. This is the data provided to us by the surveying and mapping troops. This is just a rough statistic. Why don't you take a look first?"

Wu Youping took it and browsed it, and couldn't help but sigh greatly at the comrades' work. Currently, in order to restore order in each county as soon as possible, a battalion of troops was arranged in each county. The Air Force built airports everywhere and had its own reconnaissance aircraft units. The report in Wu Youping's hand was jointly produced by the Air Force and the surveying and mapping officers and non-commissioned officers in the army.

The overall plan proposed by He Rui can be simplified as follows: due to long-term soil erosion, most of the land on the current Loess Plateau is either high or low. The purpose of governing the Loess Plateau is to lower these high parts, while the low parts gradually accumulate and rise due to the mud blocked by silt dams. After more than ten or even decades, it will eventually become a relatively flat area.

According to the report provided by Zhang Yu, given the current situation in Shaanxi, a large number of silt dams with heights of more than ten or tens of meters needed to be built.

When Wu Youping finished browsing the document roughly, Zhang Yu supplemented the situation, "Premier Wu, our Shaanxi Provincial Government has some comrades from the South. They worked in Shaanxi for a few months and had very profound views. In the South, as long as there is land, one can survive. In Shaanxi, having several times the land of the South may not guarantee survival. I am not opposing rest and recuperation, but in too many places in Shaanxi, they can't rest and recuperate even if they want to. Even if land is distributed, the lives of the masses will not change much."

This statement was a bit excessive. Wu Youping couldn't let Zhang Yu continue like this, so he focused the topic on rest and recuperation. "Comrade Zhang Yu, I think your saying this is failing to use terms with the method of analyzing specific problems specifically. Having no ability to rest and recuperate is not the same thing as opposing rest and recuperation. Shaanxi has rest and recuperation with Shaanxi characteristics; Hunan has rest and recuperation with Hunan characteristics. Believing that rest and recuperation with southern characteristics is not suitable for Shaanxi is analyzing specific problems specifically. Opposing..."

"Premier, I know. I was wrong!" Zhang Yu interrupted Wu Youping decisively.

Wu Youping smiled bitterly at Zhang Yu's reaction, but knowing that Zhang Yu understood that he had said something politically very wrong before made Wu Youping relieved.

This 'academic meeting' lasted for two days. The governors of the northwestern provinces reached a consensus on governing the Loess Plateau. In the meeting summary on the afternoon of the second day, Wu Youping made a concluding speech, "Comrades, everyone needs the state to invest heavily in infrastructure construction. I will ask the State Council to discuss this request. Please believe in the State Council; we will definitely treat this matter very seriously."

As soon as these words came out, the governors were very happy. However, Wu Youping's job was never to make governors happy, because in the government organizational structure, the Premier is not responsible to the governors, but the governors are responsible to the Premier. So communication between the Premier and governors is extremely important. Wu Youping added in a tone that the governors didn't like, "All provinces must submit local data according to the information collection norms required by the State Council to ensure effective analysis of economic development."

The governors didn't want to be saddled with such a laborious job, but since the State Council was willing to approve money, they naturally couldn't openly oppose it. Everyone listened to Wu Youping continue, "The purpose of the current rest and recuperation is to increase people's income and enhance consumption power. In the reports I saw, the people are too poor. After land reform, the people can only barely avoid starvation by farming and have no money to consume. Comrades should understand this very well."

Mentioning this, the expressions of the governors dimmed. These comrades had all experienced hard times and knew the current situation in China. Zhang Yu understood this even more; the people of Shaanxi were truly poor, so poor that they couldn't afford clothes. A set of clothes 'new for three years, old for three years, patched for another three years' was definitely not a joke.

The reason why he had to make the request despite the political risk of 'opposing rest and recuperation' was that Zhang Yu really had no choice.

After the meeting ended, the governors of the Northwest began to write reports. Wu Youping visited urban planning in the capital. Zhengzhou was nothing but farmland except for trains until last year. But this had advantages; a brand-new city could be built on a blank sheet.

New urban construction itself could also provide huge demand. Looking at the patches of beautiful cities on the model, Wu Youping looked forward to seeing this beautiful city appear in reality.

After viewing the planning, Wu Youping continued his work, departing from Zhengzhou to the next destination, Wuhan. The Beijing-Hankou Railway was an important artery for transporting materials for the war against Britain. The Hanyang Iron Works was also an old steel enterprise, and the Hanyang Arsenal would provide a considerable part of weapons and equipment for the frontline.

While waiting for the plane at the airport, Wu Youping's secretary showed Wu Youping the latest schedule in the waiting room. On February 15, Wu Youping would arrive in Wuhan. A meeting of governors of surrounding provinces would be held in Wuhan.

On February 16, Wu Youping waited for the governors to arrive in Wuhan and rested for a day himself. But Wu Youping really couldn't stay idle, so he looked at various latest intelligence sent to him. Seeing the news that Britain, France, Japan, and the Netherlands held a meeting in Saigon, Wu Youping couldn't help sneering. If he guessed correctly, the four countries would make some statement at this meeting.

According to previous assessments, this meeting should have been held long ago. However, Britain and France were previously busy resolving Germany's hyperinflation and the specific execution of the subsequent Dawes Plan. After all, France had to withdraw from the Ruhr area of Germany with Belgium, which required diplomatic efforts. Now that the four countries were meeting, it was about time.

Because of the delay in intelligence information, Wu Youping did not know that at this time, the meeting was only a few minutes away from the final meeting statement.

The Japanese envoy was speaking emotionally at this time, "If the British side is willing to launch a military strike against the He Rui government, Japan will definitely provide logistical support within its capacity."

The French envoy heard the Japanese say what France originally wanted to say, and was very unhappy with the Japanese envoy. But since Japan had already taken the lead, France naturally had to express its attitude, "We France agree with the British view very much. China overthrowing the world order by violent means is likely to trigger a chain reaction. Therefore, we firmly support Britain in launching a comprehensive military strike against the He Rui regime. With the bravery of the British Army and the strength of the Navy, He Rui can definitely be captured and displayed in a cage in London. We hope that after the exhibition in London ends, He Rui can be sent to Paris so that we can also display him."

The Dutch envoy didn't dare to make a sound upon hearing this. That a country like the Netherlands could own large colonies in Southeast Asia was entirely because the Netherlands clung tightly to Britain's thigh. In a sense, the Netherlands was just managing colonies in Southeast Asia on behalf of others. So France could irresponsibly stir up trouble, but the Netherlands absolutely could not.

The British envoy looked exasperated but had to pretend to be tough at this time. After all, Britain had huge interests in China and was the world hegemon. The drastic changes in China's situation not only made Britain lose face but also slapped the British face repeatedly by the He Rui government afterwards. This loss was not only those interests but also made countries question Britain's ability.

Gang bosses are not afraid of getting hurt and bleeding; being able to be called a boss is a status seized by bleeding and fighting.

Britain's various privileges in China were obtained by fighting, and Britain was considered capable of influencing the situation in China. Just as when the Russo-Japanese War broke out back then, it was only after Britain publicly declared 'Britain is unable to mediate the Russo-Japanese conflict' that Japan and Russia dared to fight.

He Rui fought a great war with Japan and then quickly completed unification. It should have started only after Britain's approval, but now He Rui went ahead on his own and not only completed unification but also hanged a large number of British concession personnel from lampposts. Where was Britain's face? Where was the prestige? Where was the dignity?

Where was the strength!!!
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Saigon, the future Ho Chi Minh City. This city has no dry season and rainy season, and no winter. Even on February 17, when northern China was still covered in ice and snow, the temperature here was still above 20 degrees. Compared with the Dutch colonies near the equator, the climate here was truly warm and humid.

Feeling the comfortable temperature, the Dutch envoy still spoke carefully, "The He Rui government has been established for a year, and the news has spread throughout the Southeast Asian colonies, including the news of the fleet being sunk. We believe that the domino effect is very likely to occur. We have also received some news that many changes have taken place in Korea now."

Hearing the Dutch envoy say this, the Japanese envoy's face didn't look very good. He Rui's troops did not deliberately support the resistance forces in northern Korea during the few months there, but systematically eliminated the Japanese forces in northern Korea, causing huge difficulties for Japan in restoring rule in northern Korea.

Human resources loyal to Japan were eliminated and could be dispatched again. The hearts of the people in the entire Korea, especially in northern Korea, were fluctuating, but could not be quickly salvaged by rebuilding the Japanese government in northern Korea. Unless Japan could completely defeat He Rui, the people of northern Korea would know that anyone who launched an attack on Japan had no future.

However, in the current situation, the He Rui regime was becoming stronger and stronger. The people of northern Korea would only think that as long as they defeated Japan, they could obtain their own interests. This was the biggest headache for Japan in implementing rule in Korea at present. Those Koreans believed that as long as He Rui launched another attack, Japan could be driven out of Korea. Korea would be able to restore its independent status.

The French envoy was not unaware that Indochina, bordering China, was the first domino, but the French government was facing economic pressure. Before this trip, the Ministry of Foreign Affairs had already set the tone: 'France cannot send troops, but the French government expects to see the British government go to war with the He Rui regime!'

With such a diplomatic mission, the French envoy expressed support for the Dutch envoy in a sincere tone, "I declare again that I support Britain in launching a comprehensive military strike against the He Rui regime. Based on the obligations of the Allied Powers, France will give the British Expeditionary Force maximum support."

Hearing this, the Dutch envoy said unhappily, "Is France not preparing to send troops?"

The French envoy answered righteously, "Of course we will send troops. As long as it is passed by the parliament, France will fight side by side with Britain. Completely destroy the He Rui regime. At this stage, before the parliament passes the war resolution, the only forces that can provide military support are the local armed forces in Indochina."

The Dutch envoy fully understood France's attitude. The so-called 'parliamentary approval' was indeed the French war process. The French President and Prime Minister did not have the power to declare war; the war decision must be passed by the parliament. Given the current Anglo-French relations, the French parliament would never pass a resolution to declare war on China. As for the troops in Indochina... this small number of troops facing He Rui's million-strong army could probably only put up a little defense.

So the Dutch envoy looked at the British envoy and probed, "I wonder when the British side prepares to send troops?"

The British envoy was full of exasperation. The current situation was the same as the view of the British Foreign Office. France, Japan, and the Netherlands all fully agreed with the British view, that is, the He Rui regime threatened the security of Southeast Asian colonies. However, France, Japan, and the Netherlands all wanted Britain to charge at the front and fight directly with China. They would watch the British army fight bloody battles and give all support except participating in the war. When Britain defeated the He Rui regime, this group of countries would participate in the war to grab the benefits of victory together.

If Britain had the strength to defeat the He Rui regime, there would be no need to convene such a meeting now. Britain only needed to send someone to inform these countries that the British Empire was going to move troops, and these countries would naturally follow like the wind.

In a sense, international diplomacy in 1925 was essentially no different from a triad meeting. The leading big brother Britain certainly wouldn't want to charge and kill in front alone; he always wanted the 'brothers to show something.'

The second-in-command France had clearly expressed its attitude, so Britain turned to the loyal little brother Netherlands. The Dutch envoy naturally had to use diplomatic rhetoric, but using triad words could also extremely aptly reflect the situation at this time: 'Big brother, you know my family assets. A population of several million, and only a few warships capable of fighting on the Chinese coast. As long as big brother takes the lead, I, your little brother, will definitely follow!'

Britain certainly knew the family assets of the little brother Netherlands. Hearing the Netherlands express its stance like this, it turned to Japan, the former 'Double Flower Red Stick' [top fighter] on this street of the Far East. Japan's attitude was very sincere: 'Big brother, we were set up by China a while ago, and now we also want revenge. However, the Emperor doesn't send hungry soldiers. My family pot can't even be uncovered. I ask big brother to send some money to me first, at least let the brothers eat a full meal and buy some machetes. So we can charge into battle with big brother.'

Talking about the domino effect and the threat to the colonies, the attitudes of various countries were highly consistent, sharing a bitter hatred of the enemy. When talking about practical issues, everyone's own calculations came out. The British envoy couldn't help but feel that 'people's hearts are scattered, and the team is hard to lead.'

Finally, on February 17, the "Saigon Four-Power Joint Declaration" was issued.

On February 19, the British Foreign Office in London received the complete document of the Joint Declaration. The British Foreign Office was not happy about this; they were waiting for another document, the economic assessment of China produced by British economic experts.

Birmingham, an important industrial city in Britain. The University of Birmingham in this city happened to be celebrating its 100th anniversary. The school's senior management had formulated a grand anniversary plan. At this time, there were still a few months before the anniversary, and it hadn't started yet.

The buildings in the school had a history of one hundred years, and their shapes were full of 19th-century style. However, the building materials were red bricks. Compared with those "stone" universities in Oxford and Cambridge, they had a more concise and lively style.

In the Victorian era, the six major industrial center cities in England established science and engineering universities and received the Royal Charter before the First World War. In the era of establishment, Britain had already entered the industrial age. The building material of the six universities was red brick, so they were also called 'Red Brick Universities' by the British.

In the red brick library with a history of one hundred years, Capelli, who was studying for a doctorate in economics, buried his head in studying a document. Several economics monographs were placed on the table in front of him. Capelli's pen in his right hand recorded constantly, and when he needed information, he searched in the books.

Writing and writing, the light became dimmer and dimmer; unknowingly, it was already evening. Suddenly, the room brightened; the librarian turned on the electric lights. The next moment, a burst of joyous sounds rang out among the students in the room, and tables and chairs made various noises as students stood up. The library was immediately filled with the breath of movement.

However, Capelli was not affected; he still concentrated on his work. This report needed to be handed over to the professor tomorrow, and then the professor would forward it to the government in Downing Street.

Busy until past 9 PM, Capelli finally put down his pen and let out a long breath. Finally finished. The feeling of relief made him suddenly feel hungry. In fact, Capelli had felt hungry long ago, but this feeling stimulated his mind and work speed.

Economics is not a subject that can be completed by pure calm thinking; the hunting-like impulse stimulated by hunger is more suitable for such work. Capelli needed such an impulse to capture the inner core from this document on the He Rui government's economic thinking.

At this time, the 'hunt' was over. The exhausted Capelli felt that he needed to eat a meal to eliminate hunger and replenish nutrition. He picked up the coffee cup, poured the remaining cold coffee into his stomach, packed up the documents, returned the books, and hurriedly walked out of the library.

There was definitely no food in the cafeteria. Capelli put the manuscript in the dormitory and ran out to find food himself. Gas lamps lit up on the streets of Birmingham. It rained lightly yesterday, and the ground was quite slippery. Relying on the little light reflected by the stones on the dim ground, Capelli determined where it was not easy to slip.

At this time, the streets were full of night walkers. Drunkards and some shady characters wandered on the streets. There were also some nightingales who failed to solicit customers standing on the street corner with heavy makeup, greeting potential customers passing by. The nightingales were knowledgeable after all. Seeing Capelli's nerdy attire and demeanor, they didn't come forward to talk, but just watched him pass by hurriedly.

Finally seeing a fish and chips shop, Capelli hurriedly went up and bought a portion. The boss, who looked a bit greasy, wore a white chef's uniform with a dark blue apron over it. When he was about to close the stall, he saw there was still business, so he weighed potatoes and fish pieces and put them into the oil pan to fry respectively. At the same time, he didn't forget to talk to Capelli, "Mr. University Student, I haven't seen your classmates coming so late recently. Did something happen to the school?"

Capelli studied economics and couldn't help complaining to the boss, "The government's work center now is to pay debts, pay war debts. Taxes are so heavy, there is no money for development."

Hearing this, the boss sighed, "Sigh... Mr. University Student, we won the war, but life is even harder. Those Germans really deserve to die!"

Capelli could answer the boss's previous question with simple policies, but he couldn't discuss with the boss in the chat that although the current situation was related to the war, the core was not simply that the Germans were hateful. The core of the economy lay in the expansion of the market. The outbreak of the European War seemed related to Germany's ambition, but Germany's ambition was not simply due to German Emperor Wilhelm II's delusion of dominating the world. From the disclosure of various matters, Wilhelm II was very cowardly, and a large part of the reason for starting the war was passive.

The force that truly promoted the European War was that the whole world had been carved up clean. Under the current economic system, the market was saturated. If Germany wanted to continue to develop, it had to snatch the market. Capelli knew very well that if he said this to the boss, he would be considered a person disloyal to the country. There was no need to cause trouble for himself.

Soon, the fish and chips were cooked and brought to Capelli. Capelli bought a cup of cheap strong liquor from the boss, and with the seasoning, swept the food away like a whirlwind. Then he went straight to the dormitory.

Electric lights had been installed in the university dormitory. Opening the door and entering, he saw his roommate Williams reading the report written by Capelli. Capelli poured himself a glass of water, drank it in one gulp, then fell on the bed and asked, "Socialist, what do you think of this report?"

Williams, like most educated youths at present, supported the socialist system. Capelli had debated with his roommate on the Soviet issue many times. This report targeted the Chinese socialist system, which was rarely discussed by British educated youths. Capelli wanted to see his roommate's view on this economic thinking of the distant East claiming to implement the socialist system.

Williams didn't answer immediately. He turned back only after finishing the last page. His brown eyes were full of contemplation and doubt. After a moment of silence, he asked, "Are these all true?"

"Should be. The materials given by the Foreign Office are more reliable than those official news agencies." Capelli said, pillowing his arms behind his head, looking at the somewhat mottled ceiling.

"If so, I think China's economic policy seems more radical than the Soviet Union's economic policy. The Soviet Union uses a command economy for forced distribution, while China wants to improve efficiency through the market by enhancing the consumption power of the Chinese people. Although I prefer the Soviet policy, I have to feel that China's economic policy indeed has greater ambition." Williams replied. After speaking, he scratched his right cheek. "I think the Chinese government has realized that they have to face various problems of the market economy and is prepared to meet the challenge... I am very interested in this."

Capelli liked discussing issues with his roommate Williams because this guy's thinking was often unexpected, just like the sentence just now 'The Chinese government is prepared to meet the challenge.'

Should he continue to revise based on this idea now? Capelli only felt sleepy and decided to sleep first. He said 'Good night,' pulled the quilt over his head, and fell asleep in a moment.

Work, it's not too late to rush it early tomorrow morning.
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When British Foreign Secretary Curzon met British Prime Minister Stanley Baldwin, he always felt a bit of a grudge in his heart. But on the surface, Curzon had to maintain respect for Prime Minister Baldwin, which inevitably expanded the grudge.

Prime Minister Stanley Baldwin took the report submitted by the British Foreign Office and began to read it, giving Curzon time to calm his displeasure. The Prime Minister's conference room in Downing Street was very spacious. Offices in the Downing Street building generally had 10-30 square meters, but the rectangular Prime Minister's conference room exceeded 70 square meters.

The Prime Minister sat in the center of the long side of the long table in the conference room, flanked by the Prime Minister's secretary and the Prime Minister's political advisor. The Cabinet Secretary, who was also the Head of the Civil Service, sat at the short side of the long table near the door, facilitating the civil service leader, who called himself a 'humble public servant of society,' to enter and exit the conference room and coordinate the Prime Minister's various meeting processes.

This position should actually have belonged to Curzon, at least Curzon himself thought so. In May 1923, the then-Prime Minister Bonar Law was confirmed to have cancer, and it was terminal, so he decided to resign as Prime Minister immediately. Since the main elders of the Conservative Party were all outside the cabinet at that time, there were only two suitable candidates, namely the then-Foreign Secretary Lord Curzon and Baldwin.

However, things turned out differently from what Curzon expected; ultimately, Baldwin won the Prime Ministership. Curzon learned part of the inside story after inquiring carefully.

Ultimately, Baldwin was elected Prime Minister. Curzon learned the inside story that made him extremely unhappy: those conservative MPs thought Curzon lacked experience in domestic affairs, and some thought Curzon was annoying.

But Prime Minister Baldwin, supported by Conservative MPs, because he wanted to promote trade protection policies and failed to understand He Rui's determination to unify China, hastily held a re-election just half a year after taking office, wanting to obtain an absolute majority in parliament. Unexpectedly, Britain did not support trade protectionist policies domestically, causing the number of seats in the House of Commons to drop from 304 to only 258. Correspondingly, the Labour Party won 191 seats, and the Liberal Party also won 159 seats, a significant increase in seats.

After experiencing this disastrous end to the 1923 general election, Baldwin remained Prime Minister until the opening ceremony of the new parliament in January 1924. Subsequently, his government collapsed because a motion of no confidence was passed, and Baldwin resigned as Prime Minister.

Curzon always believed that if he were the Prime Minister, he would never have made such a big joke. There was no need to touch on the issue of increasing protective tariffs domestically at all; just uniting with Japan to pressure He Rui would be enough to prevent He Rui from completing unification. Such achievements would naturally win a stable and large advantage for the Conservative Party.

With such unhappiness in his heart, Curzon saw that the Prime Minister had quickly browsed through the Foreign Office report. Curzon gathered his mood, ready to face the Prime Minister's inquiry.

Prime Minister Baldwin hesitated a bit. The approach to China provided by this report itself was quite tough, requiring the He Rui regime to fully accept its previous international status and recognize all old treaties.

After entering politics, Baldwin spent most of his time in the finance department. His understanding of the He Rui regime naturally started from finance. Baldwin could figure out very clearly that even if Britain imposed a trade blockade on China, and even if China lost tariff revenue, the rapidly improving domestic economic situation in China had improved China's overall fiscal situation. For Britain, this situation presented another form. Because it lost assets and privileges in China, Britain had been suffering losses in such a confrontation. From a financial perspective, such a situation must end as soon as possible. The longer the delay, the greater the loss for Britain.

Making a decision in his heart, Baldwin said, "Mr. Curzon, as an outstanding diplomat, do you have no way to solve the problem through diplomatic channels?"

Curzon had indeed made such preparations, but he didn't want to bring them out. So Curzon replied, "Your Excellency, do you think the He Rui regime will not be hijacked by domestic nationalist sentiments in China? Current diplomatic efforts will only make the He Rui regime think the British Empire is showing weakness."

"Oh, no. I don't think so. If the He Rui regime wants to develop the economy, they need to trade with the British Empire. As long as we are good at utilizing conditions in this regard, Britain has the opportunity to make the He Rui government reach an agreement with us."

"Prime Minister, the primary task at present is to stop the chain reaction triggered by He Rui." Curzon expressed a different view.

...

The Cabinet Secretary next to him saw this scene and was unsure for a moment whether the Prime Minister and the Foreign Secretary had swapped identities. The Prime Minister, who should have held a relatively tough attitude, proposed various plans to solve it as peacefully as possible, while the Foreign Secretary, who should have proposed various feasible plans to solve the problem, held a quite tough attitude.

After watching for a while, the Cabinet Secretary decided to play deaf and dumb. After all, Stanley Baldwin's path to Prime Minister was indeed somewhat magical. After Baldwin was forced to step down in 1924, the Labour cabinet that came to power was even weaker than Baldwin. With a series of disasters such as the British fleet being sunk in China and the fall of Hong Kong, the Labour cabinet collapsed in October 1924. After a re-election, Baldwin came to power again.

In the Cabinet Secretary's view, Baldwin had accepted the lesson of the Labour Party's collapse and did not want to repeat the same mistake. If the problem could be solved by relatively peaceful means, Baldwin did not want to provoke a meaningless war.

In the end, neither side could make the other compromise, so Baldwin took the lead in making a request, "Mr. Curzon, please go back and look at the analysis reports of these economic experts, and then we will discuss."

Facing the Prime Minister, Curzon naturally had a disadvantage in status. Since Baldwin said so, Curzon could only take the reports. But Curzon did not give up; he handed some assessments from economic experts invited by the Foreign Office to Baldwin. "Your Excellency, if you have time, you can also look at the suggestions of these experts."

When Curzon stood up and left, Baldwin stared unhappily at the closed door for more than ten seconds, then turned his head and handed the expert analysis report submitted by Curzon to the Prime Minister's private secretary. "Bernard, read this and tell me about it later."

The Cabinet Secretary looked at the Prime Minister's private secretary and couldn't help feeling a little sympathetic. The views of those experts were often contradictory, and it was not easy to describe these opposing views accurately and clearly.

Foreign Secretary Curzon returned to his office, threw the documents on the table unhappily, and ordered his secretary, "Read these documents and tell me about them later."

The secretary immediately picked up the documents and started reading. Just after reading the beginning of the first one, he said, "Your Excellency Curzon, this report is from the University of Birmingham."

Hearing the University of Birmingham, Curzon was slightly stunned and already had an idea. Generally speaking, the document placed at the top was what the other party wanted Curzon to see most. And the University of Birmingham happened to be the alma mater of the current Prime Minister Baldwin. Linking the two, it was hard not to think too much.

While Curzon took the report, the secretary quickly browsed through several other documents and laid them out one by one in front of Curzon. Curzon saw that these reports were all typed by typewriters, very neat. The one from the University of Birmingham was handwritten. Although the person who wrote the report had very beautiful handwriting, there were many alterations on it. Comparing the two, there was more intrinsic meaning.

Curzon did not dislike such manuscripts. Compared with those typed documents, manuscripts could better reflect the author's thinking process, which was also a deep understanding of the author's thinking ability.

Reading the report once, Curzon finished reading the reports of other economic experts and roughly understood Prime Minister Baldwin's attitude. The report from the University of Birmingham was based on a report by Lampson, a 'liaison officer' sent to China by the Foreign Office. Lampson stated in the report that after a long talk with Morrison, the Minister of Commerce of the He Rui government, he decided to believe Morrison's introduction to China's economic policy. He sent its content to Downing Street.

Curzon himself wanted to have a deep understanding of the economy, but he came from a noble background and was good at diplomacy. But he was indeed relatively weak in economics. Thinking of this, Curzon was also somewhat frustrated. The reasons those MPs opposed Curzon becoming Prime Minister were not only that Curzon was only good at diplomacy and did not understand the domestic economy. Lord George Curzon belonged to the House of Lords, which was inconsistent with the status of the Prime Minister (this consideration did not mean that any noble could not serve as Prime Minister); Lord Curzon had a noble background, but the Conservative Party was trying to hide its noble color at that time. These were all reasons for rejecting Curzon as Prime Minister.

Just for these reasons, electing Baldwin, who didn't study well and graduated from the University of Birmingham, made Curzon feel very unfair. But looking at it now, what really added points to Baldwin was probably that this guy had been hanging around in the economic department all along and indeed understood economics better than Curzon.

Anyway, Curzon had understood Baldwin's attitude. Now there were only two roads left in front of Curzon: one was to do as the Prime Minister thought, and the other was to go against the Prime Minister and then be dismissed by the Prime Minister. Curzon chose the first one without hesitation. Sir Curzon, an elite academic achiever, felt it was not worth it to perish politically with the academic slacker Baldwin for such a trivial matter.

So the new plan was submitted and passed. Soon, on February 20, the car of Lampson, the British liaison officer in China, stopped outside Iron Lion Alley. He saw the staff here moving documents and materials, looking like they were moving house.

Lampson knew about moving the capital. Thinking of the location of the new capital seen on the map, Lampson felt somewhat inexplicably unhappy about the vastness of China. Starting from the Second Opium War, Britain was familiar with how to break into the current capital. However, China's new capital was located in the center of China, requiring thousands of kilometers of travel after landing from the sea. The difficulty of making China submit through war had increased too much.

However, these impulsive thoughts belonging to fantasy were soon cast aside. Lampson faced the current reality and prepared to have a quite dangerous exchange with He Rui, the Chinese ruler who controlled millions of army troops.

He Rui received Lampson in a reception room. After meeting, Lampson presented a copy of the "Saigon Four-Power Joint Declaration." He Rui opened it and looked. It was written in the four languages of the four countries. He Rui was not an English major, and many words inside were not clear. However, combined with the Japanese version for comparison, he understood it clearly.

Lampson saw that He Rui was not only not angry but amused. This was not feigned, but truly amused, which inevitably gave rise to a feeling of being insulted. But Lampson knew why He Rui laughed, and also knew that if He Rui laughed, he laughed; he could only keep his lips tight and say nothing.

He Rui was indeed amused. Imperialist diplomacy in this era was so naked: '...The He Rui government changes the international order by illegal violent means and tears up international treaties, which is a huge threat to peace and justice...'

If the Manchu Qing or Beiyang government saw such an evaluation, they would probably be scared out of their wits. Because such a document would be followed by an announcement of military strikes. But this "Saigon Four-Power Joint Declaration" did not have one at the end. It could be seen that the British were quite capable of facing reality and had no intention of sticking their necks out.

With a happy mood, He Rui threw the document on the table in front of him. At this time, two cups of clear tea were served on the table. This time He Rui really couldn't be bothered to treat the foreigner with black tea; whatever He Rui drank, the foreigner could just follow suit.

Lampson thought that He Rui, a 35-year-old power holder, would be angry upon seeing the threat. However, after waiting for a while, he saw He Rui in a good mood and relaxed expression. He was truly somewhat surprised in his heart. He put down the jasmine tea he had drunk most of and decided to probe He Rui. "Your Excellency, in Europe's view, China is a major power full of aggressiveness."

He Rui nodded and replied very approvingly, "Indeed so. You have done too many bad things, so you always apply your own thinking to others. For example, thinking that the atrocities you inflicted on the colonies were inflicted on you reciprocally, even if the British died ten times over, they couldn't equal the number of people killed by you. I can completely understand your fear."

Facing such criticism, Lampson was unmoved. He replied calmly, "Your Excellency He Rui, why do you look at the world with such a victim mentality? With a strong person like you, you can naturally see the British Empire's outstanding efforts in spreading civilization. In the past few centuries, the British Empire has spared no effort to spread civilization to the whole world. Various tragedies naturally occurred in this process, but can you deny that the current world is moving towards a more civilized and wealthy direction?"

He Rui knew very well that most British people now were such imperialists, and he didn't bother to waste his breath arguing with such imperialism. He replied frankly, "The moment to liquidate the crimes of colonialism and imperialism will definitely come; Britain cannot escape it. I don't want to discuss this matter more now; I'm just quite interested in Mr. Lampson's view that China is a major power full of aggressiveness."

Lampson certainly knew what sins Britain had committed in these centuries. He Rui not picking out Britain's crimes one by one to scold also made Lampson much more relaxed. He took the opportunity to change the topic, "Your Excellency, even though China has fallen far behind Europe, the elites of your country I have contacted have a nearly paranoid confidence, believing that even if China falls behind in the short term, it will comprehensively surpass Europe in the future and become number one in the world again."

He Rui thought to himself, isn't this nonsense? He was considering whether to say something about this or wait for Lampson to continue. He saw a smile appear on Lampson's face. "Your Excellency, I can see that you are accustomed to such views and are not surprised at all. In Europe's view, this is an extremely aggressive attitude."

"...I would like to hear the details." He Rui became more interested.

"Believing it is only right to become number one in the world in that field is a manifestation of extreme competitiveness. If one believes one must become number one in the world in any field, it is not just a manifestation of multiple competitiveness, but a manifestation of aggressiveness. In the current world, if China can really achieve these, do you think China will continue to stay within its borders?"

After Lampson finished speaking, he picked up the teacup. At this time, the jasmine tea had been drunk for the most part. He reached out and picked up the teapot to fill his cup with tea, sipping it leisurely.

Instead, He Rui, hearing such a statement for the first time, could only think first. He Rui could understand the foreigners' train of thought, but He Rui couldn't substitute himself into the foreigners' thinking. After all, 'You are not a fish, how do you know the joy of fish?'

Hearing that Lampson, a diplomat of the world hegemon at this time, viewed China in this way, He Rui gradually felt that Lampson's words indeed represented the views of some European elites. It seemed that the so-called China Threat Theory was indeed true. And Napoleon's saying about what would happen when China woke up was also true.

Seeing He Rui looking thoughtful at this time, rather than the bored look of 'too lazy to pay attention to you,' Lampson understood that he had finally moved He Rui. He continued, "Your Excellency, can you understand now how important mutual threat is? If you are interested, can you discuss the future with me on the basis of mutual threat?"

He Rui nodded. "I would like to hear the details." After saying this, He Rui's mood naturally turned into his previous calm state. If it were before, He Rui wouldn't have felt any problem. Being told so by Lampson, He Rui realized that his mentality was seen by foreigners as more terrible than naked threats.

Even in Europe, which believes in monotheism, they are willing to use 'destiny' rather than 'fate' [inescapable doom] to describe life. If it is destiny, everyone can still struggle and strive, even if it is a little bit of space, at least they can create something of their own.

But fate is very terrible. Fate is not an unchangeable outcome. Once life becomes fate, every decision one thinks one makes by one's own will is a turning point arranged in advance. The more one strives to progress and struggles hard, the more one sends oneself just right onto the sacrificial altar planned by others, becoming a pathetic victim.

If people in fate were muddled, it would be fine; they wouldn't feel pain from sleep to death. However, people caught in fate are often awake, so at the end of the tragedy, they will question Heaven. Most questions will not receive any response; the unpredictable Heaven remains silent as if hearing nothing.

If occasionally some lucky ones, or unlucky ones, get a response, they will hear a revelation sent down by an emotionless voice, "The Lord does not care."

He Rui tried hard to put away the expression that could scare Lampson, although He Rui didn't know if his expression management could achieve the effect. Finally, He Rui gave up on something he had never practiced and said seriously in his usual state, "Mr. Lampson, I am willing to hear your views."
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Lampson, the British 'liaison officer' in China, looked like a very casual person, dressed simply and looking very common. He didn't have the Victorian pride of the previous British Minister to China, Jordan. Hearing that He Rui was willing to have a sincere dialogue with him on diplomacy, Lampson stated what he cared about most, "According to Mr. Morrison's description of your country's economic thinking, I believe China can become a very large market within five years. I wonder how Your Excellency regulates access to the Chinese market."

"Mr. Lampson, China has a very large market. With such a market scale, the demand for imports and exports is almost infinite. From an economic perspective, adopting a high tariff policy is of no benefit to the Chinese economy. However, China is a backward country in terms of industry, so we must adopt certain trade protection to promote the development of China's local industry. Under two seemingly opposing demands, we will adopt two policies."

"I would like to hear the details," Lampson asked calmly.

"For industrial products that can be produced in China—please note, industrial products—we will adopt reciprocal tariffs with trading countries. For example, if Britain imposes a 20% tariff on Chinese textiles, we will also impose a 20% tariff on British textiles. If you impose a 1% tariff on Chinese textiles, we will also impose a 1% tariff on British textiles."

Lampson knew very well that Britain needed a huge market. Although the Chinese market was not large yet, it had great potential. If he could obtain a share of the huge Chinese market, it would be of great benefit to the current British free trade system, and Lampson himself could receive generous rewards for this contribution. Lampson listened attentively to He Rui's narration and tried his best to understand the meaning of He Rui's words. The British recorder beside Lampson was also recording quickly, striving not to miss a single word.

"For commodities that China cannot produce at this stage, we have decided to adopt a trade policy of filling the gaps. We encourage enterprises producing these commodities to invest and build factories in China, and we give tax incentives to these enterprises. However, for such commodities, we will adopt relatively high import tariffs. This is our basic trade thinking."

Hearing this, Lampson's first thought was that China wanted to imitate production. But such a thought did not make Lampson unhappy; imitating British industrial products was something all countries in the world were doing. The United States copied and imitated Britain, Germany copied and imitated Britain, and even France copied and imitated Britain. Adding a new China was not too many.

However, Lampson asked, "Your Excellency, what do you think about the patent system?"

"China is already establishing a patent system and will continuously improve it. In promoting research and development, the patent system has its promoting role. Technology transfer will also improve industrial development efficiency, and China will not oppose it."

After listening to He Rui, Lampson wanted to refill his water. The orderly beside him took the empty kettle, brought a bottle of freshly boiled water, and refilled water for He Rui and Lampson. Lampson also took this time to sort out what He Rui said.

He Rui had several nicknames in the British Foreign Office before, one of which was 'Elector of the East.' This nickname borrowed from the Prince-Elector system of the Holy Roman Empire. The British Foreign Office at that time hoped that China would be de facto divided, with various 'Electors' maintaining China's actual division and legalizing this division by taking turns in power.

Of course, He Rui also had other nicknames. Britain believed that China might be unified through a bloody civil war. Those who held this view called He Rui the 'Warlord Philosopher.' British Far East diplomatic personnel first knew of the existence of such a figure as He Rui because of the book *Elementary Understanding of Geopolitics* and a series of manuscripts on Far East politics.

Lampson's understanding of politics came from the education he received in Britain, and he understood the British political order very well. The British Prime Minister automatically serves as the First Lord of the Treasury, while the Second Lord of the Treasury actually runs the Treasury, and the power of the Chancellor of the Exchequer must be firmly held in the Prime Minister's hands. Except for electing a wartime Prime Minister during wartime, in peacetime, Britain tended to have politicians with a financial background serve as Prime Minister.

From this perspective, even if the content He Rui said was provided by He Rui's Minister of Finance, being able to explain it so clearly and plainly proved that He Rui was undoubtedly a politician.

Thinking of this, Lampson took a sip of hot tea ready to speak, but the tea was too hot and scalded his lips instead. He pursed his lips and couldn't speak. The waiter beside him poured a glass of cool boiled water for Lampson. After Lampson drank it, he felt the scalded area was much better. Only then did he speak, "Your Excellency, we all know very well that the British Empire has many imperialists and many racists. However, the British Empire is not narrow-minded; we will frankly admit that even in Britain, you are one of the very few most outstanding figures. Therefore, I hope to conduct the following conversation with you at the height of top European politicians. Is that okay?"

Seeing He Rui nod, Lampson continued, "At present, the British Empire must restore order in the Far East, so we require China to recognize all previous treaties. I believe you can understand the necessity of doing so."

He Rui did not answer. The unhappiness of Li Shiguang and Yan Huiqing beside him was already revealed in their expressions.

Lampson knew that He Rui was a reasonable person, but He Rui's subordinates might not be. Especially in the current moment of military victory, let alone Chinese officials, officials of any country would be hijacked by nationalist sentiments and make irrational choices. Persuading these people to restore rationality was the job of diplomats.

Lampson looked at Li Shiguang and Yan Huiqing, then turned to He Rui. "Your Excellency, you know very well that the government of the British Empire is not stupid. What cannot be obtained on the battlefield will definitely not be obtained at the negotiation table. Even if all treaties are restored, the British Empire will not send troops to China to be your hostages. The British Empire will convene an international conference to recognize the status quo. The customs and sovereignty issues already in your government's hands will be resolved at once."

Hearing this, Li Shiguang frowned tightly, and Yan Huiqing looked solemn, but there was a look of deep thought in his eyes.

He Rui did not answer Lampson's words but skipped this topic. "Let's exchange views on specific issues."

Lampson felt his heart drop back into his stomach. Getting He Rui to accept the recognition of old treaties was the hardest step. Lampson felt that He Rui chose to face reality like those shrewd politicians. This was a good foundation. On this basis, Lampson put forward the British request, "Concessions are British assets. You have seized the concessions and confiscated the assets without compensation. We require you to redeem them at a discount according to the method of the Shandong issue."

After listening, He Rui answered immediately, "This is impossible. We absolutely do not recognize the rights and interests Britain plundered through war. We will never recognize this part of assets. However, for the part belonging to private enterprise investment, we can give those private enterprises discounted redemption. As for the assets of law-abiding British merchants, we didn't confiscate them in the first place, so there's nothing to talk about."

"Are you not prepared to recognize the indemnities?" Lampson asked. Although he knew He Rui would not make concessions in this regard, this matter had to be made clear.

He Rui also answered unambiguously, "I just said that we do not recognize any rights and interests plundered by foreign governments from China through war. Whether it is so-called concession investments or war indemnities. The Republic government absolutely does not recognize them."

"Your Excellency, you are not being sincere in doing this," Lampson replied.

"I can understand Mr. Lampson's meaning, and I can also understand the British public opinion faced by the British government. I can point out to Mr. Lampson the best way to alleviate the pressure on the British government. That is for the British government to take the lead, unite with European and American countries, and organize an expeditionary force of 1 million troops to launch an expedition against China. I am not talking nonsense with numbers. Based on the performance of European and American countries in the European War, the heavy firepower you equip these 1 million troops with can indeed ensure that 1 million troops have the strength to confront 2 million Republic National Defense Force troops. Only when forces are evenly matched is it possible to win. After all, you are on a tired expedition, while we are waiting at ease, occupying a defensive advantage."

Lampson was truly disappointed in his heart. Such a smart politician as He Rui actually played the trick of nationalist sentiments, which made Lampson feel it shouldn't be something He Rui could do.

Seeing Lampson's resentful look, He Rui couldn't help laughing out loud. "Hehe, Mr. Lampson. You must have misunderstood me; my words are by no means a threat. London, Manchester, Birmingham, Winchester—supporters of British conservatives will show extremely belligerent reactions when far away from the battlefield. Only when the conscription notice is delivered to their doorstep and they are asked to sign it can those British people understand that their actions of threatening the British government by expressing belligerent remarks during the day come at a price, and they have to pay the price for their political stance. Since they incite war, they should participate in war. If a million-strong European and American army defeats the Republic National Defense Force, China will naturally be at the mercy of the victorious nations. Even if harsher treaties are formulated than before, China has to accept them. If Europe and America do not win, hundreds of thousands of body bags of sacrificed young lads can make those who shamelessly incite war sober up and treat the British government's policy of seeking long-term peace rationally. Mr. Lampson, do you understand?"

Lampson had heard Jordan recount this kind of threat from He Rui. At this time, he only felt that He Rui repeating the old trick was meaningless, and replied unhappily, "Your Excellency, you won't ask me to issue a warning to the Viceroy of India next, warning them that they will be attacked by the Chinese army, right?"

He Rui explained with a smile, "Of course you have to issue a warning to the Viceroy of India, but the content is not that the Chinese army will launch an attack. The Chinese army will not attack Britain. Countries like Burma will invite China to suppress bandits because armed bandits claiming to be the British Empire have appeared in their countries and attacked them."

Lampson originally wanted to keep a straight face, but seeing He Rui's serious manner, he couldn't help laughing through his nose with that unique British accent. "Hmph, as the person who wrote *Elementary Understanding of Geopolitics*, Your Excellency actually says the names of countries that do not exist in the world; it is truly incomprehensible."

He Rui replied seriously, "Mr. Lampson's geography was learned from Britain, and my geographical knowledge was learned from Chinese history books. Whose education is correct indeed needs full verification."

Seeing the meeting end with such a result, Lampson sighed, "Your Excellency, it is truly disappointing to get such a result from this meeting."

"No, I don't think so. Mr. Lampson, you are just a British subject in China. However, out of personal friendship, I will present you with a copy of the Republic government's vision for the future. Please correct me if there are any mistakes." After speaking, He Rui waved his hand, and the secretary immediately delivered two documents to Lampson.

Lampson opened them and took a look. Both documents had Chinese and English versions. They were the Republic government's plan for handling foreign assets in China and the content that the Chinese government would provide legal protection to foreign legitimate merchants.

At this point, there was no point in talking further. Lampson picked up the two documents and bid farewell to He Rui.

After Lampson left, Li Shiguang looked at Yan Huiqing beside him, then turned to ask He Rui, "Chairman, why didn't you accept Lampson's suggestion?"

Yan Huiqing actually wanted to ask this question but didn't quite dare. He didn't expect Li Shiguang to ask so frankly. But recalling Li Shiguang's sharp gaze just now, Yan Huiqing felt the determination of the young officials never to yield, and felt both moved and uneasy in his heart.

He heard He Rui reply, "Lampson just said that what cannot be obtained on the battlefield will definitely not be obtained at the negotiation table. We have neither reason nor necessity to make concessions. If we want Britain to accept our proposal, we have to force Britain to the negotiation table through war."

Hearing this, Yan Huiqing really couldn't help but ask, "Chairman, if we go to war with Britain, will it cause Britain to continuously expand the war?"

He Rui replied calmly, "Britain will definitely try to threaten us by expanding the war. But expanding the war will only increase Britain's financial burden and bankrupt Britain. Moreover, in 1916, the Allied Powers and the Central Powers wanted to negotiate peace, but the main reason why peace negotiations failed was that Germany refused to spit out the land and advantages it occupied. But we are different; we have no intention of annexing Burma, let alone Assam or other territories. If Britain wants a truce, we will negotiate peace with Britain. If Britain is willing to sign the Sino-British Joint Communiqué on establishing diplomatic relations, our troops will withdraw back to the country."

Yan Huiqing wanted to offer some of his own views, but Yan Huiqing found that all his past diplomatic experience contained content related to He Rui's strategy. He couldn't even make a suggestion if he wanted to.

It seems I am really old! Useless! Such thoughts lingered in Yan Huiqing's mind, making Yan Huiqing feel dejected.
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February 24, 1925, the second day of the second lunar month, Dragon Head Raising Day. The Japanese in the labor camp finished their breakfast and gathered, ready to devote themselves to today's work.

There were 200,000 Japanese captured in the previous war, of which 190,000 were capable of labor. When the Japanese in the labor camp saw some Westerners and Japanese wearing Japanese military uniforms appearing at the gate accompanied by Republic military personnel and civil officials, their feelings were quite complicated.

The war between the Northeast Government and Japan broke out in October 1922. The two sides actually ceased fire in October 1923 and signed an armistice agreement in November. The earliest captured Japanese had experienced two years and four months. During the more than two years, these Japanese also corresponded with their families. They could also get some news through newspapers and broadcasts in the labor camp. These Japanese were certain that the Japanese government refused to exchange prisoners of war with the Republic government.

Unable to return home was enough to make the captured Japanese despair, and Japan's reason for refusing to exchange prisoners of war chilled these Japanese even more. The Japanese government's reason was very Japanese: due to Japan's terrible economic situation, the Japanese government was unwilling to let these Japanese return to the country and add trouble to Japanese society.

Half of the Japanese in the labor camps were employees of the Japanese army or Japanese companies in China. They arrived in China under the organization of the Japanese government, and after fighting for Japan, they were considered trouble. Although the Japanese were indeed very accepting in this regard, and although it was chilling, they didn't think it was strange.

On the day of Dragon Head Raising on February 2, the group of Westerners and Japanese appearing in the labor camp gave the Japanese in the labor camp hope. 'Leaving Asia and Entering Europe' was Japan's slogan in the past few decades, and Japan had been standing in the same trench as the West in the past few decades. Since Westerners appeared together with Japanese soldiers, the more knowledgeable Japanese captives felt that the Republic government should have started negotiations with 'European' forces.

Negotiations between China and Europe naturally existed, but not as the Japanese captives thought. The British 'liaison officer' Lampson had sent a depressed and unhappy telegram to London. Lampson sighed in the report, 'Even a smart politician like He Rui will become muddled in front of nationalist sentiments,' and believed that the current China was hopeless in the short term.

Lampson also sent the document on the diplomatic bottom line given to him by He Rui to London. Lampson's evaluation of this was not low; after all, from an economic perspective, He Rui's trade policy was nothing to blame. If there was anything to blame, it was that He Rui actually believed that the current China could make the British government accept such a plan, which was purely being dazzled by victory.

Standing in front of the Japanese captives now were members of the International Red Cross. The Red Cross paid close attention to the fiercest war that broke out after the European War and specifically requested permission to pay attention to the treatment of prisoners of war.

The Republic government knew that the stance of this group of Red Cross members must be problematic, so it 'suggested' that the Red Cross could visit Chinese and Japanese POW camps simultaneously. The International Red Cross agreed to this proposal, which was immediately rejected by the Japanese government.

After the efforts of the International Red Cross, the Japanese government put forward conditions: both China and Japan open to the International Red Cross at the same time. The Republic government agreed to this proposal but required its own personnel to go to the POW camps together. The Japanese government discussed for a long time before this visit took place.

It was the first time for the invited famous reporter of *Yomiuri Shimbun*, Morita Mitsuko, to step into a POW camp. Before entering the POW camp, Mitsuko herself did not harbor any expectations.

Mitsuko was 25 years old this year. She was no longer the little girl with a very simple knowledge structure in 1915. Although Mitsuko believed that when treating her, 'He Rui-niichan' would still be that 'He Rui-niichan.' But this identity was the most insignificant among He Rui's many identities.

He Rui-niichan represented the Republic of China with a population of 480 million, represented the Republic National Defense Force with perhaps 3 million people, and represented the industrial and agricultural strength capable of producing cannons, airplanes, trains, and automobiles, with an annual grain output exceeding 300 billion *jin*.

To manage such a country, simple kindness is not only meaningless but even harmful. For a person in this position, even if he himself still has humanity, the surrounding environment will force him to abandon humanity. This is the reality of the world.

So when Mitsuko saw the orderly POW camp, she was inevitably somewhat surprised. There were indeed wooden fences, barbed wire, soldiers with live ammunition, and 'Japanese POW administrators' wearing special marks, as well as big wolfhounds and other fierce-looking existences, but the order here was far better than Mitsuko thought.

With the unfolding of the visit and interview, Mitsuko found that these POW camps were in a sense much better than the current social situation in Japan.

Take the small number of women among the captives as an example. Japanese women did not bind their feet and had always undertaken considerable labor in life. Under the concept of the He Rui government that 'women hold up half the sky,' Japanese women were organized to undertake work within their capabilities through collective labor.

Cooking department, nursing department, early childhood education, primary education, garment making, laundry, post office, haircutting, and even troupe. The captured Japanese women engaged in colorful work. With the support of these departments, the POW camp was more like a society than a cruel and vicious place of pain.

The labor camp was divided into manual labor and handicraft labor. Healthy Japanese men participated in land reclamation, land consolidation, and other work. The 10,000 Japanese without labor capacity were severely disabled soldiers, as well as infants and children completely without labor capacity. They received good care in the POW camp.

Learning that the POW camp educated the prisoners, not only was Mitsuko astonished, but the members of the Red Cross were also quite stunned. However, for the POW management department, this was very necessary and yielded huge returns.

If prisoners of war were seen as labor, as long as they could be operated well, 190,000 people could create very large returns. Just like the group of Japanese who reclaimed land, paying attention to their health and using their physical strength reasonably, they indeed reclaimed a lot of land very efficiently. The agricultural departments in the Northeast and Inner/Outer Mongolia regions evaluated the Japanese labor in these labor camps very highly.

Even for Japanese soldiers who were somewhat disabled after being injured, if they were organized to participate in handicraft production in the POW camp factories with trained women, fostering strengths and circumventing weaknesses, disabled soldiers were also good labor.

Especially paying remuneration for labor in the POW camp made the order here very good. Some prisoners would even send their income back to their homes in Japan to subsidize their family members who fell into hardship due to unemployment in Japan.

In the view of the POW management camp, these were not important, and even beneficial. The order generated by labor greatly reduced the pressure and intensity of managing the POW camp. Nearly 200,000 laborers would consume after having money; they produced and consumed at the same time, also enlivening the Chinese economy.

Mitsuko had studied under Professor Taira Toyomori politically and could fully understand the inner logic of such an arrangement. But how could the members of the International Red Cross understand this? If they could understand this, how could they work in a place like the Red Cross? So the members of the International Red Cross didn't know how to evaluate the reality they saw, and couldn't even find a train of thought for writing the report temporarily.

After visiting for a few days, the Red Cross members still hadn't figured out how to write the report. But they received a notice: 'Because the Japanese government resolutely opposes Chinese members entering the concentration camps in Japan detaining Chinese citizens, as a reciprocal measure, the Chinese side no longer allows the Red Cross to visit the POW camps. And strongly condemns the Japanese government's breach of trust in not abiding by the agreement!'

Mitsuko wanted to interview He Rui very much, but she couldn't act alone either. After being refused to continue the visit, the Japanese officers immediately demanded the Japanese members return to the country immediately. Mitsuko could only regretfully return with the team. When boarding the ship, Mitsuko could only hope that she would have another chance to interview He Rui in the future.

The Japanese officers who came this time were all members of the Control Faction. After returning to Japan, they immediately submitted the written report to Lieutenant General Nagata Tetsuzan. After reading the report, Nagata stood up without saying a word, opened the window, and lit a cigarette.

It was already March 2, and the air in Tokyo had warmed up. But Nagata couldn't feel the vitality of spring. As the Director of the National Mobilization Bureau, what Nagata felt was only the chill of Japan's economic withering. To expand exports, Japan had done its best to gain more market share. However, the degree of openness of Southeast Asian colonies was very limited, and the United States even hit a person when he was down, expressing 'views' on the Japanese Navy. According to the news sent back by the negotiating delegation, the United States asked frankly, 'What is the purpose of Japan maintaining such a navy?'

The Japanese delegation would of course express that this was to guard against China. But the Japanese delegation knew very well in their hearts that such a statement was completely unconvincing. The US Navy was not powerful, but it was also a country capable of building battleships. Everyone was a thousand-year-old fox, so there was no need to play *Strange Stories from a Chinese Studio*. Even if China's industrial development was very rapid, and even if Japan completely stopped developing its navy in the future, it would take at least 15 years for China to possess a maritime force overwhelming the Japanese Navy.

As long as the Japanese Navy continued to develop, it would take China 20 years to catch up with the Japanese Navy. In the next 20 years, the US Navy would face the threat of the Japanese Navy in the Pacific. This was the reason why the United States felt uneasy about Japan.

The US side knew Japan's economic predicament very well and wanted to take this opportunity to stir up trouble. Japan would never give up any naval advantage because of economic difficulties. Such a stance dashed Japan's expectation of expanding the US market.

Just then, the door opened, and Lieutenant General Ishiwara Kanji walked in. Seeing Ishiwara arrive, Nagata asked the orderly to close the door and asked straightforwardly, "Ishiwara-kun, have you heard that He-kun issued a threat to Britain to attack South Asia?"

Ishiwara was stunned for a moment, then laughed, "Nagata-kun, what do you think is He-kun's purpose in doing this?"

"Ishiwara-kun, I don't think He-kun is simply threatening. He-kun must have other means in doing this. Think about what happened after He-kun expressed his desire to unify China and act against Duan Qirui."

Ishiwara Kanji felt that Nagata was scared by He Rui's previous strategic deception. The reason for He Rui's war with Japan was simple: Japan was indeed the biggest threat preventing China's unification. After solving the threat, unification became very easy. But what He Rui hoped most now was to integrate into international trade; striking Britain would not help with this.

"Nagata-kun, the world's largest market at present is the United States, and the second largest market is Britain. Compared with the United States, Britain has a population of 500 million (including colonies), and its consuming population is larger. Is He-kun going to war with Britain because he thinks he has the ability to destroy the British Empire? Moreover, I don't think He-kun will attack Korea. Worsening relations with Japan is of no benefit to He-kun."

Hearing Ishiwara say this, Nagata asked, "But Korea is not without value to He-kun."

Ishiwara immediately objected, "He-kun will never burden himself. There is no need for us to underestimate He-kun at such a time. As for He-kun's strategic breakthrough point, I think it is also possible to delay and wait for changes. After all, China is already unified, and He-kun can afford to wait."

"...But Japan can't afford to wait." Nagata's voice was very gloomy.

A trace of sharpness flashed in Ishiwara's eyes. The forces that assassinated the two MPs certainly wanted to intimidate other forces through killing. The assassination indeed scared many people into silence. But there were more people who dared to be angry but dared not speak, directly leading to the rapid development of the Japan Future Society recently. Reactionaries are reactionaries after all; the actions they took out of fear isolated them instead.

Without even investigating, Ishiwara could deduce who did it. It was definitely not the big landlords, but the forces such as court nobles and powerful families attached to the land system. They relied on the existing political order to obtain political benefits. Once Japan implemented land reform, the biggest beneficiaries would be the political parties engaging in parliamentary politics and the likes of the 'Greater Japan Youth League' engaging in the Imperial Way Faction. No matter which side gained huge political benefits, it would be a huge threat to the old forces.

The assassination adopted to maintain order instead provided a fuse for subsequent events, and the fuse connected the entire Japanese society struggling painfully due to the lack of markets.

Ishiwara had decided to eliminate Nagata, but Ishiwara still wanted to try again, so he asked, "Nagata-kun, if He-kun really launches an attack on Britain as you expect, what do you plan to do, Nagata-kun?"

Nagata answered without hesitation, "Of course I hope Japan can provide war materials to Britain."

Ishiwara continued to ask, "If He-kun can really occupy the advantage, what do you plan to do, Nagata-kun?"

Nagata Tetsuzan had also considered this a lot. Although hesitant at this time, he still answered at a slow rate, "If the situation reaches that point, I still hope to build Japan's economic foundation through a brand-new Anglo-Japanese Alliance."

"Why?" Ishiwara really couldn't figure out why a smart person like Nagata appeared so stubborn on this matter. Britain's relative decline was very obvious; why was Nagata so persistent in binding with Britain? Ishiwara believed that Nagata was by no means a fool; his persistence must have his own reasons.

Seeing Ishiwara's frowned brows, Nagata couldn't help chuckling, "Hehe, Ishiwara-kun, do you still remember our meeting on the Army War College campus at the end of 1921?"

Ishiwara thought for a good while before remembering there seemed to be such a meeting. But what was discussed at the meeting, Ishiwara had forgotten. Having experienced this war and seeing He Rui unify China, Ishiwara himself had undergone huge changes. As for what was said before, Ishiwara had long forgotten.

But Nagata obviously hadn't forgotten. He continued, "I was thinking at that time that Ishiwara-kun is not a so-called democratic politician, so what should the Japan in Ishiwara-kun's eyes look like? After these years, I probably understand."

"Please speak." Ishiwara Kanji became interested.

"If Japan is described as a square, the Japan Ishiwara-kun hopes for is a square where people from all walks of life come and go."

Ishiwara thought for a moment and couldn't help nodding. "Nagata-kun still understands me."

Nagata Tetsuzan continued, "In my opinion, Japan must first be Japan. In front of the square should be the Imperial Family and court nobles representing Japanese tradition, scientists, engineers, and conglomerates representing industrial strength, soldiers representing order, and those scholars representing Japanese culture. If Japan is not led by these people, Japan is no longer Japan."

The image described by Nagata had already emerged in Ishiwara's mind. This image was indeed what Japan looked like now, or even what Japan looked like before. Since Nagata Tetsuzan had such an aesthetic realm at this time, Ishiwara asked, "Nagata-kun, the world has changed."

"No, what changed is industrial technology and organizational models. The country hasn't changed. The current European countries haven't changed; the United States hasn't changed. The change I'm talking about doesn't refer to industrial development, but that the leaders and ruling models of those countries haven't changed from 100 years ago or even 200 or 300 years ago."

Speaking of this, Nagata lit another cigarette. "Ishiwara-kun, you must think that China has undergone huge changes. Then let me ask you, isn't a hero like He-kun who appears once in 500 years a Chinese tradition? As for He-kun's government, what is the difference between it and the governments commanded by Chinese heroes before?"

Now Ishiwara really didn't know how to answer. Although Ishiwara had completely become a supporter of political economy, in a sense, Ishiwara also had to admit that Nagata indeed touched upon the fundamental factors of national inheritance in some aspect. Precisely because of this, Ishiwara couldn't say anything. Because Ishiwara had completely understood the foundation of Nagata's own thoughts.

No matter how smart Nagata was, no matter how hard Nagata tried to push Japan forward. But in essence, Nagata Tetsuzan was just a Japanese dignitary who changed the soup but not the medicine. Nagata's progress was progress centered on Japanese dignitaries. Nagata went from a child of an ordinary person to today; he wanted to become a member of the core Japanese dignitaries, not really to push Japan to a higher realm.

After figuring this out, Ishiwara Kanji stood up and said, "Nagata-kun, I think He-kun's next choice might be very consistent with basic principles. Precisely because of this, I also can't see through it. As for me, I even hope He-kun brings me a surprise. After all, in my opinion, He-kun is a person brave enough to break through. Then, I will take my leave today."

Watching Ishiwara's back disappear out the door, Nagata recited Ishiwara's evaluation of He Rui in his heart, 'a person brave enough to break through,' which made Nagata feel somewhat lost. It wasn't that Nagata didn't want to break through, but as the leader of the Control Faction, Nagata could only make the best use of the cards in his hand. If Nagata dared to break through bravely, then Nagata would be driven out of power.

Nagata sighed and could only wait for He Rui's next move like Ishiwara.
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For more than 2,000 years, no matter how dynasties changed, most Sichuan people worshipped the 'Lord of Sichuan.' Generally speaking, those with 'Lord' in their names were gods, ghosts, or spirits. 'Lord of Sichuan Li Bing' was also a god in the eyes of Sichuan people. It's just that more than 2,000 years ago, this human-god of later generations, Lord of Sichuan Li Bing, indeed walked on the land of Sichuan together with the Sichuan people of that time.

What could prove the existence of Lord of Sichuan Li Bing was the Dujiangyan Irrigation System, personally designed and built by him, which had been running for more than two thousand years.

On April 7, after finishing his inspection of Yunnan and Guizhou, Wu Youping arrived at Dujiangyan by plane. Even though he graduated from the Tangshan Railway Official School, Wu Youping knew about Dujiangyan. Seeing this water conservancy project that had shaped the fertile Sichuan for more than 2,000 years with his own eyes at this time, Wu Youping felt a little disappointed besides being emotional.

Over the past 2,000 years, Dujiangyan had long formed a very complete annual repair system. In the dry season of winter and spring every year, the not-so-wide Minjiang River mouth was blocked by erecting wooden 'Macha' [tripod log structures] as the backbone, combined with bamboo cages filled with stones. This formed a barrage, allowing the river water to flow completely away from the Outer River, enabling workers to repair the main body of Dujiangyan and the Inner River. As for how to repair, Li Bing left six words: 'Dredge the bed deep, keep the weir low.'

People participating in the annual repair had to complete two things. The first thing was to build the weir body with building materials of bamboo cages filled with stones. When repairing the 'Feishayan' [Flying Sand Weir] that removed sediment from the Inner River water, the position of the Feishayan must be kept relatively low to facilitate the removal of sediment. This is 'keep the weir low.' The second thing was to clean up the silt and stones at the bottom of the Inner River so that the bottom of the Inner River was lower than the Outer River. This is 'dredge the bed deep.'

Dujiangyan is an artificial hydraulic structure composed of three parts: the frontmost 'Yuzui' [Fish Mouth], 'Baopingkou' [Precious Bottle Neck], and 'Feishayan' [Flying Sand Weir]. The previous weir body parts were composed of bamboo cages filled with stones, using local materials, which was already the optimal solution under the circumstances at that time. For 2,000 years, in the turbulent Minjiang River water, this artificial material was easily destroyed and required effort to make every year. This also led to a debate on the 'rigidity and flexibility' of the main material of Dujiangyan that lasted for 2,000 years.

There were always people hoping to build a Dujiangyan body that would not be destroyed, eliminating the annual work of building the weir body. People in all dynasties made various attempts. Some attempts failed at the time, and some attempts failed after more than ten years. In short, none succeeded.

Today, what Wu Youping saw was the attempt of the Republic Government's Railway Corps. In the position of Dujiangyan, what appeared was a Dujiangyan dam body poured with reinforced concrete. Tested by war, the reinforced concrete pouring parts completed by the Railway Corps could withstand artillery shells. No matter how big the stones carried in the Minjiang River water were, their power was always incomparable to 150mm artillery shells. This pouring part was dug to a depth of 6 meters at the bottom of the river, making it even harder for the river water to shake.

The Secretary, Governor, and Directors of Water Resources and Agriculture of the Sichuan Provincial Government all came personally to participate in the water release ceremony. The current system had been set: any activity related to Dujiangyan had to be approved by the provincial government personally.

Perhaps accustomed to big scenes, Wu Youping just completed his attendance work as Premier very decently. When the 'Macha' was pushed down amidst the deafening sound of gongs and drums, the river water suddenly surged into the river, rushing towards the gray Dujiangyan weir body. When the water flow submerged the Dujiangyan weir body until only less than two meters remained, exclamations came from the crowd participating in the water release ceremony. This huge and novel weir body obviously held up and was not immediately washed away.

When the water flow became regular, Wu Youping, the Provincial Party Secretary, the Governor, and others visited Dujiangyan under the guidance of the Director of Water Resources. Dujiangyan is a damless water diversion project. The most exquisite core lies in making full use of the shape of the river channel and the weir body to automatically remove sediment from the Minjiang River water while diverting water, introducing clear water into Baopingkou to irrigate millions of *mu* of fertile fields on the Chengdu Plain.

In the era without Dujiangyan, Sichuan was a 'red basin,' with floods and droughts occurring one after another, and the Chengdu Plain was a disaster area where 'people might become fish and turtles.' With Dujiangyan, the Chengdu Plain became a place where floods and droughts followed human will, knowing no famine, and having no lean years, which could be called the 'Land of Abundance' in the world.

The comrades of the Railway Corps watched the water movement nervously. When a vortex with a diameter of several meters formed in the Inner River water in front of Feishayan, rolling the sediment in it and making the river water entering Baopingkou clearer and clearer, the comrades of the Railway Corps couldn't help cheering.

This new plan was formulated by He Rui. Because the length of the Dujiangyan weir body was greatly extended and reinforced concrete was used, it was difficult to modify, and the comrades were very worried about defeating their own purpose. Now seeing Dujiangyan running well, everyone's uneasiness faded, and only joy remained.

Wu Youping was not so excited. Although he knew that blind trust in He Rui was unscientific, Wu Youping always felt that He Rui's decisions would be correct. If it was incorrect, it must be a problem with the executor, who executed He Rui's good plan badly.

After completing the water release, Wu Youping immediately summoned comrades for a meeting. Although Dujiangyan was important, for the current China, there was more important work. Moreover, the Dujiangyan water conservancy project had been successfully completed after precise calculations with the help of computers, so they had to race against time to complete other work.

"Now the Cheng-Yu Railway is about to be completed, and next we have to complete the Cheng-Kun Railway project," Wu Youping said to the participating comrades of the Railway Corps.

When talking with the Railway Corps, Wu Youping was very relaxed, and the comrades of the Railway Corps were also quite relaxed. Because everyone felt that the other party was one of their own. The comrades of the Railway Corps were mostly young, and their accents were mostly northern accents. This couldn't be helped; after all, there were only two main railway schools in China before. One was the former Tangshan Railway Official School, which had been renamed Beiping Railway College, and this school was also Wu Youping's alma mater.

The other one was the 'Northeast Railway School' opened by He Rui after he went to the Northeast. Later, the Northeast Railway School moved from Siping to Shenyang and was renamed Shenyang Railway College. A large number of teachers at Shenyang Railway College came from Beiping Railway College. The two were of the same lineage, and the source of personnel was concentrated in the North. It was inevitable that the personnel composition at this time was mainly northern.

In the eyes of the Railway Corps, Premier Wu Youping was undoubtedly the second most respected senior alumnus. As for who was ranked first? Naturally, it was Mr. Zhan Tianyou, the current Dean and Chief Engineer of the China Railway Research Institute.

Hearing the senior alumnus talk about the Cheng-Kun Railway, the comrades of the Railway Corps couldn't help showing a difficult expression. This railway was of course very important; once completed, it would open up the great artery of the Southwest. But building a railway in high mountains and lofty ridges was a difficult challenge for the Railway Corps.

Wu Youping certainly knew this. He continued, "Comrades, the upcoming war does not need the Cheng-Kun Railway; the Cheng-Kun Railway is preparing for the next war. So the State Council has instructed the Ministry of Education to complete the plan for building Chengdu Railway College and Kunming Railway College. In the school opening season this year, the two railway colleges will start recruiting students."

This was the real good news, and the comrades of the Railway Corps finally smiled. Wu Youping struck while the iron was hot and announced that he would stay in Chengdu for a few more days. Although he could not attend the opening ceremony of the Cheng-Yu Railway, he would personally award medals and prizes to outstanding comrades.

Wu Youping was not bragging. Before arriving in Chengdu, he had issued an order for merit assessment to the 3rd and 4th Bureaus of the Railway Corps that built the Cheng-Yu Railway. The next day, Wu Youping personally awarded medals to the personnel who rushed over.

The comrades on stage included engineers and skilled workers. They were tall, short, fat, and thin, but they were highly homogeneous in temperament and educational background. They either graduated from Railway Colleges or Railway Technical Schools. Seeing Senior Alumnus Wu Youping personally awarding medals, the young alumni all beamed with joy. Wu Youping shook hands with the outstanding young juniors one by one and offered a few words of encouragement.

The award recipients either had a scholarly air or the agility of an educated person amidst their shrewdness and capability. This was the Railway Corps. Although it was under the leadership of the Military Commission and had a military establishment, the composition of this corps consisted of only three types of people: management personnel, engineers, and professional skilled workers. In the army, its educational background could only be compared with the Air Force.

Driving trains was only one of the not particularly important jobs of the Railway Corps. Surveying, geological exploration, bridge design and construction, tunnel engineering, and even directional blasting were the most challenging jobs in the Railway Corps.

After the medal awarding was completed, Wu Youping gave a passionate speech, expecting the comrades of the Railway Corps to make persistent efforts and achieve new merits. Amidst warm applause, Wu Youping said loudly, "I expect that in the next twenty years, the average education time of comrades in the Railway Corps can increase by 0.3 years annually. Let the Railway Corps become a truly high-tech team! Do comrades have confidence?"

"Yes!" The comrades off stage responded loudly with a thunderous voice.

But happiness was always short-lived. When Wu Youping held a meeting with the comrades of the Sichuan Provincial Government and the secretaries and directors of the 3rd and 4th Bureaus of the Railway Corps, the atmosphere became solemn.

As early as 1903, the Qing government had the intention of building the Sichuan-Hankou Railway, and its western section was the Cheng-Yu Railway. After the fall of the Manchu Qing, the governments during that period used road construction as an excuse to scrape countless wealth from the people, but the result was only a 'dotted line' drawn on the map.

In March 1924, the Republic National Defense Force marched into Sichuan, and the local warlords collapsed instantly. The first thing the National Defense Force did was to remove the cultural relics on the Yanyu Pile, take a large number of photos and videos as a souvenir, and then blast the famous Yanyu Pile on the Yangtze River into pieces. Since then, except for a few pieces placed by the river as a souvenir, the rest of this huge reef blocking the Yangtze River navigation channel had disappeared into the rolling river water.

The 3rd Bureau of the Railway Corps marched into Sichuan in early April. A large amount of materials went upstream, transporting materials for railway construction to Sichuan through urgently converted transport ships, and railway construction officially began. After 12 months of hard work, the 3rd Bureau of the Railway Corps invested 200 engineers, 1,100 skilled workers, and 180,000 hired local people, and was about to complete this 504-kilometer-long railway.

Facing the comrades' inquiries about the war, Wu Youping introduced the situation, "The Burma Road is about to be completed. This is a road of over a thousand kilometers, employing 500 engineers and 5,000 skilled workers. Maintaining more than 400,000 hired workers locally. To fight, logistics is needed. Sichuan's agricultural condition is very good, and we hope to buy grain nearby."

Before the comrades could speak, Wu Youping's secretary walked in and handed a telegram to Wu Youping. Under the gaze of the comrades, Wu Youping finished reading the telegram and returned the telegram paper to the secretary. The comrades couldn't see anything from Wu Youping's expression, so they continued to ask questions they were concerned about.

Wu Youping answered the questions, but what he was thinking about was this telegram. The content of the telegram was very simple: "On April 7, our army and the Burmese National Revolutionary Army engaged the British army in Myitkyina. Our army annihilated a 200-man mixed British force."

Has the war broken out just like this? Wu Youping didn't know how he should view this matter.
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Premier Wu Youping only needed to know that a battle had broken out in the Myitkyina area, but he didn't need to intervene directly. The Military Commission was completely different; they should be responsible for this matter. Through telegram exchanges, the Military Commission basically understood the situation before reporting to He Rui.

"...The British exercise control in Upper Burma (northern Burma) mainly by bribing local leaders. Burmese patriots launched an attack on one of them in the Myitkyina area. It happened that a British unit was invited by the leader to come and hold the ground; it was not a battle that broke out intentionally."

After listening to the introduction, He Rui calculated in his mind, "What happened next?"

"Now the battle is over, and the Burmese National Revolutionary Army has occupied the Myitkyina railway station. Presumably, the British troops in Burma will mobilize soon." Chief of General Staff Cheng Ruofan gave a clear answer.

"How is the preparation of the Southwest Bureau? Give me the latest materials." He Rui issued an order.

Soon, several large stacks of materials were placed in front of He Rui. The biggest difference from people of this era was that He Rui could see a large number of maps from all over the world when he was very young. After all, if one wanted to travel around the world, one always had to make some preparations.

He Rui didn't intentionally memorize so many maps at that time, but he did have an impression. Having traveled to many places, he could naturally combine the data in the report with the map. The data in the report showed that the progress of the Burma Road was quite good. Hiring local labor was an economic blood transfusion for the local area. Coupled with land reform, the social order along this transportation line from Hunan to Yunnan and Guizhou was restored very well. This also promoted the progress of road construction in turn.

The Railway Corps building the Burma Road invested 500 engineers and 5,000 skilled workers, and hired 400,000 laborers. Up to now, half of the construction of the Burma Road has been completed, and the design of the other half has also been completed and construction is underway.

After reading the road construction report, He Rui picked up the construction report of 'military depots.' Military depots are services such as storage and rest distributed on the logistics transportation line. Their function can be roughly seen as many rest stops on the highway. The difference lies in that the services provided by military depots are more targeted and more efficient.

In the report of the Southwest Bureau, since the military depot itself also provided logistical services for the road construction army, the completion rate of one military depot every 30 *li* actually reached 100%.

Seeing this, He Rui called his secretary and asked him to send a telegram to the Southwest Bureau, requesting confirmation of the completion rate of military depots.

He Rui also checked the progress of bridge construction. Some bridges had been built, and some were under construction. Whether completed or not, these bridges and roads were prepared according to the standard of automobile transportation.

Spending a few hours reading the materials, He Rui received a reply from the Southwest Bureau. Southwest Bureau Committee Member Zhong Yifu confirmed to He Rui that all military depots were 100% completed and put into use. He Rui immediately requested the Military Commission to meet again. Soon, the members of the Military Commission, led by Vice Chairman Xu Chengfeng in charge of military orders, Chief of General Staff Cheng Ruofan, and Minister of General Logistics Hu Xiushan, arrived at the conference room again.

After explaining his assessment of the materials, He Rui said, "There is no time like the present. Since the fighting has started, let's act."

The comrades knew that He Rui never fought a battle without preparation. For the war between the Northeast Government and the Japanese Government, He Rui prepared extremely fully. The war preparations in Burma indeed had a fairly high degree of completion, but there was a big gap compared with the Sino-Japanese War. Moreover, what they were dealing with now was not Japan, but the world hegemon Britain.

As the Vice Chairman in charge of military orders, Xu Chengfeng bore a heavy responsibility and had to put forward a different view, "Chairman, why not follow the plan?"

He Rui shook his head. "The British can't wait. Waiting any longer will only give the British full preparation. Since the battle started in Myitkyina, we must hold Myitkyina."

Cheng Ruofan supported He Rui's view and put forward his own view, "The terminus of the British railway in Burma is Myitkyina. If Britain sets up defenses here, we have to bypass those small roads, adding a lot of combat difficulty. I support the Chairman's view."

As long as Hu Xiushan completed the work of the General Logistics Department, he would look at the map. The terrain of the entire Burma emerged in Hu Xiushan's mind at this time. As Cheng Ruofan said, Myitkyina was not far from the Sino-Burmese border and was the terminus of the railway built by the British.

Burma's first railway, from Yangon to Pyay built by the British, was completed and put into operation in 1877. Twelve years later, in 1889, Britain extended the railway from Yangon to Mandalay. By 1914, Britain extended the railway from Mandalay to Myitkyina and Lashio. Myitkyina and Lashio were less than 200 kilometers from the Sino-Burmese border. These 200 kilometers of high mountains and dense forests were called the Savage Mountain [Jianghu/Kachin Hills], which was very difficult to pass.

In the past year, China did its best to contact local tribes in the Savage Mountain, organize local revolutionaries to establish local governments, and complete the construction of transportation lines. The Savage Mountain was not completely impassable. As early as before the Tang and Song Dynasties, the ancient southern land "Silk Road," namely the "Shu-Shendu Road," entered Bhamo and other places from today's Tengchong, Lianghe, and Longchuan areas, and then led to India from Kachin State in northern Burma.

Based on such a detailed understanding, Hu Xiushan made his own judgment. He heard Xu Chengfeng ask, "...I'm done. Minister Hu, please express your opinion."

The armies of various countries had army leaders like the Three Chiefs, and the Republic National Defense Force actually had 'Four Chiefs.' The Chairman of the Military Commission was the commander-in-chief and was not counted among the Four Chiefs.

Ranking first among the Four Chiefs of the Republic National Defense Force was the Vice Chairman in charge of military administration, also the Director of the General Political Department. This position was originally held by Zhong Yifu. Now this guy was a committee member of the Southwest Bureau, and the specific affairs of this position were responsible by comrades of relevant political work departments. The reason why this position ranked first among the Four Chiefs was that this position was the person in charge of the Civilization Party in the National Defense Force. With the Party commanding the gun, it was naturally number one in military administration.

The next three could be called the 'Three Chiefs.' Vice Chairman Xu Chengfeng in charge of military orders, Chief of General Staff Cheng Ruofan, and Minister of General Logistics Hu Xiushan. The abilities of these three determined the strength level of the National Defense Force. If Hu Xiushan thought He Rui's view was unreasonable, then He Rui could only rely on his personal authority and prestige to give orders to the military system. These orders would be executed, but once failed, the price He Rui had to pay was actually very large.

Hu Xiushan didn't answer immediately but continued to think for a moment, sorted out his own questions, and then said, "From the perspective of land warfare, I agree with the Chairman's view. Current logistical transportation can maintain a combat scale of at least 2,000 people. Once the railway is seized, our army can hold out for two months in mountain warfare. After two months, the General Logistics Department confirms that aid will definitely arrive."

As the Chief of Military Orders, Xu Chengfeng did not simply execute He Rui's orders. Although both Cheng Ruofan and Hu Xiushan supported He Rui's view, Xu Chengfeng still did not simply follow the crowd. "Chairman, I want to ask about the follow-up of the war."

He Rui had already made a judgment and answered decisively, "War is the continuation of politics. Britain's policy is to maintain its rule in the colonies, which can be seen from Britain's emphasis on the domino effect. If we push down the first domino, Britain will do its best to avoid a chain reaction. Britain's current economic policy has only two words: debt repayment! Expanding the war puts too much pressure on them, so Comrade Xu Chengfeng, I ask you to deduce what troops Britain can mobilize?"

Xu Chengfeng answered immediately without thinking, "What Britain can mobilize at this stage is the Indian colonial army. Within a few months, what they can mobilize in order is the Malayan colonial army, and the Australian and New Zealand corps. Canada is farther from Burma than Britain. Before the Canadian corps arrives, the mobile forces in the British Army should also arrive first. In addition to colonial troops, the army composed of white people is between 300,000 and 500,000."

He Rui nodded. "I originally didn't want to launch an attack so early, but judging from the present, the resistance of the Burmese people is fiercer than we imagined. This should also be unexpected for Britain, so our action now is also catching them off guard. After all, even we ourselves are surprised by things; how could the British think of it?"

Xu Chengfeng did not continue to refute. Since the last engagement between China and Britain was in 1900, 25 years later today, Xu Chengfeng could not determine the level of the British Army. In paper deduction, the Republic National Defense Force won across the board. From a purely military point of view, Xu Chengfeng's uneasiness stemmed more from uncertainty than from whether logistical preparations were sufficient.

Just as Xu Chengfeng wanted to find a few key points that made him uneasy, he heard He Rui continue, "For this action, we can just use the spontaneous action of our personnel as a reason to explain to Britain. Because it is also true. As for what Britain thinks, let them be."

Xu Chengfeng couldn't find a reason to support it now, nor did he have a reason to strongly oppose it. Finally, Xu Chengfeng hardened his heart, "Since this is the case, let's do it."

He Rui could understand Xu Chengfeng's feelings; that was plunging into a war amidst chaos. He Rui could see the problem clearly only because He Rui used political economy to deduce backwards from the downstream of history and could understand Britain's difficulties at this time. Just as he wanted to explain to Xu Chengfeng, Hu Xiushan spoke up, "Chairman, the only thing I don't understand is, after Britain suffers such losses, will it really not fight to the end? If Britain admits defeat, wouldn't they be no different from the Manchu Qing court?"

Comparing the British government with the Manchu Qing government really amused He Rui. On the internet in the 21st century, people really compared the Queen of England to Cixi and the British government to the Great Qing. Judging from the successive British governments after 1925, they were walking the old path of the Manchu Qing.

But Hu Xiushan couldn't understand it now. He Rui explained, "Comrade Xiushan, do you think Britain has reached its peak now?"

"...Yes," Hu Xiushan replied.

"According to the law of power, once the peak of power is reached, no matter how hard one tries, it is a downward path. There is another description: no matter how incredible a bandit is, as long as he starts spending the robbed money on himself, he is no different from an ordinary thief. This is the status quo of Britain. The Manchu Qing government was once majestic and won the war against Dzungar. When everything in the Manchu Qing was to maintain its privileged interests, it reached a contemptible point. Britain's goal is no different from the Manchu Qing, so Britain's choice will not be different from the Manchu Qing."

Cheng Ruofan initially didn't want to participate in the discussion of Britain's choice. Seeing that Hu Xiushan still didn't quite understand at this time, he couldn't help interjecting, "Xiushan, what Britain wants is to rule India at the lowest cost. Once its ruling cost is too high, Britain will choose to stop losses. And we are not trying to overthrow British rule in India this time; Britain can understand this. Moreover, when a wall is about to fall, everyone pushes it. In order not to show its weakness, Britain can only knock out its teeth and swallow them with blood."

Hu Xiushan could understand Cheng Ruofan's view, but he was still somewhat hesitant. "Chairman, do you think we can control how the war ends?"

This question was quite serious. Even though Cheng Ruofan trusted He Rui extremely, he didn't make a sound at this time. But this didn't mean Cheng Ruofan's confidence in He Rui was shaken. In the war against Japan, He Rui's demonstrated ability to control the war made Cheng Ruofan fully believe in He Rui's ability. Whether it was the start of the surprise attack, the continued offensive to the Han River, or the subsequent slow retreat. Every step was guiding the war towards an orderly end.

Many people in the army privately thought that our side's luck in the Sino-Japanese War was too good, and the Great Kanto Earthquake forced Japan to sue for peace. Cheng Ruofan admitted that the Great Kanto Earthquake did play a role in promoting peace negotiations, but with the solidity of the Yalu River defense line, the Japanese army could not break through no matter what.

And Japan's national strength itself did not support Japan in fighting a long-term war. Japan could hold on for at most a year and a half before having to consider peace negotiations. Even without the Great Kanto Earthquake, peace negotiations were Japan's only choice.

The situation Britain faced was actually the same. As long as Britain was unable to defeat China, it had to negotiate peace to stop losses. Britain's military power was very strong. Cheng Ruofan believed that precisely because of this, Britain would definitely realize that with Britain's current strength, it did not possess the possibility of defeating the Chinese Expeditionary Force in the Burma region at all.

Cheng Ruofan had explained such a judgment to the comrades of the Military Commission at meetings before, but everyone seemed to be scared by Britain's reputation and didn't dare to believe it. The only two who truly believed this were probably only He Rui and Zhong Yifu.

After a brief silence, He Rui spoke, "We can guide Britain onto the track of peace negotiations. In my opinion, if Britain has only this one road left to take, it must negotiate peace."

Xu Chengfeng thought Hu Xiushan would raise objections, but unexpectedly, after hearing this, Hu Xiushan thought for a moment and answered readily, "In that case, I support the Chairman's decision."

Now, among the four most important people, three including He Rui supported fighting immediately. Xu Chengfeng couldn't find a clear reason to oppose it, so finally, Xu Chengfeng replied, "I also support the Chairman's decision."

Politics is a very serious matter. After Xu Chengfeng expressed his agreement, it was impossible for him to lie down and watch other comrades work. As the Vice Chairman of the Military Commission in charge of military orders, as soon as the meeting ended, Xu Chengfeng ordered the General Staff to immediately propose a plan based on the current situation. Without Xu Chengfeng's order, Cheng Ruofan had already started this work.

After all, the outbreak of the battle in Myitkyina was purely accidental, and it took time to propose a plan based on the current situation. Even if the General Staff had formulated a great many contingency plans, they had to be modified extensively at this time. However, Cheng Ruofan still sent a telegram to the comrades of the Southwest Bureau, informing the Southwest Bureau of the Military Commission's decision and asking them to act first according to the spirit of the decision.

Southwest Bureau Committee Member Zhong Yifu had been quite nervous since receiving the news of the battle. After receiving Cheng Ruofan's telegram, Zhong Yifu immediately convened a meeting of the Southwest Bureau. After the secretary of the meeting communicated the spirit of the Military Commission's meeting, the comrades of the Southwest Bureau became excited.

Zhong Yifu had unbuttoned his collar, feeling that the breath suppressed in his chest could finally be completely exhaled. Standing up, Zhong Yifu said loudly, "Comrades, our Southwest Bureau has been in contact with Burmese patriots and the masses on the other side of the Sino-Burmese border for nearly a year, and we can already confirm that Burma is actually a fertile soil for revolution."

Hearing this, many relatively radical comrades nodded slightly. Zhong Yifu continued, "As the saying goes, injustice provokes outcry. The Burmese people suffer oppression from British colonialists and local tribal headmen, and their impoverished lives have no hope. This makes the people not only have no affection for foreign colonialists and domestic oppressors but also full of hatred. In recent years, struggles large and small against oppression have broken out in Burma, including armed struggles. These struggles failed, but the Burmese people were not afraid because of failure; their desire for liberation became more urgent. Because after the oppressors inside and outside Burma won, their oppression of the Burmese people became even more intense. With such a foundation, our cooperation with Burmese progressive youths and revolutionary comrades is even more solid. Now, the Military Commission has made a decision. For us, let's get to work immediately!"

No one in the Southwest Bureau raised objections, and all accepted Zhong Yifu's decision. Zhong Yifu didn't wave his hand and shout 'advance' immediately. Instead, he asked someone to bring out the summary of the latest progress of various works and made arrangements based on the existing situation.

The next day, April 10, a regiment of mountain infantry left the border and advanced towards Myitkyina City, where the battle broke out, along the already opened traffic line with Burmese revolutionaries.

Myitkyina is located on the west bank of the Mali Hka River, a tributary of the upper reaches of the Irrawaddy River. It is located in the northern mountainous and hilly area, with an altitude of over 1,000 meters, and is the most important river port in northern Burma.

It is rich in teak and other timber, grows rice, sugarcane, etc., and is a center for silk reeling, wood and food processing, and a distribution center for agricultural products. To the east, it can reach Tengchong City in Yunnan Province, China; to the south, via Bhamo, it can reach Wanding in Yunnan Province, China; to the north, via Putao, it can reach Tibet, China. It is the terminus of the Yangon Central Railway running through the north and south.

In areas without railways, British colonial rule was completed by local leaders subordinate to British rule. Myitkyina City was where the British garrison was located. In the original plan of the Southwest Bureau, the operation to capture Myitkyina City should have been completed by two mountain infantry regiments after full preparation.

However, Myitkyina City was now plunged into a battle. The warring parties were a British colonial regiment of more than 2,000 people and a mixed force of about 400 Chinese and Burmese.

Although also a mixed force, the fighting will of the Burmese revolutionaries was much stronger than that of the colonial regiment. 400 people initially annihilated a 200-man mixed colonial force sweeping the countryside. The reason was as stated in the report: a local leader near Myitkyina used the power of the British to extort excessive taxes and levies from several villages, especially forcing able-bodied men to mine gems in the mountains.

In this era, working in tropical gem mines, the harsh natural environment alone was enough to kill people. How could the villagers be willing to go? The strong laborers ran away. Seeing the goal of arresting people failed, the local leader arrested the villagers' families and threatened the locals that he would let these women and children dig gems in the gem mines. If those young men who fled didn't want to watch their families die, they should come back obediently and exchange themselves for their families.

The young men came back after getting the news. Not only did they come back themselves, but they also brought back the troops of the Burmese National Revolutionary Army.

At this time, the battle had been going on for three days, and the battlefield was constantly moving. After annihilating the enemy, the revolutionary army troops adopted a bold plan, taking advantage of the opportunity when the colonial army left the city for reinforcement to launch a sneak attack on Myitkyina City. Initially, progress went smoothly, but they encountered stubborn resistance from the colonial army in front of the armory. Fortunately, the Chinese commander of the revolutionary army did not lose his head. Seeing that time had passed, he immediately led the troops to withdraw from Myitkyina City.

The decisive retreat allowed the revolutionary army to avoid the colonial army rushing back and not fall into the desperate situation of being attacked by the enemy from both front and back. Afterwards, the colonial army began to pursue. Under the command of the Chinese commander of the revolutionary army, the revolutionary army began to lead the colonial army in circles in the mountains.

Two days passed, and the colonial army was exhausted. The commander was a British captain. The captain sat on a small sedan chair carried by locals. Two Indian servants beside him were using fans to help the captain drive away mosquitoes, allowing the captain to make the next judgment comfortably.

At the same time, a regiment of more than 2,000 National Defense Force mountain troops was heading straight for Myitkyina through the opened forest path. No matter what the British captain decided, the battle would unfold on a scale of more than 4,000 people. Myitkyina was destined to welcome a brand-new day in the flames of war.
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The British had colonized South Asia for hundreds of years and understood the resistance of the people here very well. The British captain leading a company to pursue the rebellious Burmese was confused by the situation before him. Under normal circumstances, those Burmese should have been exhausted by the continuous pursuit of the British Indian Army and scattered in all directions long ago. If these Burmese were more spirited, they would launch a mindless counterattack in a relatively open area, and the colonial army trained by Britain would annihilate them with concentrated fire.

The group of Burmese in front of him did not scatter, nor did they act recklessly. They evaded the pursuit of the British Indian Army very effectively and always operated in a certain area. These Burmese must be plotting something. What on earth were these people plotting? The British captain really couldn't figure it out.

Major Li Daming, the commander of the Burmese National Revolutionary Army pursued by the British Indian Army, knew very well what his troops were going to do. According to the guerrilla tactics of mountain warfare, the troops had to drag the British Indian Army along and constantly consume the enemy's strength. According to the tactical thinking of guerrilla warfare, this is called 'drag the fat thin, drag the thin to death.'

Executing such tactics required the troops to have abundant physical strength. After several days of movement, Li Daming and other commanders had determined that the Burmese National Revolutionary Army did not yet possess such physical conditions. Li Daming was not disappointed by this. The members of the Burmese Revolutionary Army did not give up on themselves due to lack of physical strength; they used all their strength to complete the march and combat arrangements, complaining but not running away. Lack of physical strength could be completed through training, but fighting will could not be comprehensively improved through simple training.

While the cooking squad made a fire to cook, Li Daming held a discussion meeting with other commanders to evaluate the personnel of the Burmese National Revolutionary Army. Vice Captain Saya was one of the earliest Burmese revolutionary youths who decided to cooperate with China. Although the march had almost exhausted Saya's physical strength, making his head empty and his reaction slow, hearing the explanation of the upcoming battle, a wave of heat rushed from Saya's chest straight to his forehead, and his brain immediately became sharp.

"Captain Li, when do we fight? Where do we fight?" Saya asked excitedly. Because of the excitement, there was first a burning hunger in his stomach, but this discomfort was masked by the excitement of the brain.

Li Daming laughed, "Don't worry, let's chat casually first, and discuss it properly after eating."

Like Li Daming, the officers of the Republic National Defense Force were not in a hurry; battles could be fought at any time. Especially after dragging the British Indian Army running for a few days recently, they had gained a lot of understanding of the British Indian Army. Combined with previous data, the officers of the National Defense Force felt that the Indian army was not strong.

Facing the rather weak Burmese Revolutionary Army, the well-trained British Indian Army just couldn't catch up, which was enough to prove its pure strength. If it was just weak strength, the National Defense Force officers wouldn't underestimate India so much. Another weakness of the Indian army opened the eyes of the National Defense Force.

Since its establishment, the British Indian Army had spent most of its time bullying irregular troops in South Asia and was not serious in its combat attitude. Long-term 'invincibility' led to their tactical arrogance, which was particularly prominent when pursuing the Burmese Revolutionary Army.

Reconnaissance was sloppy, pursuit was relentless, and formation keeping was terrible. Several times, the officers of the National Defense Force almost couldn't hold back and wanted to launch an attack on the British Indian Army, which was obviously courting death. However, the National Defense Force was a regular army with strict discipline. Since the military order received was not to launch an attack, everyone held back the impulse.

But such an opportunity could not be missed. A National Defense Force officer led a squad to complete all preparations for an ambush. The British Indian Army passed by them blusteringly at a distance of about ten meters and entered the 'encirclement.' In order to determine the strength of the British Indian Army, the squad even implemented an extremely bold tactical action, withdrawing from the attack position under the nose of the British Indian Army without attracting their attention.

At this time, the food was served. Rice, beans, and other staple foods were placed in the middle of bamboo tubes split into two halves, tied tightly with hemp rope, and heated to become delicious bamboo tube rice. Cooking oil and salt transported from China cooked heavy-oil and heavy-salt food. The exhausted members of the Burmese Revolutionary Army ate heartily, and everyone was very satisfied.

This was the reason why the Burmese Revolutionary Army was not caught up by the British Indian Army. If training and physique were insufficient, improve from the food. Poor food for soldiers in the Indian army was a tradition. Even in the 21st century, there were large-scale incidents of using fodder to cook for soldiers in the Indian army, let alone in 1925.

With a full stomach, the body felt comfortable. Just as the troops began to discuss combat arrangements, a sentry ran hurriedly to report, "Report to Captain Li, the reinforcement troops have sent a liaison officer!"

Li Daming was overjoyed and hurriedly ordered someone to welcome him. When the liaison officer arrived, Li Daming looked him up and down for a while, really surprised. The person who came was exactly his military academy classmate, Major Gao Yue.

"...Old Gao, you've lost weight!" Li Daming exclaimed.

Gao Yue belonged to the type who would get fat no matter what he ate; his weight once reached 180 *jin*, and he was almost discharged. However, Gao Yue was extremely outstanding in staff work, so he continued to work. The Gao Yue in front of him was no longer that fat man with a ruddy face, but a soldier with a very normal physique. The originally plump face looked quite handsome in its thin state.

Seeing his old classmate so surprised, Gao Yue smiled bitterly, "Hehe, I plan to live here in the future. It really sheds fat."

"It's great to have you working here for a long time," Li Daming sighed sincerely. Excellent staff officers would be liked everywhere, especially under the current conditions of overseas operations.

Gao Yue informed Li Daming of the liaison content, "The vanguard force is one regiment, preparing to completely take Myitkyina, and then go south along the railway from here. The goal is to control as much railway as possible."

Li Daming was overjoyed. "Is the higher-up preparing to fight a big battle?"

"Should be. But don't talk about this now; how is the frontline situation?" Gao Yue asked.

Half an hour later, Gao Yue stopped recording in his notebook, spread out the map, and confirmed the British military deployment in Myitkyina on it. The British army regarded this military conflict as an ordinary riot, and the main force did not leave Myitkyina.

Gao Yue quickly had a view, "It seems we have to lure them out."

"How about besieging the point to strike reinforcements?" Li Daming asked.

Gao Yue thought for a moment. "Not necessary. There are other ways. The higher-up just happened to ask us to do an experiment; just use it."

Seeing Gao Yue being mysterious, Li Daming's curiosity was piqued. Gao Yue didn't continue this topic but continued to ask whether the organizational structure of the British Indian Army maintained tradition and whether there were major adjustments.

Li Daming could only recount his feelings after personal contact. A regiment of an ordinary British Indian Army commanded 10 companies, unlike the regiment, battalion, and company organization of the Republic National Defense Force. But this did not mean that the Republic National Defense Force was smarter than the British Indian Army in organization. The British Indian Army doing this was not stupid, and was even a reflection of Britain's good military organization level.

In the Indian colony, the war intensity was very low, and high-intensity combat organization was not needed. Moreover, India was originally a geographical term, forcefully kneaded into an Indian colony by Britain. To cope with the dispersed characteristics of India, Britain adopted the means of divide and rule. Using regiments and battalions as the main combat units could adapt very well to the management needs of divide and rule.

"In other words, these 10 companies are each responsible to the regimental commander..." Gao Yue stroked his somewhat pointed chin, thoughtful.

Li Daming looked at his old classmate's pointed chin and suddenly had a very absurd feeling. The previous Gao Yue had a double chin. The funniest thing was that in front of the fleshy chin, a 'pattern' of a pointed chin could also appear. Now that the fat was gone, the pointed chin originally regarded by Li Daming as a skin 'pattern' actually existed...

Just then, Gao Yue said, "Then let's try it this way. Old Li, we have to take some responsibility."

Li Daming was baffled by these words. How could they take responsibility before fighting? In Li Daming's six-year military career, this responsibility obviously wouldn't be combat responsibility.

Two days later, the British lieutenant continued to command his company to pursue the fleeing 'Burmese mob.' The lieutenant became more and more impetuous, and the speed of pursuit became faster and faster, but the opponent wandered in the mountains and forests like a loach. Yet they insisted on not leaving this area, as if deliberately luring the lieutenant.

At noon, the lieutenant finally saw the first 'result of battle' in days. A Burmese man was beaten to death on the escape route. The lieutenant went to the corpse with hatred and personally commanded the inspection of the corpse. This was a Burmese man in his thirties or forties, looking no different from ordinary Burmese. This man was shot in the back and died quite quickly.

When the Indian soldiers turned the corpse over, a red object fell from the corpse's chest. The British lieutenant saw it and noticed it immediately. The Indian soldier next to him noticed the lieutenant's gaze, immediately picked up the object, and handed it to the lieutenant. The British lieutenant held the translucent crystal, which was obviously a roughly polished ruby, with his thumb and forefinger, and held it up to the sun. Sunlight passed through the gem, forming quite complex light refraction inside the gem. Burma was rich in gems, and the lieutenant could judge that this was a real ruby.

But how could an ordinary Burmese mobster have such a small ruby? The lieutenant worried about being deceived and asked his Indian subordinate to raise his rifle. The lieutenant scratched the rifle barrel with the ruby. The gem did not break, and a scratch was left on the outside of the barrel. This was a ruby.

In the subsequent search, several roughly processed rubies were found in the close-fitting pocket of the corpse, and the quality of the rubies was not bad. The lieutenant immediately remembered a 'rumor' he had received in the past few days. The local headman whose home was breached discovered a gem vein and hid a batch of high-quality rubies at home, wanting to find British smugglers to sell them.

Burma was rich in gems. Although the lieutenant didn't believe this rumor, he didn't think it was a fantasy. After all, the headman whose home was breached gained his current status by providing labor to the gem mines managed by the British. Seeing an ordinary 'mobster' carrying gems on him at this time, the lieutenant couldn't help but believe it. Regardless of his subordinates being exhausted, the lieutenant immediately ordered the troops to continue the pursuit.

This time the lieutenant chased very urgently and almost blocked the 'Burmese mob' in a col. The lieutenant entered the mob's resting place and saw a mess on the ground. In the center, a bag was broken and thrown on the ground. Several roughly processed rubies of mediocre quality were scattered next to the bag, which should have leaked from the hole.

The lieutenant picked up the bag and examined it carefully, finding a quite large ruby in the corner. The quality was much better than the other scattered ones.

At this time, in a hidden place in the distance, Li Daming and Gao Yue were watching here with binoculars. Seeing the British lieutenant actually go straight for the gems as Gao Yue expected, Li Daming signaled to Gao Yue, and the two quietly retreated, leaving here along the retreat channel.

Arriving at a safe place, Li Daming praised, "Old Gao, I didn't expect you to learn the tricks in the *Romance of the Three Kingdoms*, able to predict the future!"

Gao Yue smiled. "I was just guessing blindly based on the nature of colonialists. What they think about is nothing more than making a fortune; they should be relatively sensitive to this. Although the principle is so, I didn't dare to be sure how it would evolve specifically."

Li Daming nodded but remembered the 'responsibility' Gao Yue mentioned. He couldn't help sighing, "Although gems are completely incomparable to human lives, throwing out so many gems, I will definitely write the report well."

Gao Yue nodded; this was also what he was worried about. But with Li Daming submitting the report together, the higher-ups also approved their application. And looking at the situation now, the British guy indeed took the bait, and the development of things began to enter a very good state.

However, Gao Yue and Li Daming were actually wrong. Even if things didn't develop as they expected, at least in the eyes of Southwest Bureau Committee Member Zhong Yifu, these gems were insignificant. This was not simply because the values of the Civilization Party emphasized that the fundamental driving force promoting social development is productivity. Instead, leading cadres of Zhong Yifu's level could obtain internal intelligence that these gems were all synthetic.

Since they were synthetic gems, their value was only the cost. Compared with the cost of mining gems, even if the British used Burmese labor in the traditional colonial plundering way, the overall cost was higher than synthetic gems.

And there were some things even Zhong Yifu didn't know. Entering the electronic age, the demand for various crystals greatly increased. The artificial synthetic gem technology development was a process directly given by He Rui (He Rui could only do this much), which was the source of synthetic gems. Using the mature process route from the 21st century, gem merchants in 1925 could not distinguish the difference between synthetic gems and natural gems, which also became a source of foreign exchange for the Republic.

Although the high-level and mid-to-high-level officials of the Civilization Party and the Republic government were all patriots, it didn't mean that these people would have noble internationalist spirit when facing foreign countries. For example, Minister of Industry Zhuang Jiaxiong strongly supported the liberation of Burma. Zhuang Jiaxiong believed that the best situation at present was that Burma was not liberated, but the northern gem producing areas were actually controlled by the Republic.

Currently, the capital of the entire United States had nowhere to go and had begun to enter a crazy stage. So far, the price of pigeon blood rubies produced by the hydrothermal method was quite considerable. Buying a piece of precious jewelry inlaid with pigeon blood rubies for his wife directly for hundreds of dollars would be very strenuous even for a high-level American white-collar worker. But the American installment payment could be afforded even by mid-level white-collar workers.

Now China needed a 'story' that could convince American consumers, for example, China controlled a certain gem mine. In Zhuang Jiaxiong's view, a 'story' of this level was harmless. No matter how thin a mosquito leg is, it is still meat, not to mention that the luxury consumer market at this time could be considered a locust no matter how one looked at it.

Even Zhong Yifu didn't know the plan of Zhuang Jiaxiong and his gang of industrial party members, let alone the comrades on the front line. Gao Yue and Li Daming focused their attention on the movements of the British army. Since costs had been invested, having corresponding returns was the best.
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Lu Xun once lamented in his articles that China at the end of the Qing Dynasty was a country where moving a chair could cost a life, and felt this was China's backwardness.

It must be said that this is too much of a literati's view. This is not unique to the late Qing; any place with a high degree of organization has such characteristics. The problems of the late Qing looked particularly serious only because the Manchu Qing economy was in extreme decline, making the situation appear exceptionally unacceptable. The British economic trend in the 21st century was no different from the Manchu Qing, and the situation in Britain was exactly the same.

Even in Britain in 1925, although a comprehensive decline had not yet begun, following rules was also a characteristic of Britain at this time. The lieutenant did not dare to embezzle all the gems after getting them. He took about 20% of the gems and gave the largest one along with the other 80% to the colonel.

The colonel was not surprised; he would have been surprised if his subordinate had embezzled them all. So the colonel swallowed half of the gems handed over and handed the largest one along with the remaining 'half' of the gems to the British Chief Administrator of Myitkyina.

After listening to the colonel's introduction of the general situation, the Administrator still felt this matter was a bit strange, so he summoned the British lieutenant for questioning. After listening to the lieutenant's narration, the Administrator still felt the credibility of this matter was not high, so he put it aside for now. He just left an impression in his heart of this sensible lieutenant. After all, a lieutenant who knew to hand things over should be motivated. If there was any errand next time, the Administrator decided to give priority to this lieutenant.

But the next day, the young master of another local headman's family came to request an audience. Normally, the son of a Burmese mountain headman was not qualified to see the local British administrator, but this young master named Aung Su had a different identity. The British built schools in Burma and established a university in Yangon. Young Master Aung Su was a student at a church university in Yangon.

People like Young Master Aung Su were the backbone of Britain's future rule in Burma, so even the Myitkyina Administrator had to see him.

This Aung Su appeared in front of the Myitkyina Administrator wearing the uniform of the church school. Unlike those Burmese who instinctively felt nervous upon seeing British people, Young Master Aung Su spoke British English, with an attitude neither humble nor arrogant, and stated his purpose straightforwardly.

It turned out that Young Master Aung Su received news that the group of Burmese 'mobsters' finally learned one of the two locations where the killed headman hid the gems and was preparing to take them out. Young Master Aung Su wanted to use this news as a bargaining chip to exchange with the British Administrator of Myitkyina for his father to take over the job of the killed headman.

The Myitkyina Administrator appreciated Young Master Aung Su's attitude, but still felt in his heart that the young man was too impatient. With British methods, if Young Master Aung Su worked under the British for a few years after graduation and gained British recognition, he would get the opportunity to be a powerful running dog for the British. There was no need to jump out directly now.

But now was indeed an opportunity. The Myitkyina Administrator did not promise anything, but just asked Young Master Aung Su to lead some British people to dig out the gems first. Young Master Aung Su's face was full of unwillingness, but he finally wisely agreed to the Administrator's request and left with the people. The Administrator was very satisfied with such wisdom. If a local Burmese wanted to gain benefits from the British, he had to show enough obedience first.

In less than half a day, the things were brought back. There were dozens of rubies. The Myitkyina Administrator had already summoned the local Jewish gem merchant. The skin of this Jewish jeweler named Meyer was tanned yellow-brown under the Burmese sun, appearing slightly fairer compared to other Europeans in Burma. This skin color reminded the Administrator of the color of old gold coins.

When the jeweler Meyer opened his portable box and took out the magnifying glass for viewing gems, his skilled movements and the cold expression on his face reminded the Administrator of the pawnshop owner in his hometown. That owner was also Jewish, usually buying other people's goods at low prices while lending at high interest. The look of that owner when buying gems was exactly the same as the jeweler Meyer in front of him. There was a condescending indifference and arrogance, as if the fine gems were just broken stones on the roadside in his eyes.

But Meyer was very careful when examining the gems, his face showing nothing but indifference. After each gem was examined, it would be placed in a different position. After the jeweler Meyer finished examining, he pointed to the gems divided into three piles and said to the Myitkyina Administrator, "Your Excellency, this pile is inferior gems, this pile is medium gems, and these few here are superior gems."

After speaking, the jeweler Meyer took out one from the superior gems and placed it separately. "Your Excellency, this is a pigeon blood ruby. If it were in London, its value could reach 300 pounds."

Hearing such an evaluation, the Myitkyina Administrator felt very unhappy in his heart. Jeweler Meyer said it was worth 300 pounds, but the Administrator thought it was worth at least 500 pounds. Or even possibly 1000 pounds. Even 500 pounds was not a small amount. (Although the price system is different, roughly estimated, the purchasing power of 1 pound in the gold standard era of 1925 is roughly equivalent to the purchasing power of 1,000 RMB in 2022, so 500 pounds is equivalent to the purchasing power of 500,000 RMB.)

After sending off the jeweler Meyer, the Myitkyina Administrator had made a decision. He ordered the garrison commander to send troops to ambush those 'Burmese mobsters.' The matter of gems had been confirmed. Besides wanting to completely annihilate this group of lawless mobsters, the Myitkyina Administrator also felt that the intelligence provided by Young Master Aung Su might be true. Young Master Aung Su said that the hidden gems were in two places, and that group of mobsters indeed found gems there. Apart from the portion dug out by the Myitkyina Administrator, the other portion was very likely already found by that group of mobsters.

Assuming the mob obtained the other portion of gems would perfectly explain why that group of mobsters continued to stay here at the risk of being wiped out. The life experience of the Myitkyina Administrator allowed him to understand human nature long ago. Before getting one of the two portions of gems, most people would think they would leave after getting one portion. But once they really got one portion, most people would choose to try every means to get the other portion.

This is human nature, greedy human nature. Since these mobsters wanted everything, the Myitkyina Administrator decided to use this greed to catch all the mobsters in one net.

These tasks were naturally handed over to the British Indian Army. After arranging these, the Myitkyina Administrator suddenly remembered that he forgot to buy a box for gems from the Jewish jeweler Meyer. He immediately sent his secretary to go. When the Administrator returned home, it was already evening. His wife, of noble birth, was sitting expressionlessly on the sofa.

Although the status of the Myitkyina Administrator was not bad in Burma, for the Administrator's wife of noble birth, there was no London high society, no balls, dinner parties, or cocktail parties here. All she saw were Burmese and Indian servants. Such a life was truly boring and meaningless.

When the Administrator presented the box to his wife, the wife still had no interest, and only out of basic courtesy between husband and wife did she have to open it. When the pigeon blood ruby in the box emitted beautiful crimson light under the setting sun, the Administrator's wife was stunned for a moment, and a long-lost smile appeared on her face.

Young Master Aung Su was still unmarried. As a single dog, he naturally couldn't understand the family fun of the Myitkyina Administrator. But at this time, Young Master Aung Su was immersed in another kind of fun. He rushed back to a nearby location after dark, where someone was already waiting. It was Saya and the Chinese officer Li Daming.

After listening to the news brought by Young Master Aung Su, the Burmese Revolutionary Army leader Saya first thanked his classmate Aung Su, then asked Li Daming, "Should we ambush the British Indian Army going to set up defenses?"

Li Daming didn't want Aung Su to feel untrusted, so he could only reply, "No, we are going to attack Myitkyina City directly?"

"Isn't the enemy outside the city easier? We can also besiege the point to strike reinforcements." Saya was very puzzled. Li Daming's choice was very different from the guerrilla tactics Saya learned.

Li Daming had to continue explaining, "If the enemy is strong and we are weak, naturally we start from the enemy's weak point. But we are stronger than the enemy now. Directly solving the defenders in the city can achieve the effect of surprise. As long as the defenders in the city are solved, the defenders outside the city will be weaker. It will become extremely difficult for them even to escape."

Neither Saya nor Aung Su could quite understand Li Daming's thinking, but they didn't refuse either. Because there was one point in Li Daming's thinking they understood: China had sent troops into Burma, and the British had divided their forces. Now the strength of the Sino-Burmese coalition was indeed above Britain.

War is about logistics and intelligence. Now logistics were worry-free, and because a stratagem was used, British actions were also developing according to Gao Yue's assumption, making combat preparations very easy. Learning that the British ambush troops had set out, Li Daming even had the leisure to joke with Gao Yue, "Old Gao, didn't expect you to be a Little Zhuge."

Gao Yue laughed, "Brilliant hunters often appear as prey."

Li Daming didn't expect Gao Yue to show off, but Gao Yue's stratagem was indeed very effective, so Li Daming could only make a 'tsk' sound.

Gao Yue touched his pointed chin, and the smile on his face quickly disappeared without a trace. Seeing Gao Yue in deep thought, Li Daming couldn't help asking, "Old Gao, what are you thinking of again?"

Gao Yue continued to ponder for a while before answering slowly, "I was thinking, as long as the British feel they are stronger than us, and we are fighting guerrilla warfare, this planning idea can always be used. But the British are not stupid; they will definitely be able to see the problem and change their thinking. I don't know if we will be arrogant and conceited at that time."

Li Daming felt the question Gao Yue raised now was more hateful than the previous one. After thinking for a moment, he said, "The source of the current British Indian Army is based on the framework established in 1862. The 1st-18th Regiments are mainly Bengalis, the 19th-32nd Regiments are mainly Punjabis, the 33rd-39th Regiments are mainly low castes from the Hindustan region, and the 41st-44th Regiments are from other regions. 5 Gurkha Infantry Regiments, 4 Sikh Infantry Regiments, 52 battalions from Madras, and 30 battalions from the Bombay region. Muslims monopolize the transport corps, Sikhs and Gurkhas are the main infantry force, and Hindus are the most numerous in the artillery. With such a vast army of hundreds of thousands, we always have to fight."

Gao Yue shook his head. "These troops are vulnerable. Even if they are completely annihilated, the British won't think we are that powerful. If we suffer losses fighting these troops, the British will be surprised instead. What really needs to be fought is a major campaign against 100,000 pure white troops."

Hearing this, Li Daming felt he couldn't imagine such a campaign situation. He could only sigh, "Old Gao, how can we be qualified to consider such a level? It would be good enough if we can command a unit of mountain infantry division scale in the future."

Seeing that Li Daming completely failed to feel the point, Gao Yue sighed and lowered his voice, "It's not like that. The higher-ups still want to establish diplomatic relations with Britain, and we will all have to withdraw then. What should the Burmese Revolutionary Army do? We always have to think for them. If we can't let them learn guerrilla warfare, but instead let them develop squeamishness because they always win battles with us, once we leave, they will be waiting to die. If they are annihilated, who can trust us in the future?"

Li Daming was stunned. He wanted to say something, but stopped several times. When Li Daming finally spoke, he said, "Old Gao, let's take Myitkyina first!"

Two hours later, a mountain infantry regiment of the Republic National Defense Force that arrived at the starting point began the attack. One company pinned down the four companies of the British Indian Army sent out to ambush the 'Burmese mob,' and other mountain infantry regiments launched an attack on Myitkyina City.

The biggest characteristic of the Myitkyina area was similar to Yunnan, China; local people basically lived in bamboo buildings. Above the eaves of a patch of bamboo buildings, a stone building was particularly eye-catching. That was the official residence of the British Administrator of Myitkyina City.

The British Indian Army didn't expect a sudden attack and couldn't even fight back in a hurry. Those soldiers wrapped in turbans or wearing tall Indian ethnic hats fell into chaos under the attack.

In addition to the barracks, the police station, telegraph office, and railway station were all targets of the troop raid. Li Daming and Gao Yue were responsible for commanding the troops of the Burmese Revolutionary Army, joining forces with a platoon of the Republic National Defense Force, and pouncing straight on the official residence of the British Administrator of Myitkyina.

On the way, they encountered policemen sent by the police station on patrol. Seeing such a team rampaging on the street, the policemen were scared stiff and stood by the roadside unable to move. Saya shouted angrily at the Burmese police in the local language, "Kneel down!"

Some police knelt down, while others still stood motionless. It wasn't that they wanted to resist stubbornly, but they were completely frightened by the fierce momentum of this group of armed personnel who looked the same as themselves. The soldiers of the Burmese Revolutionary Army didn't think so. Seeing the police still standing there like sticks, they immediately rushed up, kicked the standing police to the ground, and tied them up, creating unjust, false, and wrong cases on the way of attack.

When the troops arrived at the gate of the Myitkyina Administrator's residence, they saw several Indian guards just closing the iron fence gate and locking it with an iron chain. Seeing the troops arrive, the Indians fled into the main building in a flash of smoke. The attacking troops didn't bother to climb the wall. The demolition team inserted detonators into the iron chain, lit the fuse, and began to retreat. After a boom, the iron chain was fine, but the lock was blown open. The iron chain rattled and unfolded, falling to the ground. The Republic National Defense Force and the Burmese Revolutionary Army pushed open the iron gate and rushed in.

Seeing these armed troops with Asian faces killing their way in, various exclamations and screams rang out in the courtyard. The Burmese Revolutionary Army hated British colonial rule to the bone. Being able to conquer this place at this time, everyone charged forward with weapons, hacking and chopping anyone they met. Like a flame of revenge, it swept through the official residence of the Myitkyina Administrator.

The Republic National Defense Force was very calm, controlling various key points that could threaten the troops according to the tactical manual. By the time these places were all controlled, the Burmese Revolutionary Army had already swept the residence.

Li Daming and Gao Yue entered the main building of the residence and saw a severely injured foreign woman lying prone in the hall. The medic hurriedly went up to treat her. As soon as he turned the woman over, he saw that she had been stabbed in the chest, and blood had soaked the clothes on her chest. It looked like she wouldn't survive.

Just as the medic judged, the woman raised her hand to the medic as if wanting to call for help. But the arm was raised halfway and then fell dejectedly. The woman's body trembled slightly, which was a spasm caused by excessive blood loss. When the trembling ended, the woman's originally clenched hand loosened, revealing the pigeon blood ruby originally in her hand. Gao Yue was stunned; he recognized it. This was the gem he selected to lure the British into the trap.

Gao Yue originally viewed this gem with the mentality of throwing a meat bun at a dog [gone forever], but he didn't expect to see it again at this time. The woman's palm, which should have been snow-white, was already stained with a lot of blood. The color of the ruby stained with blood became even more crimson, as if it were a clot of solidified blood.
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On April 18, 1925, at 10:00 AM, Ishiwara Kanji was personally lecturing the latest batch of Japanese officers on the infantry tactics of the Northeast Army. The door opened, and an officer from the Training Bureau rushed into the classroom. This officer was a core member of the Future Society. Ignoring the surprised cadet officers in the class, he ran to Ishiwara and whispered a few words in his ear.

Although Ishiwara was far from being a frivolous young man at this time, he felt his heart suddenly become chaotic. Under the surprised gaze of the cadet officers, he paced back and forth on the podium a few times before noticing that the cadet officers were all looking at him.

Ishiwara was now certain that He Rui had officially started a new plan. given He Rui's style, this was not just a war between China and Britain. He Rui must have a broader plot. It was just that Ishiwara couldn't understand what He Rui was plotting, which made him particularly troubled.

But Ishiwara knew very well that new changes had begun. Since the cadet officers were all surprised, Ishiwara was not afraid of making things big. He stood back at the podium and said loudly to the cadet officers, "Latest news: China has marched into Burma, captured the city of Myitkyina in Burma, and continues to launch attacks southward."

Buzz! The whole classroom seemed to explode; the Japanese cadet officers were shocked by the news. An officer shouted in shock and anger, "Your Excellency, how dare Shina start a war with Britain! Is He Rui crazy!"

Ishiwara slapped the table and shouted, "China is China, what Shina! Can you make yourself strong by insulting others? No one is allowed to make such a stupid mistake in my class!"

Scolded by the war hero Lieutenant General Ishiwara Kanji, the Japanese cadet officers were stunned, and those Japanese officers who were relatively hostile to China became much more honest. More Japanese officers no longer despised China after experiencing defeat. Another officer stood up and asked, "Your Excellency, subordinate is Captain Kinoshita of the Sendai Division. May I ask Your Excellency, why does China want to compete with Britain for Burma?"

This question represented the voice of most Japanese officers in the classroom. The noise disappeared instantly, and everyone looked at Ishiwara, the Lieutenant General considered 'unparalleled in bravery' among junior officers.

Ishiwara hadn't figured it out at this time either, but what Ishiwara didn't understand was He Rui's overall plan. For the questions of ordinary Japanese officers, Ishiwara answered very easily, "Kinoshita-kun, if China attacks France, will the British send troops to help when France can't hold on?"

Captain Kinoshita thought for a moment, puffed out his chest, and replied, "Your Excellency, subordinate thinks Britain will help."

"Then if China attacks Britain, will the French send troops to help when Britain can't hold on?"

Kinoshita thought for a while and answered unconfidently, "They should help, right?"

Ishiwara Kanji answered decisively, "No! Absolutely impossible! The area of cooperation between Britain and France is maintaining the Versailles system, that is, maintaining the overall colonial system from being shaken. As long as this fundamental system is not touched, France will not help Britain. This is determined by the fundamental contradiction between Britain and France."

More than half of the cadet officers were stunned. Although Lieutenant General Ishiwara was always gentle and refined in the classroom of the New Technology Training Bureau, most cadet officers thought Lieutenant General Ishiwara's characteristic was fortitude and bravery. They didn't expect Lieutenant General Ishiwara to know so much about international politics.

Seeing the surprised expressions of these 'Army idiots,' Ishiwara just wanted to curse 'Baka.' However, Ishiwara also knew that his image as a 'fierce general' among middle and lower-ranking Japanese officers could not be blamed on anyone, because Ishiwara's battle of fame was the Battle of Pyongyang. In that battle, the whole of Japan knew that Ishiwara Kanji went to the front line alone when the Japanese army was defeated and fought against tens of thousands of Northeast troops with thousands of troops. Describing such a general as an 'intellectual general' indeed did not conform to the common sense of the Japanese.

In every subsequent battle, Ishiwara Kanji resisted the Northeast Army with fierce and precise employment of troops. The Japanese army's propaganda naturally needed to be strategic. At that time, the Japanese upper echelon had positioned Nagata Tetsuzan as an 'intellectual general' with strategy, and the corresponding 'brave general' was naturally assigned to Ishiwara Kanji.

Prejudice is hard to change once formed; Ishiwara knew this very well. If there were any complaints, Ishiwara could only complain that he didn't become famous in his field of expertise first. However, this was impossible. A major who was still an instructor at the Army War College at the age of 30 was a very marginalized figure in the Japanese strategic field.

Ishiwara calmed his thoughts and quickly made a decision. He must use this matter to teach these cadet officers about strategy. Since He Rui had started a new strategy again, if Japan stuck to old ways, it would only be left further behind by China. Even if this one lesson couldn't reverse the stupid ideas of the Army idiots, at least they had to know what the current world was like.

After making the decision, Ishiwara picked up a piece of chalk and wrote on the blackboard. After writing about the relationship between Britain, France, and other countries, Ishiwara put down the chalk, picked up the pointer, and pointed to the first item he wrote. "The basis of strategy is the analysis of reality, and reality analysis is based on interests. What are France's interests composed of? Is anyone willing to answer?"

Although most middle and lower-ranking Japanese officers regarded Ishiwara as a brave general, the officers believed that a Lieutenant General famous for bravery would not be poor in strategy either. Strategic issues concerned the long term and the future. Officers who had been affected by the reality of the Japanese economy indeed had a much stronger interest in the future than before.

Hearing Ishiwara's question, a cadet immediately said, "Your Excellency, please tell us directly!"

At 11:00 AM, the French 'liaison officer' finished his talk with Li Shiguang, Director of the Western European Department. Both of them drank the jasmine tea in the cups in front of them and stood up to see Yan Huiqing, Vice Minister of Foreign Affairs of the Republic.

Yan Huiqing was also an old acquaintance in European diplomatic circles. Compared with the vigorous and aggressive young diplomats in the He Rui regime, European diplomatic circles preferred the much gentler Yan Huiqing. Seeing Yan Huiqing, the French 'liaison officer' first congratulated Yan Huiqing on his new appointment, and then asked, "May I ask Minister Yan, when can I see Your Excellency Foreign Minister Wu Youping?"

Hearing this question, Yan Huiqing laughed, "Premier Wu Youping concurrently serves as the Foreign Minister. As the old Chinese saying goes, choosing a day is not as good as hitting the day. Let's have lunch with Premier Wu at noon."

The French liaison officer was very satisfied with this arrangement and hurriedly expressed his thanks. At 11:30 noon, several people arrived at the cafeteria of the Ministry of Foreign Affairs. China's current simple diplomatic style had been fully accepted by European and American diplomats. Besides this style being actually cordial, China's current status also determined that China was qualified to arrange diplomatic habits according to its own style.

Wu Youping was announced to concurrently serve as Foreign Minister three days ago. At this time, wearing a Republic civil servant uniform, seeing the 'liaison officers' from France and the Netherlands arrive, he stood up and smiled, "Presumably, the two of you already know each other."

The French 'liaison officer' looked at the Dutch 'liaison officer' who was trying to hide his constraint, secretly laughing at the other party's lack of experience. Before China made a move against Britain, perhaps China's attitude could not be determined. Now that the war had broken out, there was no doubt about China's attitude. Britain wanted to unite forces in the West Pacific to form a coalition encircling China, and what China had to do was naturally break this encirclement network.

But since Wu Youping was so polite, the French 'liaison officer' naturally had to cooperate. He said in a somewhat exaggerated tone, "This is Mr. Hoekstra from the Netherlands; we have met before."

Dutch liaison officer Mr. Hoekstra did not have the open-mindedness of the French personnel. China beat up Japan and made a move against Britain. The Netherlands had a clear understanding of its own strength. Without the help of other countries, the Netherlands was powerless to confront China. Even though China's naval power was very weak now, it was not a force the Netherlands could deal with alone.

Wu Youping warmly invited several people to take their seats. As soon as they sat down, Wu Youping said, "China is a peace-loving country. We have no malice towards the existence of France and the Netherlands in Asia."

Mr. Hoekstra from the Netherlands was stunned. For European countries, even if the Foreign Minister said such words on such an informal occasion, it was equivalent to a quite serious statement. Not to mention that Wu Youping concurrently served as Foreign Minister in the capacity of Premier. Saying such words in such a capacity could be completely regarded as the official attitude of the Chinese government.

However, the Netherlands was different from France. France was, after all, the premier army power on the European continent, while the Netherlands was only a European country with a population of several million. In Southeast Asia, the Netherlands completely depended on Britain's whim. China began to attack Britain, and the Netherlands could only express support for Britain.

Wu Youping could fully understand the Netherlands' position and difficulties, so he smiled, "The Netherlands is the Sea Coachman, having massive commercial operations in the Pacific hundreds of years ago. After hundreds of years of tempering, the current Dutch government should have more experience in economics."

Hearing Wu Youping talk about the glorious past of the Netherlands 'overcoming five passes and slaying six generals,' Mr. Hoekstra of the Netherlands naturally knew that he could absolutely not say 'The Netherlands has walked to Maicheng [met its Waterloo] and is lying down licking Britain's boots.' He could only force a smile, "I also ask Your Excellency Premier Wu to explain China's economic policy."

Wu Youping was waiting for these words, so he readily explained the current economic policy of the Republic government to the French and Dutch 'liaison officers.' During this time, dishes came up one by one. Four dishes and one soup for four people. However, everyone's attention was on China's current economic and trade policies, and they didn't care about the dishes themselves.

Because the Netherlands chose to kneel and lick Britain, although it also attached great importance to China's trade policy, it could not make decisions completely independently. The French side was particularly interested. At this time, not only Germany and Britain had to pay debts in Europe, but France also borrowed a large amount of foreign debt during the European War.

The main reason for the Rhine Crisis in 1923 was really not that France deliberately wanted to put Germany to death, but that France itself really had no money. To make money, there must be a market. Originally, the interests of the Chinese market were mainly controlled by Britain, and Japan, as Britain's actual ally, also got a share. Now hearing Wu Youping's narration, the French 'liaison officer' was really very concerned.

China indeed smashed the privileges of various countries in China, but this was only a manifestation of interests. If larger markets and interests could be obtained through normal trade, France did not oppose conducting normal trade with China. If these interests were very large, France would even be happy to establish normal trade relations with China.

But verbal talk alone was not enough to make the French side believe. Just thinking about how to further confirm China's intentions, he heard Wu Youping say, "Our Minister of Commerce, Mr. Morrison, has a clearer understanding of these tasks. I actually look forward to seeing Minister Morrison visit Europe."

Mr. Hoekstra of the Netherlands was stunned; he was already considering informing Britain of China's movements. If the Chinese Minister of Commerce visited Europe, it meant that the country inviting Morrison had decided to make a diplomatic breakthrough with China. This was very unfavorable for Britain.

But the French 'liaison officer' didn't care about this at all. Although he was very dissatisfied with China smashing French privileges in China and killing many French troops. However, compared with the few Frenchmen killed by the Chinese, the number of Frenchmen killed by Germany was thousands of times this number. Even with such deep hatred, France and Germany still recognized each other and maintained economic exchanges.

Besides relations with Germany, France actually appreciated China's evaluation of Anglo-French relations: 'Anglos don't thank France.' So what reason did France have to pay the price for British interests?

Just as the French 'liaison officer' was considering whether to invite Morrison to visit France in a private capacity, he heard Wu Youping continue, "I reiterate once more. The reason for the war between China and Britain is that Britain has always adopted a hostile policy towards China and constantly attacked the Chinese regime in various fields. We China are a very rational country and will never sit idly by in the face of such hostile actions. But we China are a civilized country; we identify relatively with the status quo of Sino-French and Sino-Dutch relations, and we are also happy to see the French and Dutch governments continue their current rational practices. If such a situation continues, we will inevitably respect the existence of France and the Netherlands in Asia."

Hearing such a clear guarantee, the French liaison officer was even more certain of his view. However, Wu Youping's words piqued the French 'liaison officer's' interest again. "Your Excellency, can you tell us what exactly Britain did?" Seeing Britain suffer was a very happy thing for France.

Wu Youping laughed, "Britain is an island country and also a pirate country. As far as I know, the Sea Coachman Netherlands suffered serious harm from Britain in this regard back then."

Hearing this, the French 'liaison officer' was all smiles and nodded repeatedly. Even the Dutch liaison officer Hoekstra, who knelt and licked Britain, found it hard to refute.

After the Netherlands became independent, the Spanish Navy suffered defeat again, which gave the Netherlands the opportunity for comprehensive development. Because of the low cost and low freight of Dutch ships, they soon controlled the overseas trade of various countries. at its peak, the Netherlands controlled 3/4 of the total tonnage of European merchant ships, owning 15,000 merchant ships. Dutch merchant ships traveled all over the world every day. The Dutch capital Amsterdam often docked more than 2,000 ships.

Since the Netherlands was a bourgeois republic, they only did business with various countries and regions and didn't ask about anything else, which was completely different from the European colonial countries at that time. This gave the Netherlands huge space. Japan in the Edo period closed its doors to the world, trading only with China and Korea, and also with the Dutch. Because the Dutch didn't interfere with them, unlike other European countries that always wanted to interfere in Japan's internal affairs.

However, in that era where the weak were prey to the strong, if you made so much money, someone would definitely be jealous. The first to strike was Britain. But Britain didn't strike directly either; instead, it promulgated the "Navigation Acts" in 1651. The act stipulated that "only ships owned and manufactured by Britain or its colonies can carry goods from British colonies. Manufactured products from other countries must pass through the British mainland and cannot be sold directly to the colonies."

The meaning of this act was that only British ships could undertake maritime trade between Britain and British colonies. This targeted the Netherlands too obviously. Because at that time, it was Dutch ships that transported these goods; after all, Dutch ships controlled the trade of the entire Europe. If the Netherlands recognized this 'act,' it meant withdrawing from the British transportation market, which had begun to own a large number of colonies at that time.

The British strategic goal in doing this was very clear: isn't the Netherlands the Sea Coachman? If your carriage is destroyed, how can you still be a coachman? What happened afterwards was naturally that the Netherlands could not accept it, and war broke out with Britain. Britain's industrial strength was stronger than the Netherlands. Although both sides fought to exhaustion, Britain had stronger recovery capabilities.

Finally, the two sides negotiated peace, and the Netherlands recognized Britain's "Navigation Acts." Since then, the Sea Coachman Netherlands began to decline rapidly, and now it has become a country kneeling and licking Britain. No longer the prosperous appearance of those years.

France naturally knew this past, but what France cared about was the Napoleonic Wars. Britain finally crushed France's efforts to become the hegemon of the European continent. Afterwards, although France was a strong power on the European continent, it was only a strong power. When Germany was unified, after the Franco-Prussian War, France had been suppressed by Germany. Everyone was a thousand-year-old fox; who didn't know *Strange Stories from a Chinese Studio*? France knew very well the role played by British capital in the process of Germany's rise. France was naturally very dissatisfied with Britain as well.

Wu Youping knew very well that both France and the Netherlands knew China wanted to divide the anti-China alliance Britain was trying to establish, so Wu Youping was more confident in completing this job. Better to fight a smart person than say a word to a muddled fool. Since the other party knew very well, there was no need for Wu Youping to spend effort explaining the strategy.

China's internal market was huge, and the current economic thinking focused on cultivating China's domestic market. After economic recovery, the Chinese market would improve rapidly. To quickly improve China's industrial strength, communication with the world's advanced countries was the fastest way. China had regained its sovereignty. If there were economic problems, it could naturally make various policy adjustments according to the situation at that time. As long as it was normal trade, China had nothing to worry about regarding 'suffering losses or taking advantage.'

At this time, China's market was precisely the chip that could divide Britain's strategy. After all, no country in this world had a grudge against making money.

So Wu Youping continued, "Britain using compradors to sabotage within China is already an act of war!"
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The French and Dutch 'liaison officers' in China finished their meal and walked out leisurely. Seeing a car with a British flag waiting at the door, the French 'liaison officer' smiled and asked Mr. Hoekstra from the Netherlands, "Are you going to see Lampson?"

Mr. Hoekstra thought about it and found that he really had nothing to say, so he could only shake his head. Things had reached the current stage; seeing Lampson wouldn't yield anything useful, not even useful intelligence. The means by which European powers fought for colonies for hundreds of years were no different. Now that China has revived, the more than 2 million troops under He Rui would naturally be used for expansion. If He Rui's troops shrank within the borders, Mr. Hoekstra would be surprised.

Lampson's view of the Chinese army was the same as Mr. Hoekstra's. When Britain attacked China back then, it was also Britain deciding to fight and then fighting. Now that China adopted the same method, Britain could actually understand it very well. The purpose of Lampson's visit was indeed to express Britain's anger to China because of China's attack on Burma, but it was just an expression. The power of European powers rose and fell; such things were not surprising in London.

Seeing the 'liaison officers' of France and the Netherlands coming out together, Lampson could only sigh that He Rui indeed understood diplomacy. If He Rui had started big moves before attacking Britain, Britain would naturally have discovered signs that He Rui was about to act. He Rui seemingly striking all powers in China was a very good strategic misdirection.

At this time, the guard of the Ministry of Foreign Affairs opened the door, and Lampson's car entered the compound of the Ministry of Foreign Affairs. Soon, Lampson appeared in front of Li Shiguang, Director of the Western European Department. Li Shiguang drank tea and slowly watched Lampson go through the process. Lampson also went through the process meticulously, expressing strong protest in an angry tone. And made a 'threat of war.'

After this set of procedures was completed, Li Shiguang saw that there was nothing out of line in Lampson's speech, so he invited Lampson to sit down and served tea. Li Shiguang saw Lampson take a sip and frown slightly, so he explained, "This is Pre-Qingming tea, tea picked and made before the Qingming Festival. In the grading of Chinese tea ceremony, Pre-Qingming tea is classified into a very high grade. Mr. Lampson, do you feel the refreshing bitterness and the lingering sweet aftertaste?"

In He Rui's Republic government, 'official modesty' was classified as an inferior attitude compared to confidence. China should have China's confidence. Taking tea as an example, it is natural to publicize that our Chinese tea is good, and we China indeed have very rich grading standards in tea tasting. No longer just blind politeness.

Sure enough, hearing this, Lampson tasted it carefully again, looking thoughtful when putting down the teacup. But Lampson didn't come to taste tea. Since the process was completed, the next step was work. "We completely cannot understand Your Excellency He Rui's strategic decision!"

"What is there not to understand? Mr. Lampson is too modest." Li Shiguang replied leisurely.

Lampson indeed had his own views, and the gentlemen in Downing Street also had similar views, but at this time he still wanted to hear the answer from the Chinese side, so he asked, "I would like to hear the details."

Li Shiguang gave the answer readily, "If a group of hooligans come to provoke, the best way is to catch the leading hooligan and beat him up. Seeing the leading hooligan being beaten up, other hooligans won't rush up to help but watch from the side. As long as the leading hooligan can be knocked down, the problem of being attacked can naturally be solved. To use a Chinese saying, this is called 'Punch one to avoid a hundred punches'."

Lampson felt that Li Shiguang's answer basically conformed to the judgment of Downing Street and himself, but there were still some differences in views between the two sides. Lampson asked unhappily, "I didn't expect your country to have such low self-esteem. The current China is already a world power; why consider it this way?"

"We do not have low self-esteem. Mr. Lampson, Chairman He said before that if the plan of the British elites is to be passed, Britain must sacrifice tens of thousands of young lads. Only when the British people start to worry about the conscription notice being delivered to their hands can the peace agreement be passed. We are sweeping away obstacles for the elites leading Britain, and also fighting for the peaceful future of the British people. Mr. Lampson, you have to be considerate of our hardships."

Lampson felt a vague familiarity with these words. After thinking for a moment, he realized that Li Shiguang, Director of the Western European Department of the Republic's Ministry of Foreign Affairs, borrowed the rhetoric used by Europe when expressing itself as a 'spreader of civilization.' 'Tragedy is just a byproduct of world progress, and the world is moving towards a more civilized direction...'

Lampson really didn't want to discuss such a question, so he went straight to the point, "What exactly does Your Excellency He Rui want?"

Since Lampson was serious, Li Shiguang stopped playing diplomatic circle games and answered frankly, "Sino-British Joint Communiqué on Establishing Diplomatic Relations."

This request made it impossible for Lampson to answer immediately. From an economic perspective, signing a joint communiqué establishing diplomatic relations with China and establishing trade relations now would be very beneficial to Britain. However, this was the view of the elites. What ordinary public opinion saw was that Britain was attacked and then cowardly submitted to China. The British Prime Minister who did this would definitely step down... But considering the problem this way highlighted He Rui's keen insight into the world situation. He Rui knew long ago that such a thing would definitely happen. From the beginning, using war as a means, he pursued reaching an agreement with the next or even the next-next British government...

Such strategic design capability made Lampson feel that he was very likely overthinking, leading to an imagination of He Rui that exceeded reality.

Li Shiguang had participated in strategic discussion meetings. At the meeting, He Rui analyzed the future situation and then made the decision to fight against Britain and negotiate peace with the next or next-next British government. At that time, Li Shiguang just felt that what He Rui said made a lot of sense. When it came to execution, Li Shiguang began to deduce it himself and found that there were too many variables in the future. Although He Rui's view made sense, it might not be realized.

However, things had reached this point, and Li Shiguang no longer worried that Britain could organize a new Eight-Nation Alliance. While feeling relaxed, Li Shiguang also marveled at He Rui's strategic judgment ability. To point out the correct path amidst complicated possibilities required what kind of keen and profound understanding, and decisive and firm determination to execute!

The office fell silent temporarily. The orderly changed new tea for the two and served snacks. Eating some snacks while drinking tea was also a characteristic of Chinese tea culture.

Li Shiguang believed in He Rui's strategic judgment very much, so Li Shiguang only needed to execute He Rui's strategic judgment. Lampson didn't have such a good environment; he had to understand the status quo himself and make judgments on future strategic development. He even had to analyze China's strategy and submit reports at the request of the Foreign Office in Downing Street. In any industrial country, frontline staff undertaking these tasks were the hardest working. Without results, all responsibility would be pinned on the frontline staff. With results, the gentlemen in the rear would take the largest part of the credit.

Lampson thought for a good while before asking, "I wonder what demands China has for Burma?"

Li Shiguang was prepared and answered immediately, "We know very well that Britain will never give up India."

Lampson was really a bit angry. He sneered, "Hehe, I didn't expect Your Excellency He Rui to be so confident in the Chinese army."

Li Shiguang had prepared a template for the answer long ago and immediately retorted, "It's not that we are too strong, but that you are too weak. Mr. Lampson, the sooner Britain admits such a fact, the sooner Britain can make a rational and commendable correct decision."

Even with Lampson's self-restraint, he couldn't bear it anymore. He didn't use bad language but stood up to take his leave. Looking at Lampson's back, Li Shiguang couldn't help smiling. Being able to retort against Britain with such gentle words gave Li Shiguang huge joy.

After enjoying this moment of joy, Li Shiguang also devoted himself to new work. He Rui described three tasks for future diplomacy at the meeting. The first was He Rui visiting Europe, the second was He Rui visiting Japan, and the third was He Rui visiting the United States.

The first goal was not easy to achieve, but it was also the simplest of the three tasks. After all, Europe was currently in a divided state, and there was no organization unifying Europe. So Britain's pain was France's joy, the joy of European countries oppressed by Britain through offshore balancing diplomatic means.

China's domestic market was also needed by European countries in crisis, which also allowed China to pry open Europe more easily, paving the way for finally forcing Britain to accept the Sino-British Joint Declaration on Establishing Diplomatic Relations.

As for the other two tasks, Li Shiguang felt he couldn't think about their content completely. There were too many things involved, and the process was complex and subtle; at least Li Shiguang couldn't fully understand it yet.

Since he couldn't do it, Li Shiguang gave up readily for now. Anyway, with He Rui presiding over these two tasks, Li Shiguang was willing to follow He Rui and concentrate on doing the part he could do well.

There were many people who thought this way, such as General Zhong Yifu, a committee member of the Southwest Bureau. As a Southwest Bureau committee member of the Civilization Party, Zhong Yifu could not issue orders to the administrative departments in the Southwest region. All requests had to be conveyed to the State Council through the Military Commission, and the State Council was responsible for allocation.

However, Zhong Yifu didn't feel uncomfortable. Wu Youping was already very experienced and prepared this matter very well. Moreover, what Zhong Yifu really cared about was that executing a war involving 200,000 troops was done only with military expenses and special appropriations. The total mobilization system as in the war with Japan did not appear.

Nagata Tetsuzan, Director of the Japanese National Mobilization Bureau, also noticed this. At this time, the Japanese intelligence network in China had been greatly damaged. Even so, Nagata also made a request, asking the remaining intelligence network to use maximum strength to collect news of China's general mobilization.

But after the war started, let alone general mobilization, China didn't even show economic pressure. The most statements from the Chinese government collected by the Japanese intelligence gathering department were reports on China's economic recovery in 1924.

These reports did not brag, nor did they sing praises excessively. All reports tried their best to show the reality of rural China. These contents once made Nagata Tetsuzan addicted to them. The suffering on the heads of the Chinese people was too heavy: landlords, usury, exorbitant taxes and levies, and bandits and rogues. Reading these detailed descriptions, Nagata Tetsuzan felt disappointed. If Japan could have started a war against China regardless of everything at that time, it was very likely to seize the Manchuria and Mongolia regions.

Although seizing Manchuria and Mongolia would inevitably meet with opposition from the powers, compared with the current situation of being 'sympathized with' by the powers, Nagata felt that being opposed by the powers was not unbearable.

However, there was a question of degree here. If Japan seized Manchuria and Mongolia, it must never expand the war against China again. Japan had to withstand various pressures, even endure various blockades, and fully digest the Manchu Qing regions to turn them into part of Japan. This process was long and painful. Nagata doubted very much whether the Japanese army had the determination to survive this stage. If they couldn't survive, seizing Manchuria and Mongolia would become a burden that crushed Japan.

However, looking at the current suffering of the Chinese people, Nagata inevitably felt disappointed. This only opportunity had been lost. The current Chinese people were indeed still very bitter. According to various Chinese reports, at least half of the Chinese people had merely escaped the threat of starvation. They received land and, relying on hard farming, only harvested grain just enough to get rid of hunger. This grain only freed them from long-term hunger.

The He Rui government did not make an optimistic assessment of China's status quo. On the contrary, the He Rui government described the lives of the Chinese people with a very cold and realistic attitude. Among them, the Northwest region and the Henan region were the bitterest. For the Northwest region, the He Rui government issued construction bonds with an interest rate of 3%. And allowed the replacement of land bonds from land redemption.

Nagata Tetsuzan didn't know if this idea was proposed by He Rui, or by He Rui's Central Bank Governor or other officials. Nagata just appreciated such a regulation very much. The payment period of land bonds given by He Rui was 10 years, with an annual interest subsidy of 2%. The current construction bonds had an interest subsidy of 3%. As long as they weren't fools, as long as those landlords had basic confidence in the He Rui regime, the landlords would convert land bonds into construction bonds.

From a monetary perspective, the He Rui government suffered a loss. From a political perspective, the He Rui government solved China's land problem in one fell swoop. When land bonds no longer exist, it is when the land problem is completely solved. Nagata had to admit that the He Rui government was quite serious when facing political issues and was not blinded by petty profits at all.

However, Nagata also expected the He Rui government to stumble on the Loess Plateau transformation plan. According to the report of the He Rui government, the Loess Plateau is located in the north-central part of China and is one of the four major plateaus in China. The Loess Plateau in a broad sense is the loess area, with a loess area of 635,000 square kilometers, of which the primary loess is 381,000 square kilometers and the secondary loess is 254,000 square kilometers. It is mainly composed of Shanxi Plateau, Shaanxi-Gansu-Shanxi Plateau, Longzhong Plateau, Ordos Plateau, and Hetao Plain; the Loess Plateau in a narrow sense roughly starts from the Great Wall in the north, reaches the Qinling Mountains in the south, reaches Wushaoling in the west, and reaches the Taihang Mountains in the east, including most of Shanxi, central and northern Shaanxi, central and eastern Gansu, southern Ningxia, and eastern Qinghai, with an area of about 300,000 square kilometers.

The Japanese mainland is about 360,000 square kilometers, which is exactly about the same size as the Loess Plateau in the narrow sense. The Japanese mainland plus Korea and Taiwan has an area of about 600,000 square kilometers, which is about the same size as the Loess Plateau in the broad sense.

He Rui wanting to change the ecology of the Loess Plateau in a not-so-long time looked like an extremely reckless decision no matter how one looked at it. Especially at a time when He Rui was still fighting Britain in Burma. If the He Rui government could really do these two things well at the same time, Nagata felt that Japan could consider allying with China. Attaching to the strong was originally a Japanese tradition.

Of course, not all news in the He Rui government's reports was bad. For example, after the main body of the new Dujiangyan was completed, another project also began construction. That was to increase the irrigated arable land area of the Chengdu Plain from one million *mu* to 3 million *mu*. Improving the economy of the Sichuan region.

China's Ministry of Water Resources also proposed a Zipingpu Water Control Project plan, which would build an important regulating reservoir upstream of Dujiangyan, also a landmark project of the Great Western Development. Once completed, it would increase the water supply guarantee rate of the Dujiangyan irrigation area in the dry season from 30% to 80%. The water supply at the source of the ancient weir became increasingly abundant, and the "end" of the water network also expanded from the Chengdu Plain deep into the hills of central Sichuan. Dujiangyan had expanded from irrigating 1 million *mu* of farmland initially to more than 11.3 million *mu*.

In the Jiangnan region, the economic arrangement of the He Rui government was even bolder, bold enough to make Nagata Tetsuzan, Director of the Japanese Mobilization Bureau, feel uneasy. China currently prepared to rapidly expand raw silk production, increasing its output by more than 10 times within 3 years.

As the Director of the Japanese National Mobilization Bureau, Nagata could get too much information. After seeing China's policy, Nagata asked for the raw silk development report.

Although silk originated in China, Chinese silk had not made much progress for two thousand years. After experiencing the Renaissance and the Industrial Revolution, Europe had surpassed China in weaving, printing, and dyeing technologies. By the end of the 18th century, the main force of China's silk exports was no longer traditional silk finished products but raw silk.

Japan learned sericulture technology from China very early. After being opened by the West, raw silk also became Japan's main export commodity, but the export scale was only one-fifth of China's, the quality was inferior, and the price was lower than Chinese raw silk.

After the Meiji Restoration in 1868, Japan established a new industrial direction, treating raw silk export as a key support object, working hard in two aspects, aiming to surpass Chinese raw silk and bring necessary foreign exchange for Japan's economic development.

The first aspect was seed selection. Starting from 1871, Japan sent people to European and American countries to learn advanced sericulture technology. Yes, European sericulture technology had surpassed China. France, Italy, and other countries had established sericulture research institutes, introducing the most cutting-edge bacteriology theory at that time, specifically cultivating silkworm breeds with higher yield and better quality.

Japan constantly promoted new silkworm breeds. By 1923, the latest F1 hybrid silkworm eggs had reached 100% market share in Japan, and the quality and output of raw silk comprehensively surpassed Chinese raw silk. In 1920, the unit yield of Japanese silkworm eggs exceeded China's by more than 30%.

Nagata believed in the strength of the He Rui government, so he felt that the future of Japanese raw silk might be over. This was a major event that could trigger a war. But Nagata found at this time that Japan could do nothing but welcome such a fate.
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When Morita Mitsuko put down the interview notebook in her hand, the vice president next to her hurriedly asked, "Miss Morita, are you ready?"

Seeing Morita Mitsuko nod, everyone in the interview group looked at the desk clock. There was less than five minutes left. Someone stood up, and someone picked up the snacks served to guests and ate two pieces. The Chinese officials used *yōkan* to entertain the Japanese interview group, which showed they were very thoughtful.

The door of the room was pushed open, and two young men in civil servant uniforms walked in. The leader said in Japanese, "If everyone is ready, please follow me."

Everyone stood up one after another. The accompanying personnel watched the main interviewer Morita Mitsuko, the deputy editor-in-chief, the section chief of the news department, and two recorders follow the Chinese staff and leave. After they walked out of the room, a burst of sighs came from inside. As Japanese, these reporters all wanted to see He Rui, the ruler of China, with their own eyes, rather than just seeing this big shot with a resounding reputation in both China and Japan in photos.

Mitsuko tried hard to calm herself down, and indeed succeeded. But walking into the interview room and seeing He Rui already waiting inside, Mitsuko's heart still rejoiced.

"Long time no see." He Rui said, already showing a smile.

This smile warmed Mitsuko's heart. Fifteen years ago, Mitsuko's father passed away. Thirteen years ago, He Rui became a tenant of the Morita family. It was also that year that He Rui generously helped when Mitsuko was about to drop out of school, sponsoring Mitsuko to complete her junior high school studies. From then on, Mitsuko felt a sense of security from He Rui.

Twelve years ago, with He Rui's help, Mitsuko entered a Japanese girls' high school. After that, He Rui became the spiritual pillar for Mitsuko to bravely face this cold world.

Seeing He Rui again, Mitsuko bowed elegantly and politely, "Your Excellency, good day."

Straightening up, Mitsuko introduced the two people behind her to He Rui. He Rui greeted everyone cordially and invited them to sit down. Mitsuko sat opposite He Rui at a small round table, and on the sofas on both sides were seats for personnel from both China and Japan.

The vice president of *Yomiuri Shimbun* in the reporter group sat down and opened the notebook in his hand. Most of the interview questions came from personnel wearing different uniforms. They didn't explicitly say who they represented, but they all hinted that these questions were what big shots wanted to know. With the vice president's broad connections and profound view of problems, he had already circled the names of several big shots in his mind. The most famous one among them was Your Excellency Saionji Kinmochi, the only remaining *Genrō* in Japan.

Sitting opposite He Rui as the main interviewer for the first time, Mitsuko wanted very much to calm down, but unexpectedly her heart beat faster and faster. Although Mitsuko knew very well that she should complete the interview as a Japanese reporter, over the years, Mitsuko had long regarded He Rui as an elder brother, and the self-awareness acquired through learning could not override the body's instinctive reaction.

He Rui looked at Mitsuko's flushed face and knew that this little girl couldn't control herself, so he laughed, "Miss Morita, I heard that you are also serving as Professor Taira Toyomori's teaching assistant now. Is that true?"

Hearing Professor Taira Toyomori, Mitsuko immediately felt much more sober. In current Japan, although women could attend university at Tohoku Imperial University, there were no opportunities for further studies. Although Professor Taira Toyomori wanted to accept Mitsuko as a student in the capacity of a doctoral supervisor, the regulations of Tokyo Imperial University did not allow it. Mitsuko herself wanted to learn more knowledge, so Professor Taira Toyomori hired Mitsuko as a teaching assistant for the doctoral class. Although Mitsuko could not obtain a formal degree, in Japan, with Professor Taira Toyomori's recommendation letter, this teaching assistantship was already regarded as equivalent to having a master's degree.

Coming to China to interview He Rui this time, Professor Taira Toyomori had said to Mitsuko, "Mitsuko, what He Rui wants to see is that you are a professional with your own knowledge system. Please be sure to conduct the interview well and let He-kun understand that his care for you has achieved its purpose."

Thinking of this, Mitsuko felt her heartbeat slow down rapidly, and her emotions calmed down. Giving He Rui a professional smile, Mitsuko replied, "I received a very systematic education by Professor Taira Toyomori's side. Your Excellency, Professor Taira Toyomori is a doctoral supervisor in law and economics and appreciates Your Excellency's economic thinking very much. There are also many people in Japan who are concerned about the situation in China. Your Excellency, I wonder what you think of China's current domestic situation?"

Seeing Mitsuko starting to get into the state, He Rui put away his smile and began to answer the question, "Thank you for the concern of these Japanese friends. At present, China has basically completed the construction of a new political system. The main work of this system in the near future is to restore the basic economic life of the collapsed rural areas and urban residents in China. After a year of recovery, the lives of the Chinese people have begun to get rid of destitution and gradually return to the track of normal life. In the next few years, the lives of the Chinese people will continue to get rid of the impact of economic collapse and completely return to the track of development."

"I have read Your Excellency's articles on economic policy. If China's development enters the development track planned by Your Excellency, to what extent will China's consumption capacity be improved?"

He Rui waved his hand. "At this stage, China's development and consumption capacity are not the same thing. In the near future, China's development will be very rapid. However, the grain produced by the Chinese people and the remuneration obtained are basically maintained above personal survival needs. Ms. Morita, the per capita land in China is only 3 *mu*. With China's yield per *mu*, wheat is only 190 *jin*. Rice will be more. Generally speaking, even if all land can grow wheat and rice, the annual per capita staple grain will not exceed 600 *jin*. On average, less than two *jin* a day. Such output is only enough for basic survival. Consumption is based on the satisfaction of survival needs. A family in a city buying grain to keep family members from starving, and fuel to cook this grain, cannot be considered consumption in our economic thinking."

Mitsuko's thinking had entered the interview. She studied political economy with Professor Taira Toyomori for nearly two years. Although not full-time, it was enough for Mitsuko to understand He Rui's meaning. Since He Rui's economic policy was so serious, Mitsuko naturally asked the next question, which happened to be of concern to the Japanese financial circles. "Your Excellency, judging from your articles introducing economic thinking, you believe that the limit of China's small peasant economy is only to allow the Chinese people to have money to buy bicycles. When every family buys a radio, it is already the limit that China's small peasant economy can develop to. Your Excellency believes that to develop the economy, we must continue to invest in rural areas and provide employment opportunities to rural areas through orders for industrial products. What is the direction of Your Excellency's relevant industrial policy?"

"The fundamental driving force promoting social development is productivity. In some areas of China with relatively better economic conditions and transportation conditions, groups of people buying bicycles have already appeared. After these people got bicycles and tricycles, they have begun to use these means of transportation to transport local products to more distant markets for sale. For example, farmers near Shanghai can already ride tricycles to transport vegetables to urban markets for sale. This is our industrial policy at this stage. Developing the most advanced technology is indeed China's need at this stage, but this is a state-invested project, and its purpose is not entirely for the economy. The current economic policy is to provide demand for productivity development. We hope that every Chinese family can own a bicycle and a tricycle within the next two or three years. This is not to show off the family's economic strength, but to hope that bicycles can become people's production tools. Making actions within a certain distance easier and more effective."

The Japanese recorder recorded the dialogue quickly. Mitsuko had no time to record at this time; her brain worked hard, trying to understand what He Rui said. Families owning bicycles in Japan all had certain wealth, so Mitsuko just imagining the future scene of every family in China having a bicycle felt quite shocking.

What was more impactful was He Rui's reason for popularizing bicycles in China. He Rui hoped that these Chinese families could obtain greater productivity through such transportation tools. At least in Japan, there would be no such way of thinking.

Although shocked inside, Mitsuko still tried hard to complete her work. "Your Excellency, if your plan is realized, where do you think China's influence on Japan will be? Recently, China proposed a plan to increase raw silk production by ten times, which has caused a great impact on the Japanese industry. Many people in Japan make a living from raw silk. If China's output expands ten times, will Japan experience an industrial collapse?"

"At this stage, the possibility of war breaking out between China and Japan is no longer high. Among the possibilities of triggering war, the contradiction caused by industrial competition between the two sides is one of the biggest war fuses. Therefore, I believe it is necessary for China and Japan to reach a customs union. Once a customs union is reached, the two countries will reorganize their industrial layout according to their respective advantages. Japan will no longer need to worry about raw material supply, and relevant institutions will adjust production capacity under a reasonable situation according to the respective needs of the two countries. As for the goods produced, they will no longer be restricted by trade barriers. Japanese goods can be sold to China, and Chinese goods can also be sold to Japan. Take raw silk as an example; Japan has very good raw silk technology, and we in China will purchase technical services from Japan. And China has a natural environment more suitable for raw silk production; China will also hire Japanese technical personnel and workers to come to China. To develop better raw silk technology, China will also invest in Japanese technical teams, and the research results will be shared."

Mitsuko was stunned. Recently, there was a saying circulating among the Japanese upper echelon: whoever can restore Sino-Japanese trade can become the Japanese Prime Minister. Although some in the Japanese high-level had said there was absolutely no such thing! But the high-level knew that at this stage, no one could complete the achievement of Sino-Japanese trade. If there really was a marvelous person who could restore Sino-Japanese trade, it was not impossible for this person to insist on being the Japanese Prime Minister.

In the view of the Japanese high-level, the biggest obstacle preventing the restoration of Sino-Japanese trade was likely He Rui. With He Rui's methods, he would definitely utilize the chip of Sino-Japanese trade to the maximum extent. To satisfy He Rui, Japan must pay a huge price.

Now He Rui had publicly proposed an idea in the interview, and this idea completely exceeded the imagination of the Japanese high-level. Even the most imaginative Japanese high-level could not have thought that He Rui actually wanted to build a customs union with Japan. Having studied political economy, also known as 'He Studies,' with Professor Taira Toyomori, Mitsuko knew what a customs union was. A customs union refers to an agreement concluded by two or more countries to establish a unified customs territory, reduce or cancel tariffs among the contracting countries within the unified customs territory, and implement a common tariff rate and foreign trade policy for commodity imports from countries or regions outside the customs territory.

Once two countries reached a customs union, the two countries essentially reached a complete alliance relationship. Once a customs union was established, a 'trade diversion effect' would occur.

The trade diversion effect refers to: before concluding a customs union, a certain country does not produce a certain commodity but imports it from the country with the highest production efficiency and lowest cost in the world; after establishing a customs union, if the country with the highest production efficiency in the world is excluded from the customs union, the free trade within the customs union and the common external tariff make the after-tax price of that commodity in that country higher than the duty-free price of the same commodity from a member country within the customs union. Thus, the member country turns from importing the lower-cost commodity from a non-member country to importing from the country with the highest production efficiency and lowest production cost within the customs union.

To explain in a less textbook description, once a customs union is reached, the economies of the two countries are firmly bound together. For industrial countries, no relationship is stronger than this binding.

While Mitsuko was pondering the practical significance and operating mode of the customs union, she heard the vice president beside her cough twice. Mitsuko came back to her senses instantly; she understood that she had been thinking for too long and had delayed the interview.

Now Mitsuko was a little ashamed. She carefully raised her eyes to look at He Rui and saw He Rui looking at her with gentle and appreciative eyes. This was the gaze of an elder brother and a teacher. Every time Mitsuko tried to use her understanding of knowledge to clumsily ask Professor Taira Toyomori questions, or asked Professor Taira Toyomori to point out Mitsuko's thinking, Professor Taira Toyomori often looked at Mitsuko with such eyes.

The shame quickly dissipated, and Mitsuko continued to ask, "Your Excellency, do you think the current Sino-Japanese situation allows development in this direction?"

He Rui's expression became solemn, and he said slowly, "Ms. Morita, I once sent a handwritten letter to the wife of Your Excellency Kawai Misao, the former principal of the Army War College and also my teacher. In the letter, I recounted the conversation I had with Your Excellency Kawai Misao while drinking together before his death. However, the letter was returned by Mrs. Kawai without being opened. This makes me very regretful. Now I want to ask, is *Yomiuri Shimbun* willing to publish this letter publicly?"

Mitsuko didn't dare to make this decision and turned to look at the vice president beside her. The vice president also looked solemn, pondered for a moment, and then nodded with difficulty. Mitsuko looked at He Rui, "Your Excellency values *Yomiuri Shimbun* so much; we are extremely grateful."

He Rui gave an instruction to the secretary behind him, and the secretary stood up and left. He Rui then said, "Your Excellency Kawai Misao asked me two questions. The first question was whether my military strike against Japan was premeditated. I answered Your Excellency Kawai Misao that when I was in Japan, I began to conduct a large number of deductions on the future of East Asia. The result was that if East Asia wanted to obtain its due status in the world, China must gain independence as soon as possible. While in Japan, I began to consider how to conduct a military strike against Japan."

Although the war had passed for two years, when He Rui mentioned this at this time, the Japanese present couldn't help showing sorrowful expressions. For Japan, that was an incomparably painful blow. Even describing it as breaking Japan's backbone was not an exaggeration.

He Rui didn't care how ordinary Japanese viewed this matter. He continued to recount the past, "Your Excellency Kawai Misao was not narrow-minded; he was a patriot and loved Japan deeply. So Your Excellency Kawai Misao fully understood the patriotism of the Chinese people. His second question was my view on the future of East Asia. I told Your Excellency Kawai Misao that the situation in East Asia at that time was that Japan wanted to rise, and the West used Japan's wish to build a situation in the Far East where China, Japan, and Russia were hostile to each other, suspicious of each other, and fighting each other. If East Asia wants a bright future, China and Japan must cooperate sincerely. Otherwise, the strength of both sides will only be wasted meaninglessly on fighting each other, and naturally, there will be no strength to cope with greater storms. Your Excellency Kawai Misao agreed deeply with this. After saying goodbye, Your Excellency Kawai Misao walked out a dozen steps, then turned back and said loudly to me: 'No matter whether the winner of this war is Japan or China, we cannot let Europe and America profit from it and become the ultimate winner.' Recalling this matter, I am deeply moved by Your Excellency Kawai Misao's bearing and vision."

Speaking of this, He Rui's eyes were already red, and he took out a handkerchief to wipe the tears from the corners of his eyes.

The participating Japanese, including Mitsuko, knew for the first time that such a thing existed. In the eyes of ordinary Japanese, although He Rui seemed to have feelings for the Japanese, many people still thought that Japan's defeat would only make He Rui laugh heartily. Even Mitsuko didn't expect that He Rui actually had such a conversation with Kawai Misao.

Among the high-ranking officers who died because of the defeat in Japan, only Kawai Misao committed seppuku calmly. The Kwantung Army was raided and surrounded deep inside. With less than 30,000 troops, they held out for three days. Initially, Kawai Misao was criticized for a few days. However, afterwards, the Japanese army was defeated again and again under the fierce offensive of the Northeast Army and was completely no match. Only then was Kawai Misao's reputation restored.

Hearing about the events before Kawai Misao's death now, there were tears in the eyes of the Japanese personnel.

He Rui sighed and continued, "Ms. Morita, I do not seek Mrs. Kawai's forgiveness. But I hope that through *Yomiuri Shimbun*, Mrs. Kawai can know the martial prowess and vision of Your Excellency Kawai Misao. Although it cannot be called consolation, at least let me fulfill a wish."

Mitsuko lowered her head slightly. "Please rest assured, Your Excellency, we will definitely publish this matter. Your Excellency Kawai Misao is a hero of Japan. As journalists, we must not let Your Excellency Kawai Misao's deeds be buried."

After speaking, Mitsuko raised her head. "Your Excellency He Rui, you went to war with Britain again less than two years after the armistice between China and Japan. I really want to know what your purpose is?"

"Britain completely refuses to treat China with an equal attitude and has been instigating the comprador class in China, trying to use Chinese compradors to destroy China's development. Ms. Morita, who are compradors? Compradors have multiple identities. First, they are merchants. I have no malice towards the merchant class. With the existence of merchants, goods are transported to various places with higher efficiency, realizing commodity circulation and promoting economic development. This is a legal group. But compradors also have another identity. They use the product advantages of foreign countries to transport a large number of goods to their own country for sale, hitting the domestic industry and actually forming a monopoly of foreign goods on the Chinese market. Although this practice also causes impact and damage to the domestic economy, for a country with complete sovereignty, it can also be accepted."

Speaking of this, He Rui's expression became stern. "But!..."
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"Your Excellency, but... what?" Mitsuko knew He Rui was going to say something harsh.

"But, China's sovereignty was previously incomplete. With incomplete sovereignty, foreign forces occupied privileges in China and could earn excess profits. Some compradors regarded themselves as running dogs of privileged foreigners, relying on their masters' power to bully others. They also believed they should occupy higher social status and economic privileges. As China regained its sovereignty, privileges disappeared. This group of people cannot accept this fact, so they have strong hostility towards the Republic government. The British are using this group of people to subvert the Republic regime within China."

"So Your Excellency launched an attack on the mastermind, Britain?" Mitsuko asked.

He Rui just nodded but did not answer this question directly. "Ms. Morita, Britain has an extremely rich ability to trigger contradictions among powers. The British call this ability and policy 'offshore balancing.' In Chinese slang, this is called being a 'shit-stirrer'."

Mitsuko was a girl who loved cleanliness very much. Hearing such a term, she couldn't help frowning slightly, but felt that these words were very mean yet accurate, and smiled bitterly.

He Rui grew up in the ocean of internet information and was immune to such vocabulary long ago. After Mitsuko calmed down, he continued, "There are compradors in China, and similar existences in Japan. Those people can be called pro-British forces. Japan's pro-British forces pursue economic benefits through deep cooperation with Britain. Such economic benefits used to be excess profits obtained from privileged status in China, and naval advantages obtained from some military technology transferred by Britain. But this advantage cannot last long because the strength of any country is built on the foundation of economic strength. If the level of economic management is backward, other advantages lose their supporting foundation, and eventually, advantages will turn into disadvantages."

"Does Your Excellency think China's economic management level is superior to Japan's?" Mitsuko raised a new question based on He Rui's answer.

He Rui answered very confidently, "China not only possesses an economic management level exceeding Japan's, but China's economic management thinking is the most advanced in the world today, representing the highest level of civilization on earth."

As soon as these words came out, the vice editor-in-chief of *Yomiuri Shimbun* couldn't hold back. Fortunately, he was Japanese, and Japanese people knew very well how to behave in front of high-ranking people. However, the vice editor-in-chief disapproved of He Rui's 'boasting' in his heart.

He Rui didn't feel anything wrong with what he said. China's current economic thinking was the essence tempered by nearly a century of economic practice. Although He Rui didn't like to engage in any black technology, in terms of a considerable part of current technology, He Rui indeed provided 'black technology' that could be pieced together by the technology of this era. More importantly, He Rui knew the way of technological iteration very well and supported an advanced social management system with black technology including vacuum tube computers.

If such honest words were not understood, it could only prove that the other party lacked knowledge and understanding and could not understand what was correct. This was not He Rui's problem, nor China's problem.

Mitsuko's interview lasted for nearly two hours, and the questions the Japanese upper echelon cared about had been asked. Mitsuko didn't feel tired, but felt a sense of collapse because she was too excited inside. He Rui saw Mitsuko's physical weakness. In He Rui's knowledge structure, this had nothing to do with whether she was tired or not. The brain is the organ with the largest energy consumption in the human body. Mitsuko's current physical condition was due to excessive consumption leading to insufficient nutrition supplied to the brain, and the decline in body function caused by the inability to quickly metabolize the metabolites produced by the high-speed operation of the brain from the body.

So He Rui smiled, "Ms. Morita, if you have no more questions, I invite you all to have a meal together."

Mitsuko was about to agree when she suddenly remembered something. This was a question sent to Mitsuko by Mitsui Yasuki, and Mitsuko didn't write it down. Thinking of it now, Mitsuko closed her notebook and asked, "Your Excellency, if China and Japan reach a customs union, will China and Japan develop in the direction of becoming one country afterwards?"

He Rui knew this was not a question Mitsuko could ask, so he laughed, "I can only say, no. As for why not, if I have the opportunity to visit Japan, I will answer this question in Tokyo."

Unlike before, the meal He Rui hosted for the Japanese interview group this time was entirely Chinese style. Doing so before was to let personnel from various countries understand that He Rui and the Northeast Government understood the world, so as to reduce diplomatic obstacles. Now China had let countries understand through practical actions that China was not unfamiliar with foreign countries. It was time for foreign countries to understand China.

Since they were in Beiping, the food naturally had Beiping characteristics; hot pot and everything were prepared. The vice editor-in-chief of *Yomiuri Shimbun* had also done his homework before this trip. Picking up a slice of mutton and putting it into the pot, the vice editor-in-chief rinsed it while saying, "I heard that eating instant-boiled mutton requires 'seven ups and eight downs'; I must try it this time."

The vice editor-in-chief completed the 'seven ups and eight downs' rinsing method, dipped the mutton in seasoning, ate it, and praised that it was indeed delicious. He Rui laughed, "I am not a Beiping native, but I have heard of such a way of eating. But in my opinion, the reason for such a saying can probably be explained in one sentence."

"I wonder how Your Excellency thinks it should be explained?" the vice editor-in-chief asked hurriedly.

He Rui pushed a plate of raw meat slices into the pot before answering, "That's poor people's fastidiousness. Eating meat in big mouthfuls makes the body feel refreshed. If you feel the meat is not tender enough, just rinse it in the pot for a shorter time. Eating slice by slice, you can't eat many slices of meat in an hour. Where is the refreshment? The fundamental reason for the so-called 'seven ups and eight downs' is still poverty; they can't afford to eat."

Speaking of this, He Rui saw that the meat slices had changed color in the boiling soup and laughed, "Come, the meat is cooked; everyone pick it up quickly. Otherwise, the meat will be overcooked."

The vice editor-in-chief never expected He Rui to evaluate such a tradition in this way. Mitsuko seemed completely unaffected, using public chopsticks to pick up meat slices and distribute them to everyone. Everyone had seven or eight steaming meat slices in front of them, emitting the aroma of instant-boiled mutton. The vice editor-in-chief knew to do as the locals do, so he didn't say much and ate honestly.

The waiter next to them put meat into the pot plate by plate, and after it was cooked, picked it out and distributed it to everyone. After everyone had eaten a dozen slices of mutton, the waiter nimbly skimmed the foam off the surface of the soup, ladled out the soup into everyone's small soup bowl, and sprinkled coriander.

After refilling the soup, the water needed to boil for a while. The vice editor-in-chief wiped his forehead with a handkerchief and indeed felt very refreshed. He couldn't help sighing, "Your Excellency, you look at problems truly differently."

"I am nothing different. It's just that in an era of material scarcity, even if everyone says it so frankly, it doesn't solve any problems. Instead, it is easy to be misunderstood. Only when the country enters a stage where everyone eats meat casually can such truth be accepted by everyone. After all, in Eastern culture, 'to have a constant heart without constant property' is extremely difficult. 'When granaries are full, people know etiquette; when food and clothing are sufficient, people know honor and disgrace'; this is the norm. With national economic development, everyone knows etiquette and honor and disgrace. Telling the truth is just natural."

Although the vice editor-in-chief didn't have the opportunity to study 'He Studies' with Professor Taira Toyomori, he was knowledgeable. Observing He Rui for a moment, he already knew that everything He Rui said came from the heart, without any hypocrisy. The editor-in-chief then asked, "Your Excellency, do you think all national problems are economic problems?"

"Everyone's view of national problems is different; at least the national problems in the hearts of us sitting here are different. It's just that my priority order for solving various national problems at present is politics first, then economics, then military. Given the current development status of civilized countries in the world, explaining with economics is the perspective that can best grasp the primary and secondary contradictions. If social development can reach a higher level, this perspective will change with the level of social development."

The vice editor-in-chief pondered for a moment and finally asked the question he personally cared about, "Your Excellency, I heard that you are a communist. Do you believe communism can be realized?"

"Communism is a research direction of social science; it is not an inevitable result that already exists. True communists are scholars who walk forward along this research direction. Communism currently points out the internal contradictions of the capitalist system and imperialism, and tries to find ways to solve these internal contradictions restricting the development of human society. What I can be sure of is that current communists will never be people who shackle society at a certain stage of development for personal interests, thereby preventing social development."

The vice editor thought for a moment before carefully continuing to ask, "...You mean that anyone can become a communist?"

"The soup is boiling, come, eat meat!" He Rui answered readily.

At the end of the banquet, seeing that everyone was full, He Rui returned to the vice editor-in-chief's question. "Only if one finally chooses to research according to the research direction of communism can one be considered a communist. As for those who always pursue social development but do not choose the communist research method, they are progressives. If they research along the research method pointed out by capitalism or the research direction of imperialism, they are capitalists or imperialists."

The vice editor-in-chief only felt very comfortable physically; the instant-boiled mutton was delicious, and the soup was sweet and fragrant. Hearing He Rui's explanation at this time, he also felt it was logical.

And He Rui had already stood up to take his leave. "Comrades from our Propaganda Department will communicate with you regarding the subsequent visit itinerary. I still have official duties, so I will take my leave first."

Everyone stood up to see him off. He Rui shook hands with everyone one by one and walked out with big strides. The comrade from the Propaganda Department followed out and asked in a low voice, "Chairman, do we really want to arrange for them to visit relatively poor areas?"

"Of course. Letting Japanese readers and the Japanese upper echelon understand China's poor areas is not a bad thing. Those economically developed areas in our country do not need us to introduce them; the Japanese press has long known about them."

The comrade from the Propaganda Department was stunned, then nodded. He continued to ask, "Do we need to arrange the interview content?"

"No need; let them interview whatever they want. We have nothing to worry about." After speaking, He Rui looked at the comrade from the Propaganda Department. Seeing this comrade frowning slightly, He Rui stopped and waited.

Seeing He Rui like this, the comrade from the Propaganda Department immediately explained, "Chairman, I am not worried about losing face or not being decent enough. With our country's economic development, these currently poor areas will naturally change. I am considering, what is the purpose of such an interview?"

"Japan's rural areas are not much better than ours. It can even be said that most of Japan's rural areas are more miserable than the rural areas in our poor areas now. The reporters of *Yomiuri Shimbun* are knowledgeable Japanese. Seeing real poor areas, they will naturally compare them with Japan, so that these Japanese can feel something."

"But will they report truthfully?"

He Rui chuckled, "Hehe, this is not our problem. We only need to complete our own work."

Hearing He Rui speak confidently, the comrade from the Propaganda Department answered immediately, "I understand."

He Rui was a little worried that this comrade didn't understand, so he couldn't help patting him on the shoulder. "Comrade, completing the work is already a very high requirement. Whether the effect is good or not is not determined by us, but by the result. being able to truly complete the work is our pursuit. Never use whether the result is as wished as the standard for judging our propaganda work."

When He Rui returned to the office, his secretary was gnawing on a steamed bun while writing and drawing on the meeting minutes. Seeing He Rui come in, the secretary hurriedly swallowed the steamed bun in his mouth and handed the modified part to He Rui. He Rui sat down, reading quickly and modifying at the same time. After working for two hours, the annotations and explanations for the interview record were completed.

The secretary seized the time to finish eating while He Rui modified the last part. When he got the completed draft, he asked, "Chairman, is Ms. Morita trustworthy?"

"In the Japanese press, she is already the most trustworthy person. One of the reasons we provide these to her is that Mitsuko's press release will be shown to Japanese big shots first. At that time, she might be called back for questioning."

Hearing this, the secretary was somewhat surprised. "The Japanese upper echelon can't even fail to understand this, right?"

Seeing the secretary so unconfident, He Rui couldn't help laughing, "Why do you think so highly of those so-called Japanese high-levels? If they could really understand this on their own, Japan wouldn't have reached today's state. We must have confidence in China's political and economic thinking."

The secretary dared not be so optimistic; he frowned slightly. "Chairman, those people are Japanese elites; they should be able to understand this. If they really understand this, will they look for our weaknesses to launch an attack?"

"If they are true elites, they will choose cooperation after understanding this. Because Sino-Japanese cooperation is the most beneficial choice for Japan, and even Japan's only choice at present. If after reading these, they look for our current weaknesses to facilitate Japan's effective attack on us, they are definitely not true elites, but narrow-minded politicians. Such people are incapable of organizing an attack that threatens our survival."

Hearing He Rui's explanation, the secretary completely regained his confidence. He nodded, "I'll go prepare now."

That night, Mitsuko received a copy at a very ingenious time. Opening it, it was the Chinese side's 'understanding of key points' of the interview content. studying political economy with Professor Taira Toyomori, Mitsuko naturally saw that this was an explanation completely in accordance with He Rui's philosophy. Mitsuko even suspected whether this might have been modified by He Rui himself.

But these were not the most important things. Since she had obtained such content, Mitsuko had determined how to write the news release, writing these key points clearly in words and descriptions that Japanese nationals could understand.

That night, Mitsuko wrote until very late. Because of nervousness during the interview, Mitsuko found that she had actually ignored many details and failed to truly understand He Rui's thinking. Now Mitsuko began to understand gradually; He Rui's idea was very clear: he wanted Japan to ally with China, and offered very good conditions.

After figuring this out, Mitsuko put down her pen and stood up. She had never liked smoking, but since there was no one in the room at this time, Mitsuko also took out a cigarette and lit it. He Rui had said that the reason he smoked was entirely because thinking brought too much physical pain, and he sought such external stimulation to alleviate the negative physical reactions.

At this time, Mitsuko could also understand that at least He Rui was not joking or making excuses when he said this. Just thinking about national affairs was already very hard. If revitalizing the country was taken as one's responsibility, a sense of pain would arise spontaneously. The more one loved one's motherland and wanted to do more for the motherland, the more the pain would multiply.

Even herself, a small reporter, a girl who mostly just wanted to live a life without worrying about living pressure, because she had contacted too much of Japan's status quo and learned too much knowledge, opening her horizons, she actually often felt pain, so much so that she had to smoke for relief.

During the interview, Mitsuko felt that He Rui's description of Lieutenant General Kawai Misao before his death was exaggerated. Now Mitsuko didn't think so. There was no lack of patriots in Japan, and Lieutenant General Kawai Misao, the principal of the Army War College, must be one of them.

Mitsuko's current mentor, Professor Taira Toyomori, knew many scholars and people with lofty ideals, and they often went to Professor Taira Toyomori for exchanges. Talking about the future of Japan, some sighed, some were resentful and indignant, and some who were easily emotional even wrung their hands and gnashed their teeth or even cried bitterly during the conversation. That feeling of being crushed by the despair of reality, presumably Lieutenant General Kawai Misao felt it exceptionally strongly before his death.

After Lieutenant General Kawai Misao died for the country, the Japanese Army stationed in Korea was quickly annihilated by the Northeast Army. Afterwards, the Japanese generals who could confront the Northeast Army were only Nagata Tetsuzan and Ishiwara Kanji.

Because of her special identity, Mitsuko could contact a vast number of Japanese high-level officials. These two 'Pair of Jade in the Army,' not only were they highly respected by the Japanese public, but the high-level officials also fully recognized their abilities. Mitsuko herself didn't understand military affairs, but through the reaction of the high-level officials, she could determine that these two people relied on their excellent strength to confront He Rui.

In the process of interviewing these two people, Mitsuko could feel that the hearts of the two 'Pair of Jade in the Army' had the same hesitation, fear, and torment. It was just that they were already in high positions and had high self-cultivation, so they could hide it so that ordinary people couldn't see it. But their moods couldn't be hidden from Mitsuko.

The cigarette was finished quickly. Mitsuko opened the window to let the smoke dissipate as soon as possible. She sat back in her seat, with the excitement stimulated by nicotine, and continued to write at her desk. This news article must be completed as soon as possible and published in Japanese newspapers.

Although she was just a small female reporter, Mitsuko believed she should also do what she could for Japan.
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When the interview draft was delivered to Saionji Kinmochi, the paper still smelled of ink. Saionji Kinmochi read it very carefully; what this Japanese *Genrō* cared about most was He Rui's view on Sino-Japanese relations. After such a war, nationalist sentiments in Japan had been stirred up, and the attitude towards China was very hostile.

Saionji Kinmochi felt that the situation in Japan was still under control at this stage, but once strong nationalist sentiments also arose in China due to victory, the relations between the two countries would slide towards a sharp confrontation that even Saionji Kinmochi would be completely powerless to solve. These were also some of the questions Saionji gave to the editor-in-chief of *Yomiuri Shimbun*. In the interview draft, Mitsuko had already asked He Rui.

'Your Excellency, do you think there is a direction for improvement in current Sino-Japanese relations?'

'Nationalist sentiments in China are not high. The driving force stimulating Chinese nationalist sentiments lies in China not being treated equally. As China has restored complete sovereignty, domestic attention has now shifted from resisting foreign oppression to domestic economic construction. Rational politicians in Japan should be very clear that as long as they no longer deliberately provoke malice towards China, China's national sentiment poses no threat. This is a good time to change Sino-Japanese relations.'

'For Japan, a large part of national confidence lies in a condescending sense of superiority over neighboring countries. This sense of superiority is a false existence; the core of being condescending lies in using privileges to obtain excess profits. Responsible Japanese patriots need to explain this fact clearly to the Japanese public. The truth will not hurt anyone because facts are facts.'

'Who would oppose windfalls? Only a very few moralists. If the Japanese people knew that the excess profits brought by privileges were lost, they might be unwilling or unhappy. But they would also accept the facts and focus on what they should pay attention to. Of course, if the Japanese people, after rationally recognizing the facts, still decide that they must obtain resources for Japan's continued development by invading China, that is also a good thing. Proving whether this choice is right or wrong through war, although a tragedy, can also make the truth completely clear to the world. However, based on my understanding of the Japanese people, the Japanese people will not choose this way. Only a group of people with ulterior motives use lies to exaggerate the probability of success, use assassination to suppress rational voices, and finally drag Japan into a war to maintain those people's personal interests...'

Saionji put down the interview draft and sighed slightly. The previous worries had dissipated; He Rui could still view problems rationally and calmly, and then make correct judgments. In the interview, He Rui had pointed out the practices of extremists in Japan. Those people were threatening politicians who tried to save Japan by adjusting the domestic economic system through assassination. The two MPs who proposed the "Japan Land Restoration Plan" were victims.

After sighing for a while, Saionji sat back in his seat and continued to browse. Seeing He Rui propose the idea of a 'customs union,' Saionji nodded slightly but didn't take it seriously. Saionji himself wasn't sure about advancing Sino-Japanese relations to this extent. The 'trap' in the customs union concept was also very clear: if Japan really wanted to engage in a customs union with China, it must comprehensively adjust Japan's national policy. It was impossible to change Japan's national policy without several years.

As a diplomat, Saionji was proficient in diplomatic tricks. If Japan proposed a request to restore Sino-Japanese trade at this stage, the Chinese side could say, 'With such a good new suggestion, shouldn't we discuss it properly?'

Seizing this point, China could cut into more fields, make various new demands on Japan, and logically delay the negotiation of restoring normal trade.

It wasn't just Saionji who saw through this. After reading the interview draft separately, Mitsui Yasuki and Ishiwara Kanji smiled bitterly, "He-kun's asking price is too high."

Ishiwara Kanji shook his head. "What Japan needs is a true bright future. If Japan's needs cannot be met, Japan will constantly challenge the East Asian order. He-kun understands Japan very well; only the plan he proposed can give East Asia true peace."

Mitsui Yasuki shook his head slightly. "But Japan cannot accept such conditions."

"It's not that Japan doesn't accept it, but very few people cannot accept it." Ishiwara finished speaking and stared at Mitsui, asking, "I wonder if Mitsui-kun is willing to walk into a bright future?"

The business of the Mitsui Conglomerate had gone from bad to worse in the past year, and he was anxious about it day and night. Seeing Ishiwara looking at him with sharp eyes at this time, although he didn't want to say anything, he knew he had to make a choice. Mitsui replied, "Which Osaka merchant doesn't want the country to prosper?"

Hearing this, Ishiwara nodded. The saying 'When Osaka merchants are angry, the feudal lords of the world are shocked' is because the feudal lords indeed lack business talent. However, Osaka merchants also kept their duty and would not actively provoke anything.

"Mitsui-kun, in my opinion, this report will definitely trigger a great repercussion in the country. The upper echelon will not make any answer to these questions because any reaction will only make them more embarrassed. At that time, it will depend on whether the public can know about the 'Japan Land Restoration Plan'."

Mitsui thought for a moment and understood Ishiwara's idea. If they wanted to force the Japanese upper echelon to change, they had to point out a clear path for the people. He Rui's interview itself was not shouting to the Japanese people, but to the Japanese upper, middle classes, and intellectuals. Hoping these people see a path.

If they chose to respond, they had to mobilize the Japanese people. If the "Japan Land Restoration Plan" could really be executed, the lives of the Japanese people could be changed immediately. Coupled with the fact of the 'bizarre deaths' of the two MPs, it would definitely incite the emotions of the people.

But this couldn't be said aloud. Mitsui asked, "Ishiwara-kun, can He-kun defeat Britain in Burma?"

"Definitely." Ishiwara answered decisively.

Mitsui didn't understand military affairs and didn't want to discuss it, so he replied, "On the day He-kun wins, the people should feel something."

This is the Japanese art of ventriloquism. Explicitly talking about the war in Burma, but actually guaranteeing Ishiwara. As long as the external situation was ready, Mitsui would take action.

Just as Ishiwara expected, *Yomiuri Shimbun* published the interview draft in four days, and the emotions of the Japanese people were quickly stimulated. The views on He Rui in Japan were very strong. Being defeated by He Rui filled the Japanese people with anger and hostility towards He Rui. But the commanders of both warring parties were graduates of the Army War College, which gave the Japanese people a sense of relief that 'our own people were defeated by our own people.'

What He Rui expounded in this interview was Sino-Japanese cooperation. Of course, some Japanese would think He Rui was shedding crocodile tears. Similarly, a group of people would feel that if the future of China and Japan could really complete true Sino-Japanese cooperation as He Rui described, advancing hand in hand, and the two powers of China and Japan opening up a bright future together, it wouldn't be a bad thing.

In the past thirty or forty years, the trend of thought in Japan was not only the simple faction of invading China. A great many Japanese aspirants and elites had proposed considerations of Sino-Japanese cooperation. After the outbreak of the Xinhai Revolution, a great many cooperationists felt that a bright future was ahead, but unexpectedly, after the Xinhai Revolution, China not only did not rise but fell into deeper chaos, making this voice smaller and smaller.

The appearance of He Rui had changed the overall situation. People who continued to hold Sino-Japanese cooperation watched the changes in China, expecting China to walk a new path to revitalize the East. As long as China could walk this path, they were naturally willing to devote themselves to cooperation between the two countries.

Even those who were disheartened couldn't help but have an impulse to rekindle confidence, watching what result the contest between China and Britain in Burma could produce. However, this group of people was just a little impulsive. Britain was the world's number one power and the founder of the current Versailles order. It was already a fantasy for China, which was extremely weak a few years ago, to defeat Britain.

He Rui knew the thoughts in Japan very well. This interview was just a foreshadowing for future work towards Japan. He Rui's own attention was placed on domestic economic construction; even the war in Burma was not He Rui's current priority. History had long proved that the British army in Burma was nothing to fear.

At this time, He Rui was conducting an academic discussion with the comrades of the newly established Yellow River Basin Administration. The Yellow River at this time had not suffered the disaster caused by Chiang Kai-shek ordering the bombing of Huayuankou. Although the river channel also had various problems caused by large amounts of sediment, it was countless times better than 1949 in He Rui's space-time.

Du Chong, Chiang Kai-shek's predecessor, caused the Yellow River to change course. Although it caused a thousand years of disaster, after the Yellow River returned to the north for more than a hundred years, time had also restored the Yellow River Basin a lot.

The realistic pressure was not great, so the discussion atmosphere was quite relaxed. The problem of how to prevent sediment from entering the river already had the solution of silt dams. For the saline-alkali land in the Yellow River flooded area where no grass grew, He Rui proposed a plan to plant *Populus euphratica* to improve the saline-alkali land.

As for areas like Lankao, He Rui directly borrowed Secretary Jiao Yulu's plan to solve it by planting a large number of paulownia trees ecologically. He Rui respected excellent communists like Secretary Jiao Yulu very much, but He Rui's focus was that the solution proposed by Secretary Jiao Yulu was an ecological improvement plan to cope with the harsh natural ecological environment.

The comrades of the Yellow River Basin Administration all graduated from water conservancy and agricultural schools. Hearing that He Rui did not ask everyone to 'work big and work hard,' but discussed how to use the comrades' professional fields to solve problems, their spirits were naturally high.

But these plans were things everyone had never contacted before. Comrade Huang Zhenxue, a forestry major at Northeast Agricultural College, asked, "Chairman, paulownia trees grow very fast. Where will they be used after planting? These trees are not suitable for building materials."

"You can try making musical instruments," He Rui replied. This was not He Rui's whimsy, but introduced in relevant reports He Rui had read.

In the 1970s, people in Lankao didn't know that paulownia could be used to make musical instruments. At that time, paulownia was made into bellows for burning fire. When these bellows were blowing wind, the sound produced was very pleasing to the ear. A technician from the Shanghai Musical Instrument Factory came to Lankao. After hearing this sound, he thought Lankao's paulownia was very suitable as a material for musical instruments. This news spread quickly in the industry, and large national musical instrument factories in Shanghai, Yangzhou, and other places came to Lankao to purchase goods.

Back then, Secretary Jiao Yulu cultivated paulownia in Lankao to prevent wind and fix sand. Unexpectedly, the soil here was a mixture of sand and silt. The paulownia planted in this soil had light and soft material, uniform structure, no warping, cracking, or deformation, and good air and sound permeability. It was called "breathing wood" by the industry. Benefiting from the unique soil quality of the old course of the Yellow River, it was born with the characteristic of "breathing" and became the best soundboard raw material for national musical instruments.

Huang Zhenxue didn't expect such a use and couldn't help asking He Rui, "Chairman, is there any particular reason for this?"

He Rui couldn't say it forcefully, so he laughed, "Let's treat this as a small secret of this meeting. I just said it on a whim; comrades, don't spread it. Paulownia trees take only 15 years to mature. Let's bring this up again in 15 years."

Speaking of this, He Rui suddenly remembered something and stood up. "Comrades, have you heard of a time capsule?"

Everyone had heard of 'time' and 'capsule' [box], but they didn't know what the combination of the two words meant. Everyone looked at He Rui. Some directly expressed they didn't know; some didn't know what He Rui meant and dared not answer randomly.

He Rui explained, "A time capsule is a letter written by everyone to themselves or others at a certain time in the future, asking questions to people at that time. After writing the letter, put it in a box and lock it up. Open it again when that time comes. Since I said paulownia trees can be made into musical instruments, and paulownia trees take 15 years to mature. This year is 1925; let's write a letter to that time and open it again in 1940, 15 years later. At that time, see if the ideas from 15 years ago have become reality."

Most comrades initially thought the 'time capsule' was a mysterious instrument or special technology. Unexpectedly, it was such a humanistic thing, something like a game. Under heavy work pressure, everyone needed mental adjustment and immediately expressed they could do it.

However, the box was brought, and the lock was ready. Facing the letter paper, everyone was in trouble. What to write? Or who to write to?

Watching a group of young people biting their pen tips in difficulty, He Rui laughed, "Haha, comrades. This is an expectation for the future. Write to whomever you want; if you can't think of anyone, write to yourself."

Everyone's brows smoothed out, and some began to write at their desks. Huang Zhenxue wrote a few words, then stopped his pen, frowned and thought for a while, and asked again, "Chairman, what to write?"

He Rui was writing a letter. Hearing this, he answered without raising his head, "Write whatever you think. But this kind of letter is mostly about one's expectations for the future."

Huang Zhenxue also felt it made sense, so he picked up his pen and wrote, 'To the future me, has the Yellow River at that time become one-fifth of the sediment flowing into the Yellow River annually in 1925 due to comprehensive water and soil management, as we deduced? Has the Yellow River water, which used to be half water and half sand in a bowl, become only a little sediment? Can the paulownia on the saline-alkali land be made into musical instruments and play beautiful music? At that time, the earth I see is already green, the river is clear, and fish and shrimp are in groups.'

Writing here, Huang Zhenxue stopped his pen. Just thinking of such a picture, he felt his heavy responsibility. Born in a Shandong refugee family, he lived a hard life in Shenyang since childhood. However, the older generation had a strange persistence for children's advancement, so he went to a church school. After He Rui arrived in the Northeast and vigorously promoted education, he had the opportunity to go to university. He was assigned to the Agricultural College and majored in forestry. His future was probably cultivating and planting trees in the vast Yellow River Basin.

Thinking of the current situation of China's land learned at the study meeting, Huang Zhenxue continued to write, 'In China in 1940, has the forest area recovered to 15%, instead of the current level of about 9%? Has every family used coal instead of cutting down trees everywhere for fuel? At that time, are there patches of forest land all over China like the Northeast forest farms, where people stroll in the woods during leisure time? Timber is sufficient and cheap. Every household can have their own brand-new furniture...'

Writing and writing, Huang Zhenxue found that he just wrote what he learned in class into the letter for his future self to read. He stopped his pen and began to think about what to write for himself. After thinking for a good while, Huang Zhenxue wrote, 'Future me, have I walked across the land of China, seen the mountains and rivers everywhere, and seen the sunrise and sunset everywhere? At that time, am I living in China, the world's number one power? Is China at that time truly peaceful, and everyone lives and works in peace and contentment? I also have a wife, laughing and playing with children in the forest farm I participated in completing.'

As a single young man, writing here, Huang Zhenxue felt very embarrassed. He wanted to erase this paragraph but felt there was no need to erase it since he wrote it for himself. But his mood was fluctuating at this time, and he couldn't continue writing, so he hurriedly wrote, 'That's all for now. I hope I will be a very capable person at that time. Goodbye. Sincerely, salute.'

The envelope was ready. Stuffing the letter paper into the envelope and sealing it with glue. Writing 'To Myself' on the cover, Huang Zhenxue handed the letter up.

A box had been prepared here. Everyone's letters were put in, and the outside was sealed with a thick rubber cover. So He Rui took the comrades to the courtyard and dug a pit to bury it in a place designated as a green belt. He Rui ordered a stone slab to be made and told the comrades, "A cement block will be put in here, and the top stone slab will be engraved with 'Yellow River Basin Administration May 1925 Meeting Time Capsule Burial Site, to be opened in May 1940.' With this mark, everyone doesn't have to worry about not finding it. Comrades, let us reunite here in 15 years."

Thinking of the future reunion, the young people became excited unconsciously, and cheers and applause rang out. He Rui looked at the young people but sighed slightly in his heart. 15 years later, 1940, if his plan could be executed smoothly until that day, China should be experiencing a war, a war sweeping the whole world.

He Rui didn't know how long that war would last, but He Rui believed that China could win that war and build a better new world after the war.

Looking at those vigorous young people, He Rui put down his thoughts about the war and said loudly to the comrades, "It's noon; I'll treat everyone to a meal."

If it were people from the old era, they would naturally be humble in various ways. Hearing this, the young people of the new era shouted 'good' loudly. For them, eating was eating, nothing more.

Soon, everyone marched mightily towards the cafeteria. Everyone was really hungry.
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In May, at the Yunnan Airport, over the fighter and bomber training base, a fighter plane flew back shakily over the runway. The ground crew had started their vehicles, and military doctors and paramedics had boarded, ready to go to the crash site for rescue at any time. The air crew suppressed their impulse and tried to speak to the plane in a calm tone using the newly built radio equipment, "Plane n00145, this is the tower. You are cleared to land. Please answer if you copy."

Not long after, the pilot's voice came from the speaker. Although the static was strong, it was clearly audible: "Tower, this is plane n00145. The engine is vibrating severely. I request to land immediately!"

Hearing that the pilot's condition was relatively calm, the flight squadron leader who had rushed to the tower breathed a sigh of relief. He took the microphone from the tower and said loudly, "Little Zhang, this is the squadron leader. Glide down to Runway 3 now. Don't worry; I'll order the arresting net to be pulled open immediately."

Hearing such unconventional communication, the tower staff hurriedly pulled the squadron leader's sleeve and pointed to the standard dialogue procedure posted on the board. The squadron leader looked down and immediately added, "Please answer if you copy."

"Squadron leader, I'm landing immediately."

Through the wide glass of the command tower, everyone inside saw the plane swaying and descending towards Runway 3. Their hearts tightened. However, things were not as bad as everyone thought. Although the plane bounced a bit on the runway when landing, the pilot's flying skills were excellent, and the rudder was held very steadily. The height of the plane's bounce became lower and lower, and it was already in a taxiing state before crashing into the arresting net.

But the plane weighing several tons still had huge inertia when rushing into the arresting net. The propeller deformed instantly, and the fuselage rotated in place under inertia. The left wing had already inserted into the arresting net, the rivets of the skin popped open, and a huge crack appeared at the junction of the wing and the fuselage.

Under the anxious gaze of the airport personnel, the plane stopped shaking and came to a complete stop. Ground crew and medical staff rushed up immediately. They opened the cockpit, dragged the pilot out, and transported him to a safe location. Ground maintenance quickly cut off the fuel supply system to ensure there was no danger of explosion.

Seeing that the pilot was fine, the squadron leader finally felt relieved. Planes were not cheap, but experienced pilots were more valuable. The pilot rested temporarily, and the military doctor let the pilot relax and calm down, preparing to inquire about the process of the malfunction and the pilot's handling.

For the damaged plane, no one considered repairing it. Maintenance personnel began to take photos, record, drain aviation fuel, and remove faulty equipment. They recorded the malfunction of the plane and the impact on various components in the high temperature and high humidity environment for research.

The next day, the initial report was produced. This was a problem caused by the deformation of the engine main shaft. Such deformation had occurred several times. Based on the equipment number, it was submitted to the logistics department. The logistics department immediately audited and investigated the parts manufacturer.

The Air Force received many supply parts every day. Under complete data statistics, suppliers could be found for every single one of the huge number of parts. Suppliers found the personnel producing these parts through production records.

This batch of engine main shafts was immediately ordered to stop use, and all relevant personnel were investigated. Technical experts began to analyze based on the situation, trying to find the real cause of the problem.

The train carrying Wang Donglu, a researcher at the Aircraft Research Institute, and his classmates just stopped at Hankou Station. As soon as the carriage door opened, someone got on the train. Immediately, the squad leaders on duty in each class who went to the car door to prepare to connect with the station personnel ran back quickly, stood at the carriage door, and shouted: "Everyone, sit down!"

This train carried teachers and students from the former Siping Metallurgy College. With the liberation of the whole country, schools and scientific research departments in the Siping area underwent a major move. Siping Metallurgy College was cancelled, and the school's teachers and students merged with some teachers and students from Shenyang Metallurgy College, divided into four parts, heading to four newly established metallurgy colleges in Handan, Wuhan, Sichuan, and Shanghai.

Hearing the order, the students who had already picked up their backpacks and prepared to get off sat back in their seats. Under everyone's puzzled gaze, some soldiers in military uniforms entered the car door. They first showed their IDs and official documents to the teacher in charge of the school. After talking for a while, the teacher said, "Students, the army needs some students to go with the army to perform a task. Those whose names are called stand up and set off with the comrades of the army first."

The students were all very excited. The metallurgical enterprises that graduates of metallurgy majors wanted to go to most were state-owned enterprises, and some were enterprises providing products for the army. Being able to cooperate with the army now, presumably they would very likely join the military research department in the future.

The comrades of the army took the roster and began to call names, "Wang Donglu, Chen Kaifeng, Xu Songhai..."

Wang Donglu was originally a preparatory student for studying abroad at Tsinghua School. Because he secretly participated in the May Fourth Movement in 1919, he lost his qualification to study abroad. He went to the Northeast that year and later worked at the Northeast Aircraft Manufacturing Bureau. Last year, 1924, Wang Donglu, who was already an assistant engineer, went to Siping Metallurgy College to participate in a one-year study, majoring in special steel processing technology. It was now late May. If it weren't for being assigned to Wuhan Metallurgy College, Wang Donglu would have completed his studies and returned to his unit.

Hearing that he was urgently conscripted by the army, Wang Donglu was both surprised and happy. The Northeast Aircraft Manufacturing Bureau was a state-owned enterprise. Because he was assigned to the fighter R&D department, Wang Donglu always felt that he was also a quasi-military man. Being able to work for the army made Wang Donglu very happy both emotionally and logically.

The dozen selected people arrived. The army comrades asked the escorting teacher to sign the official document and took this group of people away first. In the car, Wang Donglu noticed that these 'classmates' were all engineers and technicians from various departments who returned to school for study, and there were no students among them.

Everyone noticed this, but no one mentioned it. Chen Kaifeng was an engineer from the former Siping Machinery Processing Plant. He asked a major leading the team, "Comrade, what work has the organization arranged for us?"

The major replied politely, "It's not convenient to say in the car; we'll talk about it when everyone gathers."

When the three military vehicles stopped, everyone saw the Wuhan Airport which had completed the first phase of work. The airport tower, runway, and apron had all been repaired. The terminal hall was obviously a temporary small building, using a large number of prefabricated structures common on construction sites, capable of sheltering from wind and rain, and only capable of fulfilling such functions.

It was the Plum Rain season, and rain fell from the gloomy sky from time to time. A lieutenant colonel came to welcome them. He asked everyone to carry the most necessary luggage, and other luggage would be tagged and sent to the airport warehouse for storage.

Everyone looked at each other, and Wang Donglu couldn't help asking, "Excuse me, are we the only ones?"

The lieutenant colonel was slightly stunned, then replied, "The professors have already set off first."

Everyone breathed a sigh of relief. This batch of students coming to Wuhan Metallurgy College belonged to five majors: blast furnace, steelmaking, alloy smelting, metal fatigue, and metal processing. The students called up were from three majors: alloy smelting, metal fatigue, and metal processing. Everyone knew they must have been assigned a very important task, but they didn't see the professional professors. Hearing that the professors had set off first, their hearts settled. Knowing their own capabilities, with professors leading, everyone didn't need to worry about being unable to complete the task.

Not long after, a brand-new China Airlines plane took off from the wet runway, passed through the gloomy clouds, and flew into the sunny sky. Looking down at the ground from the porthole, one could see a gray expanse below, with no landmarks visible on the ground except for clouds.

From the gloom of the Plum Rain season to the bright sky, everyone was in a very good mood. At this time, the leading lieutenant colonel informed everyone of the purpose of this trip. Hearing that there was a batch problem with the main shaft of the engine, Wang Donglu and others felt great pressure. The lieutenant colonel smiled, "Gentlemen are all experts; please talk freely and treat us as non-existent."

The army comrades were so polite, and everyone was very interested in this matter. Among the peers, Xu Songhai, 32 years old, was the oldest. He said, "Let's speak one by one according to the seating and talk about our thoughts. I'll speak first; I do aerodynamic research. I wonder if the plateau climate over there caused the engine working state problem?"

Wang Donglu was in aircraft manufacturing. Just hearing Xu Songhai say he was an aerodynamics major, he thought Xu might not be able to say anything particularly relevant to the deformation of the aircraft main shaft. After listening to Xu Songhai's speech, Wang Donglu immediately felt that he was shallow, immediately put away his arrogance about his major, and listened seriously to Xu Songhai continue to speak.

After Xu Songhai finished speaking, the lieutenant colonel couldn't help asking, "Comrade Xu, what you said seems very reasonable."

Xu Songhai hurriedly waved his hand. "Don't say that. There are many reasons for problems. It may be a single reason, or it may be the result of multiple factors working together. Now we are just talking about our views without seeing the parts; please don't take it as the real reason."

A trace of disappointment flashed in the lieutenant colonel's expression. But he just nodded and didn't say much.

Then it was Chen Kaifeng's turn to speak. Chen Kaifeng went straight to the point, "If it were other room-temperature components, they might be affected by the plateau and high humidity environment. The engine working environment is thousands of degrees, the speed is so high, and it is an oily environment, not exposed to the air for a long time. I think the impact of the external environment will not be particularly large."

Among the technical staff, except for a few who temporarily lost the ability to discuss due to airsickness, the others also nodded slightly. The lieutenant colonel had taken out a notebook to record, but the vibration inside the plane still affected the recording. The lieutenant colonel's pen jumped on the notebook; he finally wrote down a few words in scribbled handwriting and turned to listen attentively to everyone's discussion.

When it was Wang Donglu's turn, Wang Donglu found that there were not many fields he could touch upon, and carefully stated his view, "I do aircraft design. Hearing what everyone said, I think those possibilities have basically been covered. I think every part has undergone very careful inspection, and products with unqualified precision are unlikely to leave the factory. After all, the inspection is divided into several steps, and the possibility of parts with unqualified precision not being discovered is very low. I think there are roughly two directions: one is that there is a problem with the material itself. This can be handed over to the quality inspection and analysis department for testing. The other is that the aircraft design was limited by the geographical environment of the Northeast, suitable for use in the Northeast and Korea, and the parameters were also local parameters. In different combat environments, it is possible that these aspects have changed. We will analyze based on the aircraft operation process."

After speaking, Wang Donglu looked at other invited technical personnel, and saw everyone nodding. Xu Songhai replied, "Then we have to ask the Air Force comrades to provide complete data."

Hearing this, the lieutenant colonel wanted to answer, but didn't say anything because of military discipline. However, the lieutenant colonel knew very well that there would be a flight record after every flight, which included how the pilot flew the plane and operations in various flight stages. Although pilots often forgot some content, they would record what they could remember. However, there were many records, and the lieutenant colonel doubted whether this group of technical personnel could finish reading them.

The plane took off from Wuhan and headed straight for Yunnan, resting at an intermediate airport in the evening. Early the next morning, everyone continued their journey.

Around 8:00 AM, the plane arrived over the Burma Road. The technical personnel looked down and saw the winding road spiraling in the mountains on the peaks and ridges. Wang Donglu originally thought it was just a section of the road, but he didn't expect that after flying for nearly an hour, the mountain road stretched endlessly, as if it would never end.

Tiny cars could be seen driving on the road, and bridges being erected could also be seen in the mountains. Those bridges looked as thin as straw or small twigs from the air. But Wang Donglu had flown many times himself and had a lot of experience. Several large reservoirs in the Northeast looked like bathtubs from the air, but when he arrived at the reservoir personally, he saw a huge lake-like reservoir. The buildings below were the same; walking personally to the 'slender bridge body,' one would see a magnificent bridge.

When the plane landed at Kunming Airport, Wang Donglu couldn't help feeling emotional. His father had been an official in Yunnan and Guizhou during the Manchu Qing era. In a sense, this was also Wang Donglu's hometown. Wang Donglu's impression of Yunnan and Guizhou was very vague; after all, he was just a toddler learning to speak when he was here, and then he returned to the capital with his parents.

Now Kunming looked bustling, and various uniforms could be seen on the streets. Wang Donglu's parents hoped that Wang Donglu's few months in the Security Bureau were just a dream, preferably never happened. After all, Wang Donglu would serve in the industrial field in the future. In the eyes of Wang Donglu's parents, the experience of being a 'fanzi' [agent] in the Security Bureau was very harmful to Wang Donglu.

Wang Donglu himself didn't care. He felt that the short work experience in the Security Bureau allowed him to learn a lot of confidential knowledge. For example, Wang Donglu looked around casually and could roughly judge the departments represented by various uniforms, as well as the powers and 'privileges' of those departments.

Field gray uniforms or gray uniforms represented soldiers, needless to say; this was a common military uniform. Dark blue Public Security uniforms, black Security Bureau uniforms; people with some understanding could also roughly distinguish them. However, many people didn't know the disciplinary inspection department within the civil service system represented by that dark blue jacket. Collar badges, shoulder badges, or no marks on different clothes all represented various subdivisions.

Precisely because he had work experience in the Security Bureau, Wang Donglu knew very well how clear the division of labor and responsibilities of the current Republic government were. Serving such a country, Wang Donglu was full of confidence.

At this time, Kunming was truly a gathering of people from all walks of life. Coupled with the long road seen on the plane, Wang Donglu knew very well that this was a solid rear for operations against Burma. The country spent great efforts to build such a rear center; this battle must be won!

Vehicles coming to meet them picked everyone up and went straight to the airbase outside the city. The professors had already arrived. Seeing Wang Donglu and others coming to join, the professors immediately assigned tasks. Just as Wang Donglu expected, he was assigned to aircraft piloting records. That was half a room of records, piles of record data piled high, with airport security personnel sitting next to them.

Wang Donglu didn't stand on ceremony either. He put tea leaves in his thermos cup, then put in the goji berries his mother gave him, brewed with boiling water, and let it sit. Even if Wang Donglu himself didn't particularly like the taste of goji berries, his mother's concern made Wang Donglu decide to finish drinking the goji berries early so he could concentrate on drinking the tea he liked.

After making these preparations, Wang Donglu took the record book given by the Air Force and opened the first flight record.

The lieutenant colonel who picked up the plane was surnamed Zhao. Lieutenant Colonel Zhao had 'traveled thousands of miles' these days and was exhausted. But he still had to force himself to accompany the leaders of the flight base, who were talking with the professors. The leaders were assured of the professors' capabilities. But the leaders were worried about whether there was a problem of intentional sabotage.

Lieutenant Colonel Zhao was also worried about this matter. If someone engaged in sabotage, the nature of this matter would be serious. It wouldn't be just someone's head rolling; it would be a matter implicating many people. As the responsible department, the Air Force must account for this. Especially in ensuring that there was no human sabotage this time, once the Air Force spoke, it had to bear the responsibility. So the professors had to be asked to clarify this matter specifically.

The professors were initially a bit confused; obviously, these professors hadn't considered this from the beginning. However, after the conversation, the professors also understood the reason why the troops fighting on the front line must be vigilant at all times, and also made some explanations. In the end, both sides reached a consensus that there must be an explanation on this matter and it could not be glossed over.

After the talk, it was late. The leaders of the airbase treated the professors to a meal, and everyone rested separately.

At 6:00 AM the next morning, the alarm clock woke Lieutenant Colonel Zhao from his sleep. Lieutenant Colonel Zhao got up, ate, and went to prepare for today's daytime work. The corridor was not quiet. As the rear center of operations in Burma, the Air Force had a heavy task. Two roads from Kunming to Myitkyina and Lashio had started construction. The road to Myitkyina had been completed as a single-lane road and was being expanded.

The troops entering Burma to fight had captured Mandalay not long ago, and the vanguard had gone south along the Burmese Central Railway and captured Toungoo. 260 kilometers further south along the railway was Yangon, the former capital of Burma.

At this time, the troops were deployed along a long transportation line, with vast space on the flanks. The last time the Chinese army entered Burma was in the Qianlong reign, when Fuheng led 13,000 Eight Banners soldiers and 9,000 Guizhou soldiers into Burma to fight in 1769. Since then, Burma had not known the bravery of the Chinese army for more than 150 years.

The Manchu Qing recognized Britain's annexation of Burma in 1886, which was also 40 years ago.

The Republic government considered itself a friendly country with Burma since ancient times, but Burma no longer existed now. After Britain annexed Burma, it incorporated Burma into British India, rather than an independently existing colony. How the Republic government publicized it was one thing, and how the Burmese people in reality viewed it was another matter.

At least, judging from now, ordinary Burmese people indeed knew the existence of China. But what kind of country China was, what kind of people the Chinese people were, and what kind of army the Chinese army was, ordinary Burmese people knew nothing. Such reality made the Republic National Defense Force have to possess its own intelligence system, and air reconnaissance was undoubtedly a very important part of this intelligence system.

The various worries of the Air Force were not because the Air Force had delusions of persecution, but because the Air Force absolutely could not allow any internal saboteurs to exist. This concerned the war situation in Burma and could not be sloppy in the slightest.

The combat building was on duty 24 hours a day. Personnel came in and out. Those familiar with Lieutenant Colonel Zhao nodded to him, and those unfamiliar just walked past. Lieutenant Colonel Zhao walked to the door of the reference room and saw the door open. The security personnel inside were yawning. Seeing Lieutenant Colonel Zhao come in, they hurriedly stood up and saluted.

Lieutenant Colonel Zhao saw the security personnel so tired, while Wang Donglu was flipping through records rustlingly and recording quickly. At least twenty or thirty pages had been used in a new notebook. He asked in surprise, "Comrade Wang, you didn't work all night, did you?"

Wang Donglu was indeed very tired, but his spirits were high. He put down his pen and stood up. "Lieutenant Colonel Zhao, it's okay, I can hold on."

Lieutenant Colonel Zhao was afraid that Wang Donglu would doze off at the meeting at 8:15 AM and advised, "Why don't you go to the lounge next door to rest for a while? There is a meeting this morning."

"Don't worry, I'm fine. I definitely won't doze off at the meeting." Wang Donglu was full of confidence. Speaking of this, he felt the call of nature and said, "Excuse me, I'll go relieve myself."

After Wang Donglu left, Lieutenant Colonel Zhao asked the security personnel next to him. The security personnel recounted last night's events. Wang Donglu initially read the report very slowly, frowning tightly. Seeing past 10 PM, he thought Wang Donglu could go to rest, but unexpectedly Wang Donglu seemed to have seen something and excitedly wanted to read a bit longer. As a result, he worked all the way until now.

Hearing the introduction, Lieutenant Colonel Zhao picked up the notebook issued to Wang Donglu by the airbase and looked at it. He saw that the beginning was part of the content of the aircraft operation record, and later the content changed to about 17 or 18 items. Afterwards, there were various 'Zheng' characters [tally marks], obviously Wang Donglu began to count content.

Instructing the security personnel to ask the next shift to satisfy Wang Donglu's requests more when changing shifts, Lieutenant Colonel Zhao quickly left the reference room. After all, everyone was unfamiliar, and Lieutenant Colonel Zhao sitting here would make Wang Donglu feel uncomfortable.

The purpose of inviting experts was to solve problems. Under the condition that this premise could be guaranteed, of course, the more comfortable the experts were, the better.

Leaving the reference room and going to prepare for the morning meeting, Lieutenant Colonel Zhao recalled the information of the experts invited this time. In the information, Wang Donglu was the deputy engineer of the Aircraft Manufacturing Bureau, an expert. He must have discovered something by doing this. Although Lieutenant Colonel Zhao understood aircraft flight, he didn't understand aircraft manufacturing. Since Wang Donglu reacted like this, Lieutenant Colonel Zhao also had confidence.
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At 8:00 sharp, when Wang Donglu entered the conference room with his notebook, he saw that the professors had already arrived. Sitting with the professors was Engineer Li from the Aircraft Manufacturing Bureau. Wang Donglu was not sure whether he should tell Engineer Li his findings first, or tell his professor first. Since he couldn't decide, he asked the two to sit together and placed the data he recorded in front of them.

The engineer and the professor just glanced at the data on the record and then concentrated on the statistical data. Wang Donglu whispered his findings from the side. Time flew by, and in a blink of an eye, it was 8:10, and the leaders of the flight base arrived.

Engineer Li asked Wang Donglu to sit next to him. After the meeting started, he spoke first, "Leaders, based on the Air Force's flight records, we found that due to the altitude and air pressure of the airport, the aircraft adopted a different power from the plain area from the start of takeoff..."

With statistical data, it was easy for the engineer and the professor to reach an agreement. The meeting lasted less than an hour, and the technical personnel reached a temporary solution after a little exchange. The engine maintenance time was shortened from 180 hours to 150 hours. The recommended replacement time for the main shaft was shortened from 240 hours to 180 hours.

The Air Force leaders were somewhat surprised. "Can this solve the problem?" It could be seen that the leaders didn't quite believe it.

However, the data Wang Donglu spent the whole night compiling supported this rough conclusion: all faulty engine main shafts had problems after exceeding 150 flight hours. To avoid this problem, shortening the replacement time was the simplest and most effective choice.

The experts and professors thought the matter was solved very well here. Unexpectedly, although the Air Force leaders looked much less stressed, they did not completely put down the burden. They exchanged briefly with each other, shaking heads, nodding, frowning, and showing unhappiness. It could be seen that the leaders did not reach a consensus.

The temporary chairman presiding over the meeting suggested adjourning first, and the airbase leaders went to the adjacent room for internal discussion. Here, Engineer Li praised Wang Donglu, "Good job."

Wang Donglu didn't know how to answer, so he could only smile tiredly.

After a few words, the military leaders had finished their internal discussion and returned to the conference room. The leader in charge said straightforwardly, "We have discussed the opinions of the experts. Thank you, experts, for answering the reasons for many problems for us and proposing temporary solutions. However, with the help of experts, we have determined our needs. This need is: how to ensure that the usage time of the aircraft does not change without changing the existing equipment."

Everyone was stunned. After the initial astonishment, everyone understood and felt that the request sounded a bit excessive.

The military leader did not let everyone guess the reason blindly; he continued to explain, "Military expenditure is fixed. We can report this matter to the Military Commission and apply for additional military expenditure. Before the order from the Military Commission comes, we will adjust within the current parts supply. If the Military Commission agrees to our request, we can naturally shorten the time. If the Military Commission cannot approve new military expenditure, we have to use the current parts. Therefore, we made such a request."

After all, it was a question of money. Wang Donglu closed his mouth and said nothing; it was completely not his turn to speak at this time. Although he didn't speak, Wang Donglu had thoughts in his mind. Engines are not cheap, and main shafts are not cheap either. Based on the approximate numbers Wang Donglu had heard, the National Defense Force's expeditionary force in Burma might use 800-1000 aircraft.

Shortening the life of the main shaft by one-fourth is equivalent to spending a few hundred yuan more. Even if it is 500 yuan. 800 fighters changing once costs 400,000. If in war, one plane changes 10 shafts on average, it is 4 million; changing 100 shafts is 40 million.

War burns money; this saying is absolutely correct.

No result was discussed in the morning. Engineers and professors went to check flight records. Wang Donglu hadn't slept all night and went back to catch up on sleep. Waking up in the afternoon, he returned to attend the meeting. The Military Commission had replied by telegram, 'Agree to temporarily shorten the service life of the main shaft. The Military Commission has placed an order with the aircraft manufacturer, requiring them to provide engines capable of extending the main shaft replacement time to 240 hours.'

The experts were indeed very busy, so they left first. Wang Donglu and the teachers and students of Wuhan Metallurgy College took a plane back to Wuhan together and immediately threw themselves into the school's work. The reason why graduating students like Wang Donglu were asked to come to Wuhan was also to let these students help the school operate as soon as possible.

As a thoroughfare of nine provinces, the three towns of Wuhan, in addition to shipbuilding enterprises, the state also intended to set up an aircraft manufacturing bureau. Wang Donglu didn't dare to think of good things; he felt it would be good if he could successfully return to work at the Northeast Aircraft Manufacturing Bureau.

On May 24, Wang Donglu, who was responsible for arranging the school laboratory, was called to the school's Academic Affairs Office. As soon as he entered the door, he saw several old colleagues. Happily exchanging a few words with old colleagues, he learned that the purpose of everyone coming was that the Northeast Aircraft Manufacturing Bureau wanted to rely on Wuhan Metallurgy College to build an aircraft engine production factory first.

A flash of inspiration struck Wang Donglu, and he probed, "Could it be that the aircraft main shaft problem has been solved?"

"The data calculation is finished. Now the Northeast is producing prototypes. The Southwest region needs aircraft. The higher-ups set up a factory in Wuhan first, and then prepare to move to the Southwest to open a laboratory."

Opening a laboratory and setting up a factory were too far away for Wang Donglu. Wang Donglu didn't understand for a moment, "What do you mean by 'calculation is finished'?"

The old colleagues explained, "According to the needs of the troops, we redesigned the current engine. Based on the changes in design, the numbers needed on the drawings have been calculated."

This matter was resolved by the relevant departments. It was eventually known to He Rui not because the General Staff wanted to ask He Rui to solve it, but because the Air Force ground maintenance itself affected combat efficiency.

From the Sino-Burmese border to the frontline city of Toungoo at this time, there were 1,000 kilometers. The flanks could no longer be said to be empty, but full of various spaces for attacks. Air reconnaissance and combat sortie rates were very important for this war. According to British official propaganda, Britain had mobilized more than 200 fighter planes to fight in British India. The General Staff analyzed British military intelligence and believed that the maximum number of fighter planes in British India might reach 500.

After Cheng Ruofan finished talking about the matter itself, he stated the response method, "New engines have begun research and development."

"Not research and development. Adjustment, adjustment." He Rui corrected, "There are many models of rifles, and engines are the same; the same type of aircraft is also the same. Mountain type, plateau type. No need to research and develop a new one."

Cheng Ruofan immediately straightened out his thoughts and tried to get confirmation from He Rui, "Chairman, is it parameter adjustment under the same design?"

He Rui nodded. "You can understand it that way, but the specific work will be much more troublesome."

"Understood, understood." Cheng Ruofan really understood this. The standard semi-automatic rifle of the National Defense Force had been finalized, but some adjustments would be made according to different combat environments. And a seemingly small adjustment required adjusting all related parts, and the content of adjustment was quite a lot. Presumably, the complex design of the engine would require more adjustments.

Although it would take a lot of research and development time, equipment models suitable for combat in various regions were indeed very necessary. The battlefield is not a playground; if you lose a game, you can start over. The dead cannot be brought back to life; this is a reality no one can change. Targeted improvements can improve combat efficiency not by much, but for a troop scale of hundreds of thousands, the number of lives that can be saved is already quite considerable.

After reporting this small change in the Air Force, the General Staff reported the current situation to He Rui. Since the war started in April, Britain's reaction truly surprised the General Staff. The British reaction was too slow. More than a month had passed, and Britain could only send more than 40,000 British Indian colonial troops to the Burmese front line. These colonial troops were naturally beaten badly.

The dignified British Empire had completely ruled India for more than 150 years. Having experienced the mountains of corpses and seas of blood in the European War, experienced battleship naval battles like Jutland, and experienced land battles with mountains of corpses and seas of blood like the Marne and Somme, and possessing huge advantages in maritime and land transportation in the Indian Ocean, the result was such sluggish action. Where could one see the slightest appearance of a world hegemon?

Of course, Cheng Ruofan did not underestimate the British. The current slow reaction of the British did not mean that Britain had no strength. Presumably, in the following months, the British army would begin to gather and launch a fierce offensive.

After the General Staff's report was completed, He Rui thought about the latest changes and analyzed for the General Staff, "Britain's current sluggishness is an inevitable reaction of Britain. Burma is a colony obtained by Britain through three Anglo-Burmese Wars. The first time was March 1824 - February 1826; the second time was April 1852 - December 1852, Britain obtained six areas: Assam (now part of India), Manipur (now part of India), Cachar (now part of India), Arakan, Tenasserim, and Lower Burma. The third time, it captured Upper Burma, completely annexing Burma. From the terrain point of view, there are mountain ranges separating Burma and the Indian colony, which is not suitable for the British Army and the British Indian Colonial Army to fight. What does this mean?"

Cheng Ruofan answered immediately, "It means that Burma is not as important to Britain as India."

Seeing that Cheng Ruofan had understood this point, He Rui continued to analyze, "We are not going to compete with the British for colonies. Spending so much money and sending so many troops, even if we conquer it, what in the end? We still have to face the Burmese people. The gain is not worth the loss; really not worth the loss. What is our purpose?"

Cheng Ruofan saw that the comrades of the General Staff dared not answer He Rui's question decisively, so he answered himself, "Our purpose is to let the British know that we have the ability to make them lose money in the colony of British India."

Since Cheng Ruofan was very clear about this core, He Rui was relieved. Cheng Ruofan's only shortcoming was that when his relevant knowledge structure was incomplete, he would start thinking wildly when encountering problems in that field.

Like Xu Chengfeng and Hu Xiushan, they could do it even if they were unclear, steadfastly working in the pointed direction. As for Zhong Yifu and Zheng Silang, they were tactical talents and did not care much about strategy. What they thought about was how to complete the task best.

But a guy like Cheng Ruofan also had his advantages. Once Cheng Ruofan's knowledge structure was complete, he could take charge of a field alone. So He Rui didn't say much more. Next, he had to meet with intellectuals from universities in the Beiping and Tianjin area. After all, the capital was moving, and he had to have a good chat with everyone.

When He Rui left the General Staff, Cheng Ruofan followed He Rui and asked, "Chairman, I have another question. Will it really work?"

He Rui was somewhat disappointed at that moment. But inability to understand this matter was really not due to Cheng Ruofan's insufficient level, but because everyone lacked experience. He Rui replied, "I asked you to send a telegram to Germany requesting help from the German side. Did you do it?"

"Done. The materials are on the way." Cheng Ruofan sighed.

"The German methods of dealing with Indian prisoners of war worked. Think about it; at that time, Indian troops were fighting in Europe, troops were on French soil, and there was no way to escape home even if they wanted to. Germany's methods were still effective. Why can't we do it? You, wait patiently for the materials. You will definitely have a feeling after reading them."

After speaking, He Rui had reached the door. Looking at Cheng Ruofan's somewhat unwilling appearance, He Rui wanted to let Cheng Ruofan realize it himself, but he still couldn't bear it, so he patted Cheng Ruofan. "Ruofan, I suggest you make some adjustments to your mentality of 'judging others by yourself.' The vast majority of Indians are really different from you. You can disregard your personal life and death for China's independence. It is China's fortune to have people like you. But the vast majority of Indians really don't think so. As for the British Indian Army, they certainly won't think so. The British Indian Army gets a better life by suppressing Indians for Britain. The Indian people don't even know why they are suffering."

Hearing this, Cheng Ruofan showed considerable unhappiness in his expression. Seeing this look, He Rui added, "You can't expect too much from those people. Ruofan, I think you require those people to have ideals and aspirations, and the reason for doing things is out of strong personal will. And analyze and understand their own will, and constantly learn and improve during the execution process. This is you exceeding the norm of the normal world."

After speaking, He Rui sighed, "I'll just say this much. I think you understood, but you may not accept it at this stage. Of course, I hope you will always be healthy and upward like this, and never drift with the tide. In the future, when we have time, we can talk again as friends."

After speaking, He Rui walked towards the car parked at the door. At the car door, He Rui turned his head and saw Cheng Ruofan saluting him with a straight military salute. He Rui waved his hand and got into the car.

The car went straight to Peking University. Along the way, He Rui's thoughts couldn't help but fall on Cheng Ruofan. Idealists are so distressing. These guys indeed make people worry that they might cause some trouble or do bad things with good intentions. But it is precisely because of the existence of such guys that this world makes people feel hope. If there really is a flame of justice in this world, it must be this group of idealists who burn themselves to maintain the flame.

Thinking and thinking, the car arrived at the destination. As soon as He Rui got out of the car, Zhao Tianlin came out to welcome him with Cai Yuanpei, Chen, Li, and Huang Yanpei. Cai Yuanpei laughed, "Brother Junda said Brother He would definitely arrive on time. I didn't expect it to be true. Brother He is so punctual; it is admirable."

He Rui stepped forward to shake hands with Cai Yuanpei and others, laughing at the same time, "I made you gentlemen wait for a long time. Mr. Heqing, I wonder which auditorium the others are in."

Cai Yuanpei led He Rui forward, asking as they walked, "Brother He, why not take a courtesy name? Being addressed like this all the time is a bit too modern."

He Rui didn't answer this question but sighed, "Mr. Heqing, I heard Brother Zhao say that scholars in Beiping and Tianjin recently proposed smashing the Confucius Shop. Hearing this, presumably, Mr. Heqing is the leader."

Cai Yuanpei was slightly surprised. "Oh? I didn't expect such a small matter to alarm Brother He. I wonder what Brother He's evaluation of this is."

He Rui laughed, "I happen to want to talk to the scholars about this matter. Let's talk after meeting everyone."

Chatting while walking, they soon arrived at the auditorium. Many people were already sitting inside. Seeing He Rui come in, they stood up one after another. From the greetings, He Rui felt that the attitude of these old scholars towards him had indeed changed a lot. Just Cai Yuanpei calling him 'Brother He' was enough to prove the acceptance of him by the scholar circle.

And the way everyone greeted each other at this time was even more so. At this time, there were obviously fewer people calling him 'Chairman He,' and more calling him 'Mr. He.' However, compared with everyone calling Zhao Tianlin 'Brother Junda,' Zhao Tianlin was still more recognized by scholars.

But this couldn't be helped. After all, Zhao Tianlin had long been a member of the Beiping and Tianjin scholars, an insider, one of their own. Although He Rui was also regarded as a scholar, it was Zhao Tianlin who introduced He Rui into this circle. The time was still short.

After everyone finished greeting, He Rui walked onto the podium. "Gentlemen, recently I heard the Beiping and Tianjin academic circles propose the idea of smashing the Confucius Shop. This reminds me of a person, Martyr Tao Chengzhang. Back when Martyr Tao Chengzhang propagated revolution everywhere, he had a very good evaluation of Confucianism. If Old Master Confucius came alive now, he would definitely hit the heads of these so-called disciples and grand-disciples with his cane, thinking they are scum from nowhere. Is the Confucius Shop Confucius's set, or created by later generations? I think this matter needs to be distinguished clearly. If this set is Confucius's, smashing the Confucius Shop is only right. If this was not Confucius's in the first place, smashing Confucius's signboard is useless. Because Confucius is not the rightful owner."

The people off stage were all learned people. Hearing this, although some held opposing views, they did not speak rashly but waited for He Rui to continue.

He Rui didn't want to explain at this time either, so naturally he continued, "Personally, reading the Four Books and Five Classics, reading the Hundred Schools of Thought, especially Xunzi's works, I only feel admiration for the predecessors thousands of years ago. It was they who pushed Chinese culture to a peak. Under their thoughts, a unified China and Chinese culture were born. Are they the Confucius Shop? Not so. What exactly is the Confucius Shop? In my opinion, the Confucius Shop is a social organizational form centered on the small peasant economy. In order to make this social form operate more effectively, systems and various concepts were generated. These are the main body of the Confucius Shop. As for Confucius, he never saw the establishment of such a society. I personally do not recommend using such an inaccurate term as Confucius Shop."

Hearing this, Cai Yuanpei finally spoke, "Confucius Shop is a term that can be understood upon hearing. Does Brother He not think so?"

"If names are not correct, language is not in accordance with the truth of things. If everyone has read *Xunzi*, you know that Xunzi believed that the use of words must be extremely cautious. The term Confucius Shop is too misleading in itself and fails to point out the essence. It is better not to use it." He Rui refuted without hesitation.
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Cai Yuanpei and others participating in this academic exchange meeting actually appreciated He Rui's expressed attitude in their hearts. The more one had truly read the Four Books and Five Classics and truly studied them, the more one could understand what He Rui was saying. Those who truly understood traditional Chinese culture were actually somewhat disapproving of 'Smashing the Confucius Shop.'

The slogan "Down with the Confucius Shop, Save Master Confucius" was first proposed during the May Fourth Movement, but the term "Confucius Shop" originated from Hu Shi in the New Culture Movement.

Hu Shi proposing "Smashing the Confucius Shop" also had its realistic background. At that time, Kang Youwei, the "Sage Kang," persevered in proposing "Respecting Confucius" to the Beiyang government many times. If it were just respect, it would be fine, but Kang Youwei believed that Confucianism should be designated as the "State Religion," and even proposed including it in the constitution.

Like any feudal imperial era in the past, when Yuan Shikai changed the era name to Hongxian and when Zhang Xun restored the monarchy, out of the purpose of maintaining their own rule and also to maintain social stability, they both elevated Confucius to the position of supreme sage.

In the New Culture Movement, thinkers brought out "Mr. Democracy" representing democracy and "Mr. Science" representing science, which were in conflict and opposition with Confucius, the grandmaster and spokesperson of the "Confucianism used by traitors of the people in past dynasties." If Confucius was not pulled down from his horse, Mr. Democracy and Mr. Science would have no seats. Under the situation of serious opposition in ideological trends at that time, it was difficult for the two sides to coexist.

The pioneers of the New Culture Movement represented by Hu Shi still possessed a lot of scientific and rational spirit. They only opposed the other party using the signboard of Confucius. "It is not attacking Confucius himself, but attacking the authority of the idol of Confucius sculpted by monarchs of past dynasties; it is not attacking Confucius, but attacking the soul of despotic politics."

By the time of the May Fourth Movement, the slogan had become "Down with the Confucius Shop, Save Master Confucius." Radicals also consciously lifted the first half of the sentence and ignored the second half. At the fierce moment of fighting for public discourse power, they often could not take into account and found it difficult to explain the purpose of "Saving Master Confucius." The common people needed some black-and-white popular theories. Mentioning "Smash the Confucius Shop" alone was simple, clear, and distinct. Why waste breath? One immediately knew who was with whom.

However, seeing He Rui actually cite Xunzi's words, some scholars didn't quite understand. Zhou Shuren stood up and asked, "Mr. He, I wonder where you think the difference lies between Xunzi and Confucius/Mencius?"

Many scholars thought He Rui would start from the perspective of knowledge and analyze the differences between these people. More scholars actually hadn't read Xunzi's books carefully. They wanted to hear how He Rui introduced Xunzi, a scholar who was not famous in 1925.

Under everyone's expectation, He Rui said readily, "I support Xunzi because Xunzi himself was a materialist. In his era, the understanding of natural science was not profound, but all of Xunzi's thoughts were built on the perspective of materialism. The characteristic of materialism is that matter is primary and consciousness is secondary. As long as matter is primary, then the existence of the biological species of humans came first, and then there was thinking based on humans. Confucius and Mencius did not touch upon this aspect at all. They put forward many of their own explanations for the cognition of human thought. But these explanations themselves had no foundation in materialism. Even if Confucius and Mencius themselves might not be idealists, their doctrines, and the later generations who inherited their doctrines, turned these into idealism."

After speaking, He Rui wrote the four big characters 'Haoran Zhengqi' [Noble Spirit] on the blackboard, then turned around and asked, "Do you gentlemen think there is Haoran Zhengqi in the world?"

Many scholars frowned. Zhou Shuren felt that since he raised the question, he replied, "I think there is Haoran Zhengqi."

He Rui expressed agreement readily. "I also think there is Haoran Zhengqi. But did this Haoran Zhengqi appear before humans or after humans?"

For ordinary people who haven't studied this issue, this question is meaningless, or even baffling. But for scholars who considered themselves to have studied Chinese culture at this time, it was a very, very serious question. How Confucius and Mencius viewed this issue is actually not recorded much in later generations. But for that group of learners in later generations, a considerable number of people really believed that Haoran Zhengqi already existed between heaven and earth, and the sages of China felt Haoran Zhengqi and understood Haoran Zhengqi.

If, as He Rui said, Haoran Zhengqi appeared after humans, this was undoubtedly a huge opposition to scholars who identified with the idea that the world was full of Haoran Zhengqi.

Immediately, scholars stood up to oppose and put forward their own views. He Rui was not in a hurry to refute but listened attentively. At the same time, he was also judging his identity and status in this 'seminar.'

In China, a relatively clear class of 'intellectuals' appeared more than two thousand years ago. This class did not truly identify with power and status, nor did it care particularly about background. Therefore, people like Yuan Shikai and Duan Qirui, including officials of the former Qing Dynasty, were not regarded as insiders by the current 'intellectuals.'

Judging from the current discussion process, He Rui was obviously treated as one of their own by this group of 'intellectuals.' However, He Rui was not the only one in the current Republic government regarded as an insider by the intellectual circle.

Zhao Tianlin, Lu Daoming, Wu Youping, Zhuang Jiaxiong—these people were also regarded as insiders by intellectuals. Or rather, the vast majority of ministers in the current Republic government were regarded as insiders by intellectuals. The reason was simple: this group of people were people with real academic qualifications and understanding. They had the same background and various mentorship relationships as this group of intellectuals.

It must be said that in another space-time, this same group of intellectuals also regarded Chairman Mao as one of their own. That was why various intellectuals recited poetry and composed lyrics with Chairman Mao.

Now that He Rui could be accepted by this group of people, it could save He Rui a lot of effort. He Rui might not necessarily like this group of intellectuals, just as this group of intellectuals might not necessarily like He Rui. But if they could communicate effectively, a lot of unnecessary opposition could be reduced.

After the opponents expressed their opinions, He Rui began to answer, or rather, began to issue 'violent theories.'

These violent theories were not made up by He Rui, but He Rui moved the earth evolution theory from another space-time over. And also wrote it into a book.

He Rui started from the formation of the earth, especially the development history of how the earth became a 'carbon-based life' planet.

Listening to He Rui talk with fervor and assurance, many scholars were shocked. But He Rui himself didn't show off deliberately, but tried to build a 'knowledge structure.' This knowledge structure started from 'carbon-based life,' letting the scholars off stage understand that the human body was not created by some inexplicable mysterious power, but a transient appearance in billions of years of evolution.

After constructing this knowledge structure, all arguments about 'human nature' naturally collapsed of themselves. As for Haoran Zhengqi, it became even more baffling.

After He Rui finished speaking, Cai Yuanpei was not particularly shocked. He stood up among a group of scholars who were quite pained by listening to the lecture. "Brother He, are you preaching 'evolutionism'?"

"It is correct to say so, and also incorrect. Because what I want to say is that the word evolution [progression] may not be accurate. Because evolution seems very purposeful. The word evolution [change/unfolding] is more accurate. Life evolves into various forms in various environments. The appearance of humans is just one result of various evolutions. The reason why I mention this is that this content is what Civilization Party members and government personnel must learn. The purpose of learning this is to let Civilization Party members and government officials learn to build a train of thought, that is materialism."

This kind of purely academic discussion content was also somewhat incomprehensible to Cai Yuanpei because the knowledge He Rui spoke of had no reality. Even knowing the earth's history of billions of years in the past, people today still have to live in the present.

Just when Cai Yuanpei was confused, He Rui continued, "Materialism is the basic starting point for the Civilization Party and the current government to formulate policies. Gentlemen wanting to smash the Confucius Shop is undoubtedly an ideological movement. For the government and the Civilization Party, this is something that must be faced. Therefore, I came to communicate with you gentlemen. Personally, I can understand everyone's desire for China to become strong and progress. However, any action at the social level will have consequences, and ultimately it is the current Chinese society and Chinese people who bear the consequences. This is the area where the government must take action. Formulating order and managing society are the bounden duties of the government."

Only then did Cai Yuanpei feel he understood why He Rui came to say so much; it turned out he was shouting to these scholars. Of course, Cai Yuanpei did not dislike He Rui valuing scholars so much. Cai Yuanpei could also see that other scholars did not dislike being valued so much.

However, a scholar still asked with a smile, "Mr. He, doing this, aren't you trying to suppress speech?"

Although the words seemed heavy, the scholar's tone was actually very relaxed. After all, everyone had seen the world and knew what true suppression of speech was. Saying this was just an insider cracking a relaxed joke.

He Rui laughed along with the others. When the atmosphere became more relaxed, He Rui explained, "If it is a debate between scholars, such as the evolution of the earth today, it is a scientific issue. It does not affect Chinese society or people's lives. However, smashing the Confucius Shop, in the view of the Civilization Party, is a very serious political issue. As I said before, in the cognition of the Civilization Party, the so-called Confucius Shop is a social system based on the small peasant economy. Since it involves social system issues, of course, we have to express our attitude. And gentlemen know very well that in the economic thinking of the new government, the goal at this stage is to restore the lives of people in grassroots rural areas from a state of bankruptcy to a normal small peasant economy as soon as possible. There is a lot of content to discuss in this."

Most scholars were willing to accept He Rui's view at this time. The later three feudal dynasties of Yuan, Ming, and Qing also honored Confucius in name, but what they actually used was dogmatic Cheng-Zhu Neo-Confucianism, that is, the thoughts of Zisi and Mencius. In modern times, for conservatives, such as Yuan Shikai and the Beiyang warlords who wanted restoration, and Chiang Kai-shek who wanted dictatorship, they certainly strongly promoted the Confucian thoughts of Confucius that had been castrated by Confucian scholars who always wanted to maintain feudal rule and vested interests and wore the same pair of pants as feudal emperors. Because this castrated Confucian thought emphasized the divine right of kings, the Three Bonds and Five Constant Virtues, etc., which was extremely beneficial to maintaining feudal rule and dictatorial rule.

However, as the Qing government, which closed the country to international intercourse, became increasingly corrupt, and as modern China fell increasingly seriously behind the West. Gradually, more and more Chinese began to open their eyes to see the world. Since then, "Western learning spreading to the East" began, and more and more people of insight began to oppose Confucianism and Confucians. It needs to be explained that this anti-Confucianism was essentially against "Cheng-Zhu Neo-Confucianism" and "Three Bonds and Five Constant Virtues," and had little to do with Confucius actually. In other words, as the number one representative and founder of Confucianism, Confucius was innocent but got hit; he was accidentally injured.

Since modern times, the earliest to raise objections to Confucian thought were the Reformists and Revolutionaries. The leaders of the Reform Movement—Kang Youwei, Liang Qichao, etc.—believed that Confucius's thoughts still had certain reference points and could be retained. However, for radical revolutionary leaders, they believed that Confucius's thoughts represented the thoughts of the feudal era and must be cleared away, completely unretainalbe, that is, Confucius must be pulled down from the altar. Of course, those holding similar views included people of insight in the New Culture Movement.

For example, the representatives of advanced intellectuals in the New Culture Movement—Chen Duxiu, Li Dazhao, etc.—criticized Confucius's thoughts as the biggest cancer of the feudal era, seriously shackling the thoughts of the Chinese people; making the people unable to see or feel the importance of the democratic revolution. Therefore, in this movement, under the slogans of "Democracy" and "Science," led by Chen Duxiu, Li Dazhao, Lu Xun, etc., a large number of patriotic intellectual youths advocated awakening the Chinese people ideologically. Subsequently, they shouted "Down with the trend of respecting Confucius and restoring the ancient, fight against feudal decadent thoughts!"

Since He Rui was not messing around, everyone was also willing to communicate with the current ruling party, the 'Civilization Party.' After all, this group of scholars still had quite the tradition of old literati and did not like 'parties.' Because in the Confucian tradition, forming a party meant seeking personal gain and attacking each other. Not only in the rule of the old dynasties, 'forming a party' politically was a capital crime. In the eyes of traditional literati, parties were already unjust.

But He Rui didn't care about these. He came this time to propagate the concepts and policies of the Civilization Party to these people because the propaganda front would never be a vacuum; it was really 'either the East wind prevails over the West wind, or the West wind prevails over the East wind.' Moreover, propaganda is an offensive tool, and one must instill one's own concepts into the people. In this regard, He Rui was very pained by some experiences and lessons of New China.

After a discussion, the intellectuals did not really accept He Rui's views. But at least everyone understood the propositions of He Rui and the Civilization Party, and both sides enhanced understanding, at least increasing the intellectuals' understanding of the Civilization Party's views.

In the end, most intellectuals did not agree with the Civilization Party's views. But the two sides still reached a general consensus.

The current 'Way of Confucius and Mencius' had been usurped by 'Cheng-Zhu Neo-Confucianism.' If Confucius knew in the netherworld, he would definitely say: "I have long passed away. What does the rule of feudal emperors in the more than 2,000 years after me have to do with me? Even if I want to intervene, as a dead body, I am powerless!" After all, Old Master Confucius did not propose and repeatedly emphasize the Three Bonds and Five Constant Virtues. Old Master Confucius also stressed the 'Six Arts' and understood armed self-protection, nor did he require feudal rulers to value civil over martial, close the country to international intercourse, etc. In other words, many Confucian scholars and feudal rulers, on the premise of castrating Confucius's Confucian thoughts, were actually using Confucius, that is, under the banner of Confucius, blatantly blindly sticking to old ways, halting progress, and then maintaining feudal rule! And all of this actually had little to do with Confucius. After all, Old Master Confucius passed away more than 2,000 years ago!

Finally, He Rui even quickly flowed through a 'bureaucratic article' in his mind.

...Attributing the errors of feudal rule and all the responsibilities for modern China's backwardness to Old Master Confucius is truly inappropriate and extremely irrational! Everyone should also see that Confucius and his Confucian thoughts have had an extremely profound impact on China. There are many positive and enterprising things in his thoughts, it's just that these contents were castrated by some Confucian scholars with ulterior motives and feudal emperors. In fact, we don't need to doubt at all that Confucius, as a person, although having some limitations of his own, does not affect his greatness. That is to say, Confucius has always been one of the few sages who have had a huge impact on China and even the world.

Of course, if we must blame Confucius, we can only blame his disciples and grand-disciples for misinterpreting and castrating his Confucian thoughts. For example, the dogmatic "Cheng-Zhu Neo-Confucianism" essentially originated from the Confucianism created by Confucius, but it was most likely not Confucius's original intention; the "Three Bonds and Five Constant Virtues" that modern people of insight particularly resented were summarized and proposed by Dong Zhongshu, and the source can also be traced back to Confucius's Confucian thoughts; however, this cannot be completely said to be Confucius's doing. Overall, Confucius does have some joint liability. But no matter what, the main responsibility does not lie with Confucius, but with those disciples and grand-disciples of Confucius (Confucian scholars) who were bent on maintaining feudal rule and misinterpreted and castrated Confucius's Confucian thoughts, as well as the feudal emperors who used Confucius...

Of course, He Rui was not satisfied with such content either. The insight of intellectuals in society now was just like this. But being able to have such a consensus was already considered very good.

To what extent the propaganda of the Civilization Party could be popularized in the future had nothing to do with this group of intellectuals.

He Rui originally thought this meeting would end in such an atmosphere. However, Chen Duxiu stood up and raised a question, "Mr. He, since you proposed the social development stages from small peasant economy to small commodity economy, and then to socialized mass production. I wonder why we must experience the process of small peasant economy? Why can't we rebuild the current China directly according to the model of socialized mass production?"

He Rui liked such a question very much, so he explained, "Because the current level of productivity is insufficient. And the efficiency of the people in mastering new productivity is insufficient. Politics is not simply issuing orders, but building order and running order. No matter how good the idea is, if problems are bound to occur during the execution process, then it will definitely lead to social tragedy."
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Intellectuals like Zhao Tianlin who could fully understand He Rui's thoughts were a minority among the attendees. Because he knew his own journey very well, Zhao Tianlin didn't have high expectations for changing intellectuals. It wasn't because of the intellectuals' intelligence, but because the gap in knowledge structure between the two sides was too large.

Therefore, Zhao Tianlin watched with interest as Chen Duxiu asked He Rui questions. If an intellectual like Chen Duxiu could understand He Rui's answer, it meant that old intellectuals could also enter the new era while getting rid of the influence of the 'Confucius Shop.'

Chen Duxiu didn't know what Zhao Tianlin, the minister in charge of science, education, culture, and health, was thinking. He Rui's answer made Chen Duxiu feel inexplicably familiar. If it weren't for He Rui's excessive achievements, Chen Duxiu would even feel that He Rui's answer had quite the flavor of a Manchu Qing dignitary.

Unlike the Manchu Qing dignitaries, He Rui was an intellectual, an insider of the intellectuals' circle. Chen Duxiu pondered for a moment and asked readily, "Mr. He, does the government believe that China can quickly move from the small peasant era to the era of socialized mass production?"

"Let's break down this question." He Rui never avoided serious academic questions. Facing Chen Duxiu's question, He Rui answered frankly, "China has practiced small peasant economy for two thousand years, so it can naturally realize a small peasant economy. What needs to be determined now is whether China has the ability to realize socialized mass production. The prerequisite for realizing socialized mass production is whether Chinese society has the need. In the judgment of our Civilization Party, the Chinese people need a better material life, which stems from biological instinct. China has an internal demand in this regard. As for whether China can industrialize and realize socialized mass production... In a civilized country like China, due to the very high degree of civilization, the people master advanced production methods very quickly. There is endogenous demand, learning ability, and very strong learning ability. The conclusion our Civilization Party reached is that China can complete socialized mass production."

Chen Duxiu thought highly of himself. Hearing He Rui answer frankly, he immediately asked, "Mr. He, how to do it specifically?"

How to make China realize industrialization was not only Chen Duxiu's concern. Chinese intellectuals, whether respecting Confucianism or opposing Confucianism, all hoped that China would become a powerful industrial country. After Chen Duxiu finished asking, there was a burst of sighs and the sound of moving chairs in the crowd, and then it became quiet.

Before He Rui could speak, Li Dazhao asked a question, "Mr. He, I thought you raised a different view on smashing the Confucius Shop just now to clarify the source. At this moment, I have a feeling: could it be that Mr. He preaches materialism and uses 'Haoran Zhengqi' as an example because you think there is no need to discuss respecting or opposing Confucianism at all?"

Hearing this, Zhao Tianlin couldn't help nodding slightly. Li Dazhao's view was the view of a truly understanding person. Zhao Tianlin chose to become He Rui's comrade back then. The biggest gain in these years was that unswervingly building an industrialized China was the only program. Defeating Japan had nothing to do with what the Northeast Government said; the only thing relevant was what it did.

Propaganda itself was part of the work in the industrialized China policy. As long as it was not propaganda, saying anything was meaningless.

Obviously, Li Dazhao had touched this level. The Civilization Party had no views on Confucianism. If they had to say something, it was just one sentence: 'Whoever blocks China's industrial construction is finished.' A colder description would be two words: 'No discussion'!

He Rui appreciated Li Dazhao's sharpness, but there was no need to answer at this time, so he said, "Mr. Shouchang is right."

Then He Rui continued to answer Chen Duxiu's question, "How to industrialize? The government's current policy is divided into two parts. The first part is state investment in transportation, education, national defense, and industries meeting these construction needs, bringing into play the advantages of the people of China, a highly civilized country, and allowing the people to master higher productivity levels. The second part is to guide the small peasant economy into a small commodity economy so that the products produced by the people can be sold faster. Prompting the Chinese people to use more advanced productivity to obtain benefits. If the people just farm at home, that is a small peasant economy. If the people start mills, logistics transportation, and commerce at home, this begins to enter the stage of small commodity economy. If farmers leave home and enter cities to work, China's socialized mass production capacity begins to develop rapidly with the inflow of manpower and materials. Finally, when everyone's production is for exchange, and the income obtained through exchange is exchanged again to purchase required means of production and means of subsistence, production is socialized."

In Chen Duxiu's view, He Rui and the Manchu Qing dignitaries did the same thing; they both proposed their own concepts. But He Rui's concept was obviously much smarter than the Manchu Qing dignitaries. If it were Manchu Qing dignitaries, the core content back and forth would be just one: 'Guard the Great Qing's country, protect the ancestors' foundation.' He Rui's concept had nothing to do with He Rui himself. He Rui's concept was only one: 'How to build an industrialized China, how to establish a China with socialized mass production.'

Although He Rui's previous actions had proved that He Rui had always been doing this, after personally talking with He Rui, Chen Duxiu confirmed that the policy concepts of He Rui and the Civilization Party were consistent throughout. There was no change because of seizing power over the entire China.

So Chen Duxiu asked, "Mr. He, how much time do you think this will take?"

"None of us are fortune tellers who can predict with certainty. regarding the future, we have a clear direction and a clear purpose. So I suggest you gentlemen might as well read the government work report when you have time. Now the government is implementing the Five-Year Plan. For each year in the Five-Year Plan, an annual plan will also be proposed, and there will be a work summary at the end of each year. At the end of each Five-Year Plan, there will also be a summary report, and the content of the next Five-Year Plan will be announced."

Hearing these, the intellectuals finally had a real interest in the Five-Year Plan. Seeing that the time was about right, He Rui prepared to leave. There was another very important meeting today, which was listening to the Ministry of Industry report on the 'Bicycle Production Plan.' This plan was very important. If the Ministry of Industry could really fully understand it, the model of China's large enterprises in the future could be determined.

Huang Yanpei, who was invited to preside over this meeting, asked, "Mr. He, moving the capital has a considerable impact on the academic circle. I would like to discuss this matter with Mr. He again."

"Just discuss it with Minister Zhao; I've been relatively busy recently," He Rui replied.

Huang Yanpei also knew that He Rui was indeed very busy. Previously, the Northeast Government went to war with Japan, shaking the whole country. Although folk sentiment was high and everyone expressed support for the Northeast Government, privately everyone was worried, thinking Japan had a high chance of winning.

This time, the war between China and Britain did not arouse such intense folk sentiment. But in Huang Yanpei's view, the people's hearts were not as tolerant as when the Northeast Government fought Japan. At that time, as long as the Northeast Government was not defeated, the people felt it was completely acceptable. But fighting Britain this time, the people wouldn't consider that Britain was the world's number one power, so China's chance of winning wasn't big.

No... precisely because Britain was the world's number one power, this time they must win!

Huang Yanpei had a high evaluation of the new government. Thinking of this war, he felt that the new government must be exhausting its wisdom to face this war. So seeing He Rui not mentioning the war at all in this meeting, as if there was no such war at all, he couldn't help admiring He Rui's bearing in his heart.

Just as Huang Yanpei was about to announce that He Rui would leave first, an old gentleman stood up. Among the crowd, this old gentleman was the only one wearing a queue. He said in quite fluent French, "Mr. He, I have a question. I wonder why you enacted the Queue Tax and Foot-binding Tax. Is doing so too narrow-minded?"

He Rui knew this person; he was the Republic's genius Gu Hongming. Gu Hongming was from Nanyang, born in Penang, Malaysia. His father was a genuine Chinese, but his mother was a Westerner. Under such an educational environment and the influence of his parents, he learned multiple languages very early, including English, Chinese, Malay, and Portuguese.

His talent was also appreciated by his father's boss at that time, who began teaching him to read Western classic masterpieces written by Shakespeare, Bacon, and others from a young age.

Later in his youth, recommended by the boss, he was sent to study in Germany, and returned to Britain to be admitted to the University of Edinburgh to study literature. Later he went to Germany to study philosophy and literature, obtaining a total of 13 doctoral degrees, mastering 9 languages, and began translating the Analects, the Doctrine of the Mean, and the Great Learning very early.

During this period, he constantly published articles in foreign newspapers and periodicals, promoting Chinese national studies and mocking Western culture. In such a short time, obtaining so many doctoral degrees and having the daring to occupy a place for Chinese literature in Western newspapers.

Gu Hongming was full of confidence in traditional Chinese culture. It was precisely because of him that Westerners had a brand-new understanding of Chinese culture. It could be said that he was the ambassador of Chinese culture at that time. However, he particularly liked those feudal dross such as the bad habit of women binding their feet, and even specially married a Chinese girl with bound feet as his wife for this reason.

Hearing Gu Hongming ask in French, He Rui also replied in French, "Mr. Gu, since you have noticed the Queue Tax and Foot-binding Tax, you should know that these two taxes have sunset clauses. Starting from 1924 and ending in 1944. These two taxes will be abolished. And at this stage, these two taxes haven't really collected much money."

"Precisely because of this, I think the magnanimity of the new government is not big enough." Gu Hongming continued to reply in French.

He Rui was not unhappy; he just continued to answer in French, "This matter involves China's industrialization; I will not discuss it."

Among the intellectuals present, only a very small part could understand what He Rui and Gu Hongming were saying. Although others didn't understand, they also recognized He Rui's learning a bit more in their hearts.

Gu Hongming actually appreciated He Rui's 'no discussion' attitude towards Confucianism. Since the Queue Tax and Foot-binding Tax were pure national laws and laws with sunset clauses, Gu Hongming didn't say much more about it.

Having probed He Rui's foreign language ability, Gu Hongming continued to ask in Chinese, "Mr. He, this time China went to war with Britain without discussion in the parliament or other means. With a single order from the government, the army entered Burma. National military affairs are treated as child's play; I wonder if Mr. He can explain a thing or two."

He Rui smiled slightly. "The government has already issued an announcement. The National Defense Force was requested by the people of the friendly state Burma to go to Burma to wipe out a group of armed bandits claiming to be the British Empire. To wipe out mere bandits, why need approval from the parliament?"

Among the intellectuals, someone was indeed amused by these words. He Rui was right; the Republic government did announce this publicly. In a sense, it despised the British Empire to the extreme. But the number of intellectuals who could laugh was not large. More people looked quite serious. What Gu Hongming said was indeed everyone's feeling: launching an army in anger, even if winning, was the act of a tyrant. Although He Rui was considered a member of the circle by intellectuals, it didn't mean that intellectuals approved of such a style.

He Rui also knew some people would see it this way, so he explained, "This war is not to decide the winner with Britain. Its purpose is very simple: by striking Britain, make Britain sign the Sino-British Joint Declaration on Establishing Diplomatic Relations with China, thereby sweeping away diplomatic obstacles and enabling China to restore normal trade with countries around the world."

"Now the general who wins a battle makes many calculations in his temple ere the battle is fought. The general who loses a battle makes but few calculations beforehand. Thus do many calculations lead to victory, and few calculations to defeat: how much more no calculation at all! It is by attention to this point that I can foresee who is likely to win or lose. I wonder what the odds of victory are in Mr. He's temple calculations?" Gu Hongming asked.

He Rui knew Gu Hongming read extensively, but this guy could recite the Strategic Assessment chapter in *Sun Tzu's Art of War* without missing a word, which was rare among scholars. So He Rui asked, "Since Mr. Gu asked about temple calculations, I wonder if Mr. Gu will also ask about the impact of this war on China's domestic economy?"

Gu Hongming was slightly stunned; he really hadn't considered it carefully. But since He Rui said so, Gu Hongming said, "If Mr. He can also give pointers on the impact of this war on the domestic economy, I would be overjoyed."

"The several main data for judging the national economy: the country's total economic volume, industrial capacity, technological level, and employment data. The core is the country's investment in industry and industrial operation. Many people think this war is spending money like water; I admit it is true. But this war itself is also investing heavily in the Southwest region. The roads can be used not only now but will also become important channels for commodity circulation in the Southwest region in the future. The lives of local people can also be improved by getting paid for investing in work. The Southwest economy will be more closely connected with the economies of other regions, and the state can also increase its management level of the Southwest. From this perspective, although the war investment is large, it is not purely military investment. From a long-term perspective, the benefits are even far greater than the expenses."

Gu Hongming felt he somewhat understood but not fully. However, he had read many history books. Even in the Manchu Qing era, governing the Southwest was completed only after the state invested heavily and fought many wars. So Gu Hongming nodded, "I've learned something."

"The reason I raise this question is that this is also the reason for a new situation in China's economy in the next ten years. Industrial production cannot stop; it must run every year and every day. Except for major holidays when a large number of enterprises will orderly stop work, it must run at other times. Therefore, one of the methods to promote industrial development is continuous investment in industry. Economic development is the same. If China's economy continues to invest, a situation will arise where 100 yuan is earned, and 105 yuan needs to be invested in the second year. This will result in debt."

Hearing this, only a very small number of intellectuals felt something; the vast majority could no longer understand.

He Rui skipped this and talked about India. "The British Indian government makes a profit every year. They have to pay the profit to the British mainland. A large part of this money is obtained by British dignitaries for their enjoyment. The other part is to make up for the debts generated by continuous investment in the British mainland. Although you gentlemen may not understand economics, do you think this looks like a monster sucking human essence?"

Hearing 'monster sucking human essence,' scholars could build a model. And this model linked to the relationship between Britain and India gave a gloomy and evil feeling.

"Mr. Gu, you have been to Britain; you should feel that the British government is relatively concerned about national construction. Comparing the British mainland with the colonies, it is a world of difference. I wonder if what I said is the same as Mr. Gu's view?"

Hearing He Rui ask, Gu Hongming answered readily, "Indeed so."

He Rui and Gu Hongming asked and answered, and the content discussed was consistent with the feelings of intellectuals. So everyone was a little strange. Just then, He Rui continued, "Therefore, economically, if a country goes into debt because of investing funds to develop the economy, it is normal. If a country has a lot of surplus, it means the government treats the domestic country as a colony. Comparing like this, I wonder if everyone agrees?"

A group of intellectuals felt this made sense. Although it looked very clear, the reasoning inside was not something these people could figure out.

He Rui listed some numbers again. At the end of the 19th century, the annual net income of British India was 44 million pounds, of which 16 million pounds of tax was remitted back to Britain. According to the conversion standard determined by the *Boxer Protocol*, one tael equals 0.15 pounds. Britain's net income in India was equivalent to 293.33 million taels, of which 106.66 million taels were remitted to the British mainland.

And one must know that this 44 million pounds was not total income but net income. The fiscal surplus of British India in one and a half years was equivalent to one Boxer Indemnity.

In the 1837-38 fiscal year, the total fiscal revenue of British India was 20.86 million pounds, and the expenditure was only 17.55 million pounds. In other words, even before the Opium War, even calculated at the exchange rate where silver prices were higher at that time, the annual income of British India was equivalent to two to three times that of the Great Qing in the same period—and the population and economic scale of the Great Qing were undoubtedly larger than British India.

In comparison, when Muslims ruled Bengal in the late 18th century, they collected 800,000 pounds of land tax annually, while the British collected 2.68 million pounds annually in the thirty years after taking over.

These numbers were so clear that the intellectuals were confused. Someone asked, "Where does India have so much gold and silver to be plundered by Britain?"

He Rui was waiting for this question. If one couldn't figure out the relationship between 'Pound Sterling' and gold, one couldn't understand why He Rui was full of confidence in this war. And was incomparable confident in the inevitable result of Britain's compromise.

"Let's analyze what tax is!" He Rui prepared to continue.

However, at this time, someone ran in, "Chairman, time is up."
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Since the secretary came in to notify, it was time to depart. Even so, He Rui still wrote down four points. For intellectuals, writing something down as an ending fit their tone.

Seeing He Rui leave from the backstage after writing, everyone did not feel anything inappropriate about He Rui's action. Many people didn't even pay much attention to He Rui's departure. Their attention was all on those four points.

The first point read: The Republic government requires Britain to accept the Republic government's view. The Republic government does not recognize the benefits Britain seized through war, but the Republic government recognizes the benefits of normal foreign commercial investment.

The second point: Neither Britain nor China has defeated the opponent on the other's homeland. The outcome depends on the impact of this war on Britain's ability to control the British Indian colony. For China, there is no need to drive Britain out of British India. As long as British India no longer makes money for Britain, British India will become a heavy financial burden for Britain.

The third point: British India has always been an important source of cash for Britain and is the cornerstone of the British Empire. Without the profits of British India, Great Britain is still a European power, but the British Empire is nothing in the world. And it is the British Empire, not Great Britain, that determines the current Versailles order. If Britain wants to preserve the Versailles system, it must negotiate peace and establish diplomatic relations with China.

The fourth point: China needs to integrate into the world system, so China's war aim is to dock with the Versailles system with equal status, not to overthrow the Versailles system. Therefore, the war will not cause a huge shock; instead, it will quickly enter a brand-new peaceful stage because of the end of the war.

For intellectuals, these words themselves were not difficult to understand. Although the wording and phrasing were completely in vernacular Chinese, the general meaning could be understood from the text.

However, the content behind such a description made many people unable to truly understand. Everyone watched for a long time, but no one spoke to evaluate. The one who broke the silence was Huang Yanpei, the host of this meeting. "Brother Gu, I wonder what your brilliant opinion is?"

Gu Hongming had been staring at these points for a long time. Hearing Huang Yanpei's question, he answered readily, "What Brother He wrote is indeed a temple calculation. However, this temple calculation is so subtle and lofty that this old man cannot see through it completely and does not know how to evaluate it. I ask you gentlemen for guidance."

Hearing Gu Hongming frankly admit his lack of ability, none of the other intellectuals came out to speak. This was not because everyone wanted to save face for Gu Hongming, but because what Gu Hongming said was exactly what everyone felt at this time.

The venue fell into silence again. Gu Hongming stared at these few words for a while, his eyes becoming brighter and brighter. He spoke, "Gentlemen, may I say a word?"

Everyone looked over, and someone replied, "...Please speak, Brother Gu."

"Looking at this text, it is like seeing the *Longzhong Plan* of China today. If you gentlemen are unwilling to think too much, we will write an invitation letter to invite Brother He to gather when he is free and listen to him narrate in detail. However, this old man feels that if we can straighten out this temple calculation by ourselves, it would be the best. I wonder what you gentlemen think?"

Most people felt that what Gu Hongming said was exactly what they thought, but someone laughed, "If we haven't straightened it out yet, and Mr. He has already forced Britain to sign the Sino-British Joint Declaration on Establishing Diplomatic Relations with China, what should we do then?"

The person who said this originally intended to say something witty to ease the atmosphere of the venue. However, after speaking, not only did he fail to achieve the goal, but he was met with a burst of eye-rolling. This person shut his mouth immediately and just waited for others to speak.

As the host, Huang Yanpei's emotions were churning. He had no personal friendship with He Rui; he just appreciated the achievements of the new government. Whether unifying China or defeating Japan. For any Chinese government after the *Boxer Protocol*, these were achievements sufficient to secure its rule. Therefore, intellectuals might not agree with many policies of the new government, but no one really jumped out to oppose them.

If He Rui could really force Britain to establish diplomatic relations with China on an equal footing this time, his achievement would be no less than defeating Japan, or even above it. Huang Yanpei indeed expected the new government to do it, but a kind of unspeakable fear arose in him.

If victory was so easy to achieve in just ten years. Then how should the actions of intellectuals in the past ten years be evaluated? In the past ten years, intellectuals were not hostile to He Rui, but they definitely could not be said to be cooperative. Those hillbilly warlords of Beiping only knew how to fight for power and profit, which was fine. But how should intellectuals who claimed to be able to find the way to rejuvenate China be evaluated when they turned a blind eye to the principles of rejuvenating China?

Moreover, at present, He Rui had written down the strategic considerations for the war against Britain. If the situation really arose where He Rui won the war while the intellectuals still couldn't figure out the strategy...

Huang Yanpei had done a lot of things. Before 1908, Huang Yanpei had set up primary and secondary schools. In 1908, he co-founded Pudong Electric Company Limited with Tong Shiheng and others, which was the earliest power supply facility in Pudong. Later, he worked as a reporter for *Shen Bao* and founded two universities.

During this period, he also went abroad for inspection, greatly expanding his horizons. So seeing He Rui's strategy, Huang Yanpei intuitively felt that relying solely on their own understanding, it was entirely possible for intellectuals to still not figure out He Rui's strategy by the end of the war. That is to say, the Chinese intellectuals who had always thought they dared to be the first in the world had fallen behind the new government, and fallen behind by a lot.

At this time, there was a lot of discussion off stage, and more and more people agreed that the strategy of the new government should be understood first. Hearing this, Huang Yanpei said, "Gentlemen, in my opinion, Mr. He is not a person who hides secrets. What he said should be the government's strategy. I hope gentlemen will only discuss this matter among ourselves."

Someone off stage was already unhappy. Chen Duxiu said unhappily, "What kind of people does Mr. Huang think we are? Are we going to tell foreigners about this?"

However, more people did not respond. Because everyone felt that Huang Yanpei's reminder might not be unreasonable; Chinese intellectuals actually had connections with foreign countries. But just thinking about this kind of thing was enough. If it were said out loud, it would definitely offend people greatly and make one a target of public criticism in the circle.

Huang Yanpei knew this well, and this was all he could say at this time. However, what Huang Yanpei was thinking at this time was that perhaps he should accept Zhao Tianlin's invitation. Two months ago, Zhao Tianlin personally visited and invited Huang Yanpei to serve as the Minister of Education of the Republic. The reason was simple: Zhao Tianlin was in charge of science, education, culture, and health, and was too busy. At this time, the situation in the Republic was stable, so naturally, suitable people should be found to arrange these tasks for capable people. Huang Yanpei was the candidate Zhao Tianlin thought could take over as Minister of Education.

Huang Yanpei hesitated before because he was worried he wouldn't do well. As an intellectual, Huang Yanpei knew very well about the various messy things in the government. However, seeing He Rui's strategic ability today, Huang Yanpei began to feel that he should seriously consider Zhao Tianlin's invitation. If he was just a pure Minister of Education, Huang Yanpei thought he should be able to achieve some results.

At this time, the car was approaching the meeting place. Zhao Tianlin in the same car asked, "Is the Chairman really not worried that someone will tell the British about this?"

He Rui replied with a relaxed mood, "The British who can understand this strategy are also one-in-a-thousand talents in the British mainland. Their most likely reaction is to support my view. As for those who don't understand, if they don't know, they might act according to Britain's accumulated experience. Britain's accumulation of hundreds of years is indeed extraordinary. But if they know and then adjust against our strategy, trying to formulate a plan against our strategy. That would probably not be wishful thinking, but carrying firewood to put out a fire."

Zhao Tianlin couldn't help chuckling when he heard He Rui speak so interestingly, and simply admired He Rui's bearing. He Rui really thought so because after Chairman Mao wrote *On Protracted War*, it was sent to the Kuomintang side. Japan also quickly obtained *On Protracted War* through their channels within the Kuomintang. But what was the result? Japan still couldn't win.

The reason why it is said that only a correct strategy can lead to victory is that when formulating a strategy, one must uphold a materialist stance and take various situations into account. Therefore, after three days of discussion, the Military Commission and the high-level Party and government officials voted unanimously to go to war with Britain. Because everyone determined that Britain did not have other strategic possibilities.

The reason why Britain refused to relent and establish diplomatic relations with China on an equal footing now was simply that the British, having sat firmly in the position of world hegemon, became arrogant and couldn't lower their pride.

Arriving at the venue, he caught up just in time. Minister of Industry Zhuang Jiaxiong came to report personally, showing that the Ministry of Industry also attached great importance to this matter. Without pleasantries, Zhuang Jiaxiong went straight to the topic, "Bicycle enterprises have completed the layout. Now 12 node areas with convenient logistics have been determined to set up production factories..."

He Rui's requirement for leading enterprises in various industries to organize production models was not unconventional. From the perspective of the 21st century, it was even a very traditional practice.

The core of leading enterprises includes R&D centers, logistics deployment centers, and market analysis departments. At this stage, there is one R&D center nationwide. The logistics deployment center arranges logistics based on analysis data obtained by the market analysis center.

Logically speaking, these are very simple logical relationships. If a region has a population of 30 million, there are 6 million families. The upper limit of the bicycle market capacity in this region is probably about 30 million vehicles.

The work of the market analysis department is various statistics: how many sold each year, how much is the current private stock, and the approximate number of bicycles sold in each year. Although these analyses cannot be precise to the point of no error, the approximate numbers will not be wrong. It won't lead to the stupid idea that the region will have unlimited demand for bicycles.

Zhuang Jiaxiong had completely understood this. "In the first stage, branch factories in various provinces have established market analysis departments first, obtained market data from various provinces, and formulated relevant production plans. Based on the production plans, various cooperation requests have been made to upstream and downstream. However, there is a problem at this stage: whether the general assembly plant should still be located in the Northeast."

As soon as these words came out, the expressions of many participating cadres changed. Based on what had happened, many cadres determined that industrial layout was a policy that would inevitably be executed. When the entire Northeast was first acquired, many cadres indeed proposed the suggestion of 'Siping Great Relocation.' As a result, He Rui rejected it and put forward the view that 'industrial integration and matching takes time to cultivate.'

In a blink of an eye, eight years passed. Siping's industrial integration had indeed made great progress and became a model textbook. Then He Rui gave an order, and the 'Siping Great Relocation' began. Almost instantly, Siping was emptied and returned to the original appearance of an agricultural area that Siping should have. Cities centered on Shenyang, Harbin, and Jilin quickly became new industrial cluster centers.

Zhuang Jiaxiong was no longer the 'Director of the Northeast Industrial Department' of the past, but the Minister of Industry of the Republic. Whether the center of the bicycle industry should be placed in the Northeast concerned the major issue of China's industrial layout. The Northeast now crowned China, but geographically it was a corner of China. From the perspective of covering the whole of China, the current Siping was the future Northeast, which would return to its due status.

He Rui didn't answer immediately. He wanted to make a decision to let the bicycle R&D center temporarily stay in the Northeast. However, from the perspective of overall efficiency, the R&D center did not have a great demand for locals. Just like Silicon Valley in the United States, including various industrial centers in the world, locals could have more employment opportunities due to the emergence of industrial center cities. But those who played the leading role were often outsiders.

Finally, He Rui just replied, "This will be formulated by the Ministry of Industry."

Hearing He Rui give the arrangement, everyone in the Ministry of Industry was quite happy. Everyone did not oppose accepting He Rui's leadership and arrangement, but it would naturally be better if their own department could make decisions. Seeing this situation, comrades from other departments also had their own thoughts.

Zhao Tianlin, like other comrades, remained silent. But in his heart, he quite supported He Rui's decision. Although the Northeast was not big before, it gathered talents far exceeding what the Northeast itself could cultivate. Everyone worked together to form the Northeast Government centered on He Rui. Only then did they have today's success.

Compared with the whole of China, the Northeast population was only one-twelfth. The natural environment and economic form were very different. What was needed more at this time was to build economies with local characteristics in various places. Completely controlling from the center as before was not appropriate from a realistic perspective. Just like Zhao Tianlin himself, he was also trying to distribute all science, education, culture, and health work. He didn't plan to grasp all departmental powers in his own hands.

Looking at the present from the perspective of an educator, Zhao Tianlin believed that the 'rest and recuperation' policy executed by He Rui fully conformed to the laws. Even the war with Britain aimed to seek an environment conducive to peace. It had nothing to do with militarism. Now letting various departments take responsibility would certainly lead to many problems. This was an inevitable stage in the learning process. The ministries and commissions were all comrades with rich experience in building the Northeast Government; even if problems were encountered in various provinces, they wouldn't be unsolvable.

Only by personally experiencing everything could it be determined who among the cadres in various provinces had the strength to undertake more important work. Blindly managing the country by central orders was not beneficial to the country. It wasn't that Zhao Tianlin had any opinion on He Rui; precisely because Zhao Tianlin believed in He Rui's ability, and He Rui was only 35 years old this year, having at least 20 years to lead China in the future. Therefore, as an educator, Zhao Tianlin was full of confidence in China's future.

It takes ten years to grow trees but a hundred years to rear people. Give China twenty years, and China will surely grow a younger generation who has received advanced education. At that time, China will surely be the strongest country in the world.

He Rui actually knew Zhao Tianlin's view and also appreciated Zhao Tianlin as an educator. But there was no need to mention these things. Seeing that the Ministry of Industry understood the layout of modern enterprises and other comrades had no explicit opinions, He Rui naturally settled this matter.

Then He Rui started the discussion on the next issue, "How is the current steel production capacity arrangement?"

Minister of Industry Zhuang Jiaxiong immediately took out the report, "Now the needs of all departments have been organized. This year's steel output is 4 million tons, domestic demand is 3.9 million tons, and Russia... Soviet Union demand is 180,000 tons. The gap of 80,000 tons can be made up at any time by working overtime."

He Rui was relatively satisfied with this answer. This was correct! In modern economics, any production must have orders or some very clear expectation.

Of course, under the capitalist system, this would not be called a 'plan.' After all, in the 21st century where the tail of socialism is cut, engaging in a new 'planned economy' would be considered heresy.

But in He Rui's view, the trick of burying one's head in the sand of the capitalist system was ridiculous. These countries were unable to complete socialized mass production, and one after another embarked on financialism and debt-driven growth, which was the wrong path.

"According to the intelligence we collected, what is the crude steel output of various countries in the world now?" He Rui asked.

This time it was the Vice Minister of Commerce's turn to answer. Because Minister of Commerce Morrison had gone to France for a visit.

In 1900, world crude steel output exceeded 20 million tons, reaching 28.3 million tons, an increase of 67.5% over 1895, with an average annual growth of 13.5%.

In 1901, after world crude steel output exceeded 30 million tons, driven by the rapid advance of US steel output, it exceeded 40 million tons four years later. From 40 million tons to 50 million tons took only one year.

In 1910, world crude steel output exceeded 60 million tons, taking four years. Two years later, it broke the 70 million ton mark. Stimulated by the First World War, in 1917, world crude steel output exceeded 80 million tons, reaching a historical peak during and before World War I.

After World War I, the crude steel output of various countries in the world declined, falling below 60 million tons in 1919. But with the impact of capitalist economic prosperity in the 1920s after World War I, world crude steel output was expected to exceed 90 million tons in 1925.

He Rui knew what happened later.

And two years later in 1927, it exceeded 100 million tons. Before the outbreak of the economic crisis sweeping the globe in 1929, world crude steel output reached 121 million tons. Afterwards, affected by the economic crisis, world crude steel output began to decline, falling to a trough in 1932. The world crude steel output that year was only 50.7 million tons, less than half of the output in 1927.

In 1936, world crude steel output recovered and exceeded the 1929 level, reaching 124 million tons, and broke 130 million tons in 1937. Stimulated by World War II, world crude steel output broke the 140 million ton and 150 million ton marks successively in 1940 and 1941, and approached 160 million tons in 1943. After the war, world crude steel output began to decline again, falling to 110 million tons in 1946.

Current China truly had a long way to go.
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After the meeting, He Rui kept Wu Youping and Zhao Tianlin behind. Wu Youping spoke first, "Minister Zhao, the Committee has discussed and wants to establish three Vice Premiers. I wonder how Minister Zhao evaluates himself?"

Zhao Tianlin calculated his views on selecting officials to supervise the four fields of science, education, culture, and health. Only then did he ask Wu Youping, "Premier Wu, which people do you think can serve as the person in charge of science, education, culture, and health work? Does Minister Xu have any candidates?"

Wu Youping looked calm, but in his heart, he understood Zhao Tianlin's dilemma somewhat. Zhao Tianlin had absolutely no intention of forming cliques and naturally only wanted to promote the most suitable persons in charge of various ministries of science, education, culture, and health. The policies of various departments at present were to be responsible for 480 million Chinese people, not the original 40 million people in the Northeast. Every department was important, but how could the most outstanding talents be found so easily?

So after Wu Youping discussed with Standing Committee members like He Rui and Xu Jia, they all agreed to select three Vice Premiers as soon as possible. The candidates had basically been circled, and Zhao Tianlin was the least controversial one among them.

Since Zhao Tianlin was still a bit hesitant, Wu Youping had to push this matter forward. "Minister Zhao, the candidates for science, education, culture, and health are all under observation, but the comrades all feel that Minister Zhao can shoulder such responsibility. I want to hear Minister Zhao's evaluation of his own work."

Zhao Tianlin thought for a moment and replied somewhat helplessly, "I agree very much with the current comrades, but putting them in these positions, I personally think they still have many flaws. I have to complain to Chairman He about this matter. Brother He, your ability to teach students needs to be improved."

He Rui didn't expect to become the object of complaint and was helpless for a moment. But Zhao Tianlin's complaint was not a simple complaint. He Rui nodded, "Don't worry, I will spend a lot of time on Party School education in the future."

Wu Youping respected Zhao Tianlin very much, and also respected He Rui very much. Seeing these two mentors so troubled, he felt quite helpless in his heart. Wu Youping understood Zhao Tianlin's feelings. For a big country like China, every minister needed to have both political integrity and ability. If ability was slightly insufficient, it was not a problem; the most important thing was 'integrity,' that is, the Three Views: Worldview, View of Life, and Values.

Wu Youping regarded himself as a student of scholars like He Rui and Zhao Tianlin, and what he learned from the teachers was the Three Views. With correct Three Views, the strategic ability, which is the most important in the field of talent, will naturally be greatly improved. To use an ancient philosophical saying, strategic ability is undoubtedly the ability to solve 'Who am I, where do I come from, and where am I going.'

No one knows what specifically will happen on the road ahead. As long as one can recognize the correct path and persist in walking on the correct path, one will naturally realize that 'the future is bright, but the road is tortuous.'

Even for a big country like China with a population of 480 million, it was just impossible to find dozens of satisfactory people at this stage. This made Wu Youping and Zhao Tianlin very uncomfortable. Zhao Tianlin also knew that this problem would be naturally solved in 20 years, and being anxious now was useless. Talent cultivation, especially the echelon cultivation of political talents, is a long-term job.

Going through various candidate lists in his mind again, Zhao Tianlin said, "Regarding my evaluation of my own work, in knowledge system cultivation and knowledge structure cultivation, our education has a tendency towards elite cultivation. This is a problem that cannot be overcome at this stage. At present, the cultivation of knowledge structure has reached the limit that the current education system can achieve, and to a certain extent, it has organized students who can discover their endogenous motivation. In the Northeast, the coverage rate was about 5%, and the current nationwide coverage rate is below 1%. At this stage, we can only select through exam-oriented education starting from primary school education. In adult education, although the cultivation of demand hierarchy has also been added, it can only let adult re-educators know the existence of such a system. Its popularization at the practical level exceeds the current level of economic development..."

Wu Youping had already taken out his notebook and started recording. He could understand part of Zhao Tianlin's content and couldn't understand part of it. Comparatively speaking, the incomprehensible parts were the majority, and the comprehensible parts were the minority, but Wu Youping could still feel Zhao Tianlin's vision as an educator.

Teaching students in accordance with their aptitude is the ideal of all educators, but limited by the technical conditions of social development, it is truly difficult to realize. However, from the Premier's perspective, Zhao Tianlin's vision far exceeded others. Being able to lead the future direction, as for social development and technological development, that was the duty of Wu Youping as the Premier. This was also the reason for establishing three Vice Premiers. The work of the three Vice Premiers was to supervise various departments based on vision. If leaders at the Premier level had no vision, don't expect leaders at the ministry level to have a clear direction.

He Rui was also listening quietly. Zhao Tianlin's cognition was also raised to today's level through continuous learning and exchange. For example, Maslow's five levels of needs were learned by Zhao Tianlin from He Rui. But He Rui never posed as a mentor to the comrades, because without endogenous demand, the comrades would never choose to accept the pain brought by progress gladly.

If comrades expanded their knowledge structure through learning and exchange and acquiring new knowledge, it must be because comrades had endogenous demand. In terms of knowledge radiation, 1925 could not compare with 2025 at all. But the cognition of the world by those true scholars in 1925 far exceeded that of ordinary people in 2025. There was only one reason, that is, scholars had a strong demand to improve their knowledge structure through learning. As long as there was an opportunity, they would learn and transform themselves.

As long as there is no such endogenous motivation, let alone comparing academic cognition in sociology with scholars in 1925, ordinary people in 2025 would probably be far inferior to scholars in 2025 BC.

According to archaeology, Chinese wizards (scholars) in 2025 BC had already begun to formulate calendars, create writing and symbols, and try to build knowledge systems. Yu, Xia, Shang, Zhou—let alone the Yu Dynasty—in the Xia and Shang eras, the *Book of Documents* introduced social management at that time. In that era when Chinese civilization was still colonizing with arms, there were already too many system constructions, ideological theories, and historical records.

In 4050 years, the development of the human brain has had quantitative changes, but far from qualitative changes. Humans 4050 years ago had no reason not to understand human knowledge 4050 years later. But whether there is a learning environment, whether one wants to learn and accept knowledge after getting a learning environment, and whether one has mastered the ability to learn and accept new knowledge, are the biggest problems in 4050 years.

After Zhao Tianlin narrated his self-assessment, both He Rui and Wu Youping felt that Zhao Tianlin was fine. However, the views of the two could not make a decision; this matter must be decided by the Central Committee. This is also the principle of democratic centralism. Any resolution not passed by the Central Committee does not count.

The Party and government are responsible for personnel, the administration is responsible for execution, and the law judges order. He Rui had read the works of Enlightenment thinkers before the French Revolution. After reading, he discovered that the separation of powers was completely not the conception of state construction by thinkers at that time, but it was taken by Europe and America as the basis for theoretical construction, which is truly funny.

Judging from the books He Rui had read, the state model that the thinkers of the Enlightenment attempted to construct might not have reached the conception of the era when Chinese civilization reached its peak. At least in the construction of French Enlightenment thinkers, it was somehow the 'each performing its own functions' that Chinese culture had long recognized, while the separation of powers was just a simplified and simplified castrated version of a castrated version.

After completing the inquiry of Zhao Tianlin, one of the three Vice Premier candidates was basically determined. He Rui asked the secretary to hand over the record to the Organization Department tomorrow, and was about to adjourn the meeting. Zhao Tianlin said, "It's already this time; it doesn't matter if we chat a little longer."

Wu Youping took his leave immediately, "I have a meeting tomorrow."

After Wu Youping left, He Rui poured a glass of wine for Zhao Tianlin. "Brother Zhao, this is a retreat; speak freely."

Zhao Tianlin originally wanted to speak freely. He picked up the alcoholic fruit juice beverage brewed in the Northeast, took a sip, and asked, "Is the Chairman dissatisfied with the circle of scholars?"

"I have no desires or demands for them anymore." After He Rui finished speaking, he also took a sip of the low-alcohol fruit juice.

"If they are selected, there should be talents." Zhao Tianlin still held some expectations.

"Those scholars have only one problem: they cherish their feathers [reputation] and refuse to take responsibility. If they can understand where the responsibility lies, they will naturally choose to become responsible people. If they still want to be scholars, let them be. I don't oppose having scholars in society; this is good. At least it is also a factor that makes society active."

"Hmm... true." Zhao Tianlin accepted He Rui's view.

Maslow's hierarchy of needs is based on motivation theory in psychology. Put simply, it targets those who can obtain positive motivational pleasure from satisfying the five levels of needs, and then demand the cause of pleasure.

After understanding these more and more, Zhao Tianlin also accumulated a lot of doubts. "Chairman, I think you describe Nietzsche's philosophical thought as squeezing joy; isn't it a bit mean?"

"If Nietzsche hadn't been so mean, he wouldn't have gone mad." He Rui laughed. He Rui liked Nietzsche's endogenous passion very much and could understand the reason why Nietzsche had to squeeze joy to fight against pain. He Rui himself had the same feeling in another space-time. Seemingly saying Nietzsche squeezed joy, if He Rui hadn't experienced it personally, how could he understand how painful and helpless the reason for having to squeeze joy was?

Of course, if one had studied the theory of brain neural receptors, one could better understand the huge difference between squeezing joy by improving one's ability and cognition, and those 'chemical bliss' people.

People who squeeze joy at least have the courage to face pain. People who choose 'chemical bliss' don't even have the courage to endure pain, let alone identify with pain.

But this kind of thing could only be communicated with scholars like Zhao Tianlin. If others heard it, there was a high probability that they would misunderstand the true meaning of the words used in the conversation between the two.

Taking another sip of low-alcohol beverage, He Rui said, "Those scholars are happy to accept social recognition but refuse to bear their social responsibilities. The pressure of bearing social responsibilities exceeds their ability range. I have given up on this group of masters in this regard."

Zhao Tianlin had advanced step by step from a scholar to a leader bearing responsibility to reach today. Although he had a natural identification with the old scholar class, he had to accept He Rui's view. One must take responsibility for problems; this was the thing old scholars could least accept.

This responsibility is by no means bowing and stepping down, but being responsible to the end. For example, if there is a problem in Zhao Tianlin's work, what Zhao Tianlin should do is not to bow and step down, but to analyze the problem clearly and find the problems in the policies and regulations formulated by Zhao Tianlin. This first requires negating yesterday's Zhao Tianlin, and then completing the process of negation of the negation.

The level that the vast majority of old Chinese scholars can reach is only 'I am right or I am wrong.' Having the magnanimity to bow and step down and let people scold when wrong is already the best among scholars. Asking them to negate themselves and then make adjustments and changes is harder than killing them.

As for those scholars who can absolutely not 'use today's success to cover up yesterday's failure,' they are as rare as phoenix feathers and unicorn horns. Such people ran to the Northeast to join He Rui long ago and wouldn't still be 'scholars' in society until now.

Thinking of this, Zhao Tianlin still didn't give up and probed with the last ray of hope, "Brother He, are there really no such scholars?"

"Brother Zhao, I have already given them a chance. Scholars who can understand the strategic considerations I left behind will definitely apply to join the government. Brother Zhao might as well screen these people. What do you think, Brother Zhao?"

Hearing He Rui say this, Zhao Tianlin drained the wine in his glass and stood up, saying, "Brother He, I take my leave."

He Rui stood up to see him off. Zhao Tianlin waved his hand, "Brother He probably still has official duties. If there are no official duties, you might as well rest early. No need to be polite." After speaking, Zhao Tianlin left leisurely.

He Rui indeed had official duties. Which departments demanded the 4 million tons of steel? Since the Ministry of Industry gave the statistics, He Rui had to finish reading it to sleep. This kind of data was too important, and with previous data for comparison, the anomalies could be understood by comparing.

The Chairman is responsible for policy work. But at this stage, He Rui also had to inspect the work of government departments. By reading documents and analyzing data, the process and results of policy implementation could be seen in the general direction.

Of course, the premise is that these statistical data are true. If the statistical data is not true, He Rui can only investigate the government departments and then purge them. If power is fully used for national construction, as a national leader, one must have such ability.

While He Rui was reading the report, Li Dazhao and his students were also preparing to stay up all night. Li Dazhao summoned his trusted students, preparing to analyze He Rui's strategy. Without figuring out the strategic arrangement, Li Dazhao felt he really couldn't sleep at night.
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Compared to his complete trust in his students, Li Dazhao did not believe that He Rui would reveal the entire strategy for the war against Britain. However, Li Dazhao also didn't think He Rui would come up with a fake strategy to fool the scholars.

Analyze what is at hand first. Li Dazhao organized the students to write the content he copied on the blackboard, and then told the students the order in which He Rui explained the strategy. There was not much content; the students quickly finished taking notes and began to pool their wisdom for analysis.

The teachers and students analyzed until late at night, but there was still no progress. So much so that a student questioned wearily, "Could this be a smokescreen?"

Li Dazhao actually had such suspicions, but in the end, he was willing to believe that He Rui wouldn't do this. If He Rui lied to intellectuals, there was only one reason: He Rui completely distrusted the intellectual circle. If so, He Rui had no need to meet with the intellectual circle at all. After reaching such a conclusion, Li Dazhao replied, "Analyze it in detail again."

The teachers and students were busy for a long time, and it was almost 12 o'clock. Everyone's eyelids were fighting, so Li Dazhao could only let the students go back to rest first and continue tomorrow.

Nothing happened overnight. Just after Li Dazhao woke up the next day and was brushing his teeth, footsteps sounded outside, and a student rushed in, "Mr. Li, go and look quickly; someone has analyzed that strategy!"

Li Dazhao was overjoyed. Ignoring that he had only brushed half of his teeth, he rinsed his mouth hurriedly. With white foam still on the corners of his mouth, Li Dazhao asked quickly, "Who analyzed it?"

"It's written on the blackboard!" the student answered happily.

Li Dazhao was stunned. Impossible! Didn't he ask the students to erase the words on the blackboard when leaving yesterday?

Hurrying to the small classroom with the student, seeing the chalk writing on the blackboard, Li Dazhao understood. It turned out that everyone was very tired last night, and the student who cleaned the blackboard just wiped it casually, so many handwritings were still visible. But the most important thing was that a draft copy forgotten by some student yesterday was placed on the teacher's podium.

Li Dazhao picked it up and looked at it, shaking his head involuntarily. Although there was only strategic content on it, it was enough as a basis for strategic analysis.

As for the handwriting on the blackboard, current students would be unfamiliar with it, but Li Dazhao was not. It turned out that the young man had returned. After quickly reading the analysis content once, Li Dazhao praised in a low voice, "Exquisite!"

Other students had already read it with excitement. They had finished copying the analysis and were discussing in low voices. The method of this analysis was different from the analysis of teachers and students yesterday. First, disassemble each not-so-long paragraph into various vocabularies and explain the vocabularies.

Using the explanation of vocabularies as the analysis basis, analyze the logical relationship in each sentence on this basis, and then looking at this short strategic content, one can see the significance.

At this time, Li Dazhao was certain that the strategic thinking provided by He Rui was true, but he did not let his mood scatter. He asked the students to clean the blackboard after copying, and turned to go to the school guesthouse himself. Sure enough, that young man's name was prominently on the check-in record of the school guesthouse. Arriving at Room 121, the door was unlocked. Pushing open the door, Li Dazhao saw the long-lost tall figure. The young man was packing his things. Seeing Li Dazhao come in, he came forward happily to greet him, "Mr. Li, long time no see."

Li Dazhao still remembered the high-spirited appearance of the group of young people when they went to various places three years ago. However, the changes in two years were earth-shaking. After a moment of silence, he sighed, "How is the party affairs?"

The young man answered readily, "I have already joined the Civilization Party."

Li Dazhao didn't say anything, just sat down. He knew that in the past year or so, the key contradictions plaguing China were prioritized and solved by the Civilization Party. Although various contradictions always existed in society, after the most intense survival problems were solved, various contradictions based on seeking development appeared milder. Other political parties in society besides the Civilization Party transformed into 'clubs' in a very short time, becoming groups discussing China's future development.

Those young people who truly wanted to do something for the country flocked to join the Civilization Party, or joined the government, or joined the army. In a very short time, passionate youth from all over China were absorbed.

These changes did not make Li Dazhao unhappy. The purpose of the revolution was to revitalize China. Since China had restored its independent status and obviously there was no threat of foreign invasion, Li Dazhao was naturally more concerned about current major events. "I read your analysis; is Britain that weak?"

The young man had already poured water for Li Dazhao and placed the cup in front of the teacher before answering calmly, "Mr. Li, it's not that Britain is weak, but the strategic setting was never to defeat Britain. But to make Britain sit down and compromise."

Seeing that Li Dazhao still didn't quite understand, the young man sat opposite Li Dazhao and continued to explain, "Current Chinese people's cognition of war is still the old-style war in historical novels. In the current world, war is highly bound to the economy. It's just that the current economic interests are too large, domestic contradictions in various countries are too intense, and the powers are concentrated in Europe. European countries have small strategic depths and cannot tolerate major failures. That's why it looks incomparably tragic, as if they must fight to the last man and last gun. The battlefield depth of this Sino-British war is extremely large. Although interests involved are wide, there is various room for maneuvering. The war will not reach the extent where one of China or Britain must fall."

Listening to this explanation, Li Dazhao felt something but couldn't fully understand it, so he pursued the key points. The teacher and student chatted unconsciously for more than an hour. When Li Dazhao was exhausted, he still felt he couldn't thoroughly understand these. However, one thing had been proven: He Rui wanted to fight an imperialist war with Britain, the leader of imperialism.

According to the young man's analysis, the He Rui government's chance of winning this war was actually quite large.

"Then what are you going to do in the future?" Li Dazhao stopped talking about the war.

The young man answered frankly, "I was assigned to work in Shaanxi. I came to the capital, to Beiping this time, to participate in training. After the training ends, I will go to work in the Suide Municipal Committee."

Li Dazhao remembered now that the Central Party School of the Civilization Party in Beiping was conducting a new session of training recently. After inquiring, he learned that the young man opposite was indeed here to receive training at the Party School. He sighed, "I heard that the Civilization Party has very strict political censorship. Do they really not care about previous experiences?"

The young man laughed, "Mr. Li, as far as I know, they definitely care. But the Civilization Party is originally left-wing, and its acceptance of the left wing is much higher than that of the right wing. Many southern revolutionaries failed to pass. Those revolutionary youths who were previously right-wing even tried every means to contact us, wanting us to testify for them that they were actually on the same path as us."

Li Dazhao sighed, "He Rui's attitude towards the Comintern is really unfriendly."

This 'Comintern' refers to the Third International. After the outbreak of World War I, the Second International fell into division. In November 1918, the Bolsheviks initiated a representative conference of left-wing socialists from European and American countries in Petrograd and made a resolution to prepare for the construction of the Third International. In January 1919, a representative conference of 8 Communist Parties and Communist groups and left-wing socialist parties was held in Moscow, and an invitation letter to convene the founding congress of the Third International was issued in the name of the 8 parties. From March 2 to 6, 1919, the International Communist Representative Conference, that is, the First Congress of the Third International, was held in Moscow, attended by 52 delegates from 35 political parties and groups in 21 countries. Representatives of the proletariat from China, Korea, and other Eastern countries attended the meeting as observers.

The Third International took Marxism-Leninism as its theoretical basis. The task it set for itself was to unite the working class and the laboring masses, overthrow the rule of capitalism and imperialism, establish a worldwide dictatorship of the proletariat, establish a World Union of Soviet Socialist Republics, completely eliminate classes, and realize socialism and communism.

The 'unfriendly' Li Dazhao mentioned was because although He Rui always admitted that he was a communist, and the Civilization Party government also defined the current Republic of China as a 'socialist country,' the Civilization Party and the new government explicitly stated that they would not accept any management of China's internal affairs by foreign forces.

The reason for such a statement was also simple. The Third International was a unified world Communist Party, and Communist Parties of various countries served as its branches and were directly led by it. It was a highly centralized leadership center, unified leadership of the revolutionary movements of various countries, and parties of various countries must execute its decisions. It had the right to decide the lines, strategies, and leaders of the parties of various countries, could veto or modify the decisions of the parties of various countries, expel and dissolve any branch, and send resident representatives to the parties of various countries.

Li Dazhao never managed to communicate with He Rui on this matter. One of the reasons was naturally that the two were not familiar, but the most important reason was that Li Dazhao hadn't figured out how to ask questions.

If He Rui opposed communism, Chinese communists could raise questions about political cognition. If He Rui was an old-style dictator, Chinese communists could also raise objections regarding social progress.

The new Republic government was a true party-political civil servant government. Regarding the activities of foreign forces in China, it was only discussed through parliamentary proposals, and finally, a "Foreign Power Management Act" was proposed. It did not exterminate foreign forces but required them to declare their identities and conduct activities completely openly.

Although there were violent parts such as various arrests and trials in the "Foreign Power Management Act," they were aimed at those guys who hid their identities. If one openly expressed one's 'foreign power' identity, one could still legally exist in China. Even Li Dazhao couldn't find any part to question.

Moreover, the "Foreign Power Management Act" itself was not directed against the Comintern; all foreign forces were under the jurisdiction of this law. Whether the left wing or the right wing in China, even the landlords and gentry whom both He Rui and Li Dazhao regarded as 'reactionaries in a sense,' had a basic consensus with He Rui and Li Dazhao on pursuing the recovery of complete sovereignty and completing the true unification of the country. On this basic consensus, no Chinese political party dared to consider itself a 'foreign power.'

And He Rui had never fabricated any reasons from beginning to end. Just the program of the Comintern had confirmed too much. Not to mention the fact that Communist Parties of various countries accepted the leadership of the Comintern headquarters in Moscow, the All-Union Communist Party (Bolsheviks) occupied a unique position in the International, known as the "most powerful leading branch of the Comintern." This already put the Chinese Comintern faction... if there really was such a group of people... in an extremely disadvantageous political position, having to engage in underground activities.

If one could achieve China's liberation without becoming a member of the Comintern, no one would insist on jumping out to find trouble for themselves.

Excluding this part, the Comintern really had no attraction in China. Especially for those who had truly studied the Comintern. And it was not difficult to study communist countries; the Institute of Culture and History of the new government provided various materials, and genuine materials at that.

In 1919, Lenin made the "Theses and Report on Bourgeois Democracy and the Dictatorship of the Proletariat." The meeting adopted Lenin's report as the political program of the Comintern and also adopted documents such as the "Manifesto of the Communist International" and "Platform of the Communist International" drafted by Lenin. The Third International was proclaimed established, with its headquarters in Moscow. The congress elected an 8-member Executive Bureau composed of K.G. Rakovsky, Lenin, G. Zinoviev, L.D. Trotsky, and F. Platten, and an Executive Committee composed of representatives from parties in Russia, Germany, Austria, Switzerland, Sweden, and the Balkan League, with Zinoviev as chairman.

In March 1919, the Hungarian Soviet Republic was established, and in April, the Bavarian Soviet Republic was established in Germany. The Third International played an active role. The Communist Youth International (Young Communist International) established in November 1919 also became a branch of the Third International.

At this time in China, as long as one did not insist on considering oneself a foreign power, the new government was very tolerant of politics, especially the left wing. Because of the achievements of He Rui and the Civilization Party, no one dared to attack He Rui as a foreign power yet. So He Rui called himself a communist, and the Civilization Party defined the Republic as a socialist country, giving the left wing a comprehensive platform politically. Everyone was not stupid; foreign power was not a good reputation in China. Let alone admitting to be a foreign power, even being labeled as a foreign power would make one a rat crossing the street, truly shouted at by everyone.

Among the current left wing, most of those closest to the Comintern just felt that such an alliance looked very powerful. Some considered whether they could use the Comintern to expand China's influence. There were really no people who believed that China must join the Comintern. Or it could be completely ignored.

Facing Li Dazhao's view, the young man answered frankly, "Sir, I agree with Chairman He's view. If the Comintern is just an academic institution, Chinese political parties can selectively join this academic institution. The Civilization Party cooperates with this academic institution when the situation is certain. At this stage, the Comintern is not such an institution. I even agree quite a lot with Chairman He's evaluation of the Comintern's self-positioning. If the Soviet Union really wants to build a global Comintern system, this positioning is inappropriate. The current organizational structure is suffering harm before tasting any benefits!"

Li Dazhao had failed to discuss this matter with He Rui and didn't know He Rui's true views. The young man in front of him had joined the Civilization Party and was going to participate in the Central Party School training. Li Dazhao thought he should know some internal considerations of the Civilization Party, so he asked, "How so?"

"Communism is first an academic school, not a religious organization. Even with the lessons of the failure of the Second International, we must summarize the lessons and rebuild the school. And analyze and summarize the lessons of the previous split and even the various left-wing parties having to join the European War. The problem with the Third International lies in its simplicity and crudeness, believing that the reason for the failure of the Second International was the lack of a unified leadership center. As long as the leadership center is strong enough, the problem can be solved. It completely failed to notice that the reason for the failure of the Second International was that the Second International failed to inherit the academic ability of communism and failed to provide an effective knowledge system to the members of the Second International to help the members of the Second International solve their domestic problems."

Speaking of this, the young man also became a little excited. He picked up the water cup and took a sip, wiped his mouth, and continued, "Capitalists of the world have not yet united, so the basis for the unity of the proletariat of the world does not exist. The bourgeoisie is not that omnipotent. If they really had such great powers, they should be able to solve their domestic problems. If not described as the bourgeoisie, define them as reactionaries. Then who are the reactionaries, why are they reactionary, and what is the reason for their reaction? How to treat reactionaries? How to deal with reactionaries? This is an academic question and also a programmatic question of revolutionary action. In many parts, many thoughts of the people are actually the same as reactionaries."

Li Dazhao didn't like this last part. However, the young man's subsequent words made Li Dazhao feel difficult to respond to. "Through social investigation, we found that most landlords and Chinese merchants in concessions also oppose imperialism. That is to say, they may be revolutionary masses one moment and reactionaries the next. This is the reality we face now."
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Hearing about the characteristics of personnel from different classes in the world revolution, Li Dazhao was speechless for a moment. After pondering for a while, a thought suddenly popped up in his mind, "Is Chairman He preparing to form a Comintern?"

The young man shook his head. "Not a Comintern, but a world-class public academic institution. This institution provides academic research in economics and politics to the world. Of course, Mr. Li, as a socialist country, our research direction is definitely based on our progressive stance, and we will never provide academic services to those barbaric and backward power holders. Our academic services are provided to progressives all over the world, to people all over the world."

The words sounded high-sounding, and Li Dazhao felt it wasn't quite real at first, even making him feel uncomfortable. Silently sorting out his thoughts, Li Dazhao suddenly found that this discomfort was actually... 'shyness.' Just when Li Dazhao was surprised by his reaction, the young man opposite smiled slightly, "Sir, China is looked down upon because its contribution to the world is too small. Now providing our knowledge to the world, isn't it what we should do?"

Li Dazhao shook his head slightly. He understood his feelings at this time. Although Li Dazhao was a staunch patriot, he felt that China might not have the strength to provide the most advanced knowledge system to the world now. Moreover, Li Dazhao also felt that foreigners would definitely not believe that the knowledge provided by China was the most advanced.

The young man fully understood Li Dazhao's feelings. He also felt quite surprised when he first heard this, but after studying, he no longer thought so.

"Sir, the Soviet Union is now the beacon in the hearts of the European people, the moral high ground, and the direction of future mankind. But economically, the New Economic Policy in the Soviet Union has failed. The Soviet economy develops steadily, but there are no bright spots. The Soviet Union proposed people's liberation, but its economic operation has completely entered a state of command economy. Now the Soviet Union looks strong not because the Soviet Union is very powerful, but because the predecessor of the Soviet Union, Russia, was originally one of the few great powers in the world. Although Russia had a gap compared with Germany, it was not a weak country in the world. What limits the Soviet Union's strength is the old Tsarist Russian aristocrats. After purging these Tsarist Russian aristocrats, the Soviet Union should become stronger. It is precisely because the Soviet Union's economic capacity is weak that it has not achieved the achievements it should have obtained."

Li Dazhao felt uncomfortable in his heart. He could understand these words and had to admit they made sense. But these words sounded very harsh.

The young man paused, giving Li Dazhao time to buffer. Li Dazhao thought for a moment and confirmed that He Rui indeed wanted to conduct external propaganda in the ideological field. This reminded Li Dazhao of the Comintern's policy.

From March 1919 to January 1924 when Lenin passed away, it was the early stage of the Third International's activities, and also a period of significant achievements under Lenin's leadership. From July 19 to August 7, 1920, the Third International held its Second Congress. Before the meeting, Lenin published *"Left-Wing" Communism: An Infantile Disorder*. At the meeting, Lenin made the *Report on the International Situation and the Fundamental Tasks of the Communist International* and the *Report of the Commission on the National and Colonial Questions*.

From June 22 to July 12, 1921, the Third International held its Third Congress. Lenin made the *Speech in Defense of the Tactics of the Communist International* and the *Report on the Tactics of the R.C.P.*. The congress believed that under the situation where the balance of international class forces was temporarily in equilibrium, the Communist Party should switch from direct attack to adopting roundabout tactics, proposing to the Communist Parties of various countries the task of winning over the majority of the working class and the slogan "To the Masses."

From November 5 to December 5, 1922, the Third International held its Fourth Congress. The congress focused on discussing the policy of the workers' united front, criticizing the "Left" and Right tendencies, passing the theses on tactical questions, and affirming the slogan "To the Masses."

As his thoughts unfolded, Li Dazhao felt more and more that He Rui might be singing a rival tune to the Soviet Union. Only then did he ask, "Is Chairman He dissatisfied with the term Marxism-Leninism proposed by the Soviet Union?"

The young man chuckled, "Chairman He is not that narrow-minded. He respects Mr. Lenin very much, so he doesn't care about this term. However, Chairman He disapproves of the Comintern's attitude towards the workers' parties of various countries. And he believes that the Soviet Union has had a relatively negative effect on the construction of communist parties in various countries recently."

Hearing this, Li Dazhao thought for a moment and understood. The Comintern Congress adopted the "21 Conditions for Admission to the Communist International," blocking the path for the right wing and centrists in the workers' political parties of various countries to join the Comintern at that time.

Especially at the Fifth Congress, it was proposed that all parties should build parties according to Lenin's party-building principles, putting forward the call to make all parties truly Bolshevized and further develop and rectify the united front.

Such an attitude could absolutely not be accepted by He Rui, nor could it be accepted by various political forces in China. At this time, Li Dazhao completely confirmed He Rui's thinking. If He Rui really wanted to conduct academic exchanges with foreign countries, he was obviously willing to cooperate with the left, center, and right forces of the left wing and workers' parties of various countries. He would not deliberately exclude anyone.

Having figured this out, Li Dazhao laughed, "Then I will wait to read Chairman He's brilliant views."

Seeing that Li Dazhao had understood He Rui's thinking, the young man smiled, "Sir has already seen Chairman He's strategy for this Sino-British war. I admire this strategy very much. For China, this is a necessity to meet head-on and collide frontally with Britain."

Li Dazhao was somewhat puzzled. "Why? Didn't Chairman He think that the reason Britain considered establishing diplomatic relations with us was economic issues?"

"For Britain's logic, to maintain the economic surplus in India, they have to consider cooperating with us. But the British logic cannot be applied generally in China. For us China, the war is not over. That countries around the world do not recognize the Republic government means they do not recognize that we have complete sovereignty. If we compromise to make these countries recognize the Republic government, it means we must recognize concessions, foreign troops, and pay indemnities. Because once recognized, our national security is fully threatened. For us, this is a matter of life and death."

Li Dazhao hesitated for a moment, then suddenly realized. Now, Li Dazhao stood up excitedly, punched the table, and muttered excitedly, "So that's it, so that's it!"

The main contents of the *Boxer Protocol* included: (1) China paid 450 million taels of silver to various countries, with principal and interest totaling more than 980 million taels of silver, mortgaged by customs duties and salt taxes, etc.; (2) The Legation Quarter in Dongjiaominxiang, Beijing was designated, allowing various countries to station troops for protection, and Chinese were not allowed to live in the quarter; (3) The forts from Dagu Fort in Tianjin to Beijing were demolished, allowing the powers to station troops at key points along the railway from Beijing to Shanhaiguan; (4) The Qing government guaranteed to strictly prohibit the people from participating in anti-imperialist movements; (5) The Qing government agreed to negotiate any amendments to various commercial regulations or other commercial matters deemed necessary by foreign countries; (6) Punish the "chief culprit ministers"; (7) Change the Zongli Yamen to the Ministry of Foreign Affairs, ranking before the Six Ministries; (8) The Qing government apologized to Germany and Japan, etc.

This was a comprehensive harm to China, while He Rui had defeated Japan for nearly two years. National unification had also been for a year. In the meantime, foreign garrisons in China were annihilated, and tens of thousands of foreign villains in China were executed, especially that group of foreigners serving in foreign concessions.

Coupled with the annihilation of a British fleet, everyone in China felt that foreign countries would not invade China again, the national humiliation was washed away, and everyone felt that the matter was over.

Li Dazhao originally thought so too. Because China and the Soviet Union had recognized each other and established formal diplomatic relations. Li Dazhao didn't think China had to establish diplomatic relations with countries around the world at this time. The current state was completely acceptable.

But now Li Dazhao realized that what He Rui pursued was not China's status quo; He Rui was striving to restore normal diplomatic relations with countries around the world.

Even if he only understood He Rui's strategic considerations now, Li Dazhao understood how difficult this matter was. Britain was ten thousand miles away from China. If Britain just didn't sign a treaty with China, what could the He Rui government do? Li Dazhao now believed that the Republic National Defense Force had the ability to defend China, but Li Dazhao did not believe that the Republic National Defense Force could fight to Britain ten thousand miles away and force Britain to sign a treaty with China.

If He Rui insisted on pressing Britain back to the negotiation table, he must give Britain huge pressure. Li Dazhao initially didn't understand why He Rui narrated 'British Empire' and 'England' separately and emphasized the difference between the two. At this moment, he suddenly realized. Pacing back and forth a few steps, Li Dazhao felt something again and asked the young man, "I wonder how big the interests Britain lost in China are?"

The young man thought for a moment. "Didn't calculate in detail, but 8 million pounds a year should be there."

Li Dazhao calculated a little and figured out this was tens of millions of taels of silver, and it was the net profit Britain took from China. He sighed, "No wonder Chairman He insisted on seizing Britain's economic interests in India. If Britain wasn't trying to protect larger interests, how could it give up smaller interests? Chairman He said before that the net profit Britain takes from India every year is about 28 million pounds."

Seeing that Li Dazhao fully understood, the young man felt there was nothing more to say. He stood up, "Since Sir has understood, I can only talk to Sir up to here today."

Li Dazhao felt very excited in his heart at this time. China had been poor and weak for too long and oppressed by foreign countries too ruthlessly, while He Rui won victory too fast, so much so that Li Dazhao felt the current China was actually very good. Now understanding that China's future road was still long and difficult, Li Dazhao couldn't help stepping forward and patting the young man's shoulder. "At my age, I just want to teach and do scholarly work. China's future depends entirely on you guys."

The young man nodded in agreement, picked up his satchel, and walked out. There were still many procedures for admission to the Party School, and the Party School would soon move to the new capital with the central government. There was still a lot of work in between, and no delay was allowed.
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When Li Dazhao finished talking and returned to the classroom, he happened to catch the third and fourth periods of the morning. It was 10:00 AM on June 14.

At this time, He Rui's secretary had opened the door of He Rui's office and said to Duan Qirui, "Speaker Duan, please come in."

He Rui's secretary called him last night and made an appointment for Duan Qirui to come to He Rui's office at 10 o'clock. Duan Qirui walked into the office and saw He Rui sitting at the table, yawning hugely. Seeing Duan Qirui come in, He Rui still finished yawning. While getting up, he wiped the tears brought out by yawning from the corners of his eyes with the back of his hand.

Duan Qirui had always been dignified and would never be so casual in front of others. Seeing this, he didn't appreciate He Rui's style very much in his heart.

However, Duan Qirui didn't care; he just felt a little trance in his heart. This was the first time He Rui had invited Duan Qirui alone to discuss matters. In the past year, the two had met in official capacities. Ten years ago, He Rui, who had just returned from Japan, went to Duan Qirui to receive an assignment. In ten years, the status of the two had reversed... No, that's not right. In just ten years, He Rui soared into the sky, becoming the leader of the Republic from a major, sitting in the position Yuan Shikai once sat in.

He Rui had already walked towards Duan Qirui. "Chief Duan, please sit." At this time, the orderly brought a basin of water. He Rui stopped, took a towel from the basin to wash his face, and then wrung out the towel to wipe his face and hands. Seeing Duan Qirui not sitting down, he went up to shake hands with Duan Qirui.

Looking at He Rui's somewhat red eyes, Duan Qirui asked, "Did Chairman He not sleep last night?"

"Hmm. Read documents all night. If there is any slight, please don't blame me, Chief Duan." He Rui said while inviting Duan Qirui to sit down. Then, He Rui picked up a half-smoked pack of cigarettes from the table in front of them, tapped one out, and lit it.

It was well known that Duan Qirui neither smoked nor drank. Seeing He Rui didn't offer him a cigarette, Republic National Assembly Speaker Duan Qirui didn't mind, but he didn't actively ask He Rui's purpose for inviting him either. He Rui took a puff of cigarette and said, "Chief Duan, everyone knows that you are the first artillery commander of our country and have always been known for strict governance of the army."

"You flatter me," Duan Qirui said politely. However, Duan Qirui graduated from a German military academy and returned to China in 1896, and participated in Yuan Shikai's Xiaozhan army training in the same year. At that time, Duan Qirui was in charge of 3,000 artillerymen. This was China's first modern artillery unit, and he was indeed China's first artillery commander. Hearing He Rui mention such glorious past events, he was indeed a little proud in his heart. Moreover, He Rui saying this also proved that he had no malice. He might even want to ask Duan Qirui to do something.

Sure enough, He Rui continued, "Chief Duan, recently we fought a few battles with the British Indian Army and captured many prisoners."

"Oh? The National Defense Force is indeed brave and skilled in battle," Duan Qirui replied in a tone of half-genuine, half-fake surprise. Just as he was waiting for He Rui to boast, he heard He Rui continue, "The British Indian Army is a colonial army. If they met the Beiyang Army, I'm afraid they would have lost even more miserably."

Duan Qirui smiled slightly politely. Who in the world didn't know that the current National Defense Force was born out of the Beiyang Army? He Rui saying this only meant that He Rui had not forgotten his roots.

"Chief Duan. We won too fast this time. Although the POW camp was built by working overtime, there is no one to manage the POW camp. This matter is also very urgent. After all, international organizations have requested to visit the POW camp at this time, and there is no one responsible in a hurry. I wonder if Chief Duan has any candidates?"

Duan Qirui had long heard Zhang Xiluan say that He Rui's way of doing things was comparable to an old fox in officialdom. As Duan Qirui saw, He Rui had prepared everything for the POW camp long before the war with Japan; how could he not prepare before the war started this time? Since He Rui said so, he must have a plan. Picking up the teacup and sipping slowly, Duan Qirui thought quickly and felt this was not a trap. He Rui had already mentioned that 'international organizations' wanted to visit the POW camp. Unless someone was stupid enough to abuse prisoners, what could happen?

According to Beiyang rules, those who could enter the POW camp would not be beaten or killed. If high-ranking officers were captured, they should be treated with courtesy. Presumably, He Rui meant the same. Thinking that the captured this time were British Indian POWs, Duan Qirui had a candidate in mind. Putting down the teacup, Duan Qirui said, "Chairman He, when it comes to dealing with the British a lot in Beiyang, I'm afraid it's Wu Ziyu."

Hearing Duan Qirui say this, He Rui immediately praised, "Indeed a good candidate. Why don't you ask Chief Duan to inform Wu Ziyu?"

Duan Qirui kept a straight face. "Chairman He, one does not plan for the government if not in the position. I am the Speaker of the National Assembly; how can I intervene in military affairs?"

Since Duan Qirui was so sensible, He Rui also laughed, "Chief Duan, don't misunderstand. My Beiyang brothers should be closer. It's just that there are so many domestic and foreign affairs right now that I really can't get away. If Wu Ziyu is in Beiping at this time, why doesn't Chief Duan invite Wu Ziyu for tea?"

At this time, the secretary came in and handed a document to He Rui. He Rui looked at it and said apologetically, "Thank you for the candidate recommended by Chief Duan. Please enjoy the tea."

Duan Qirui drained the teacup and replied, "Thanks for the tea, farewell."

Leaving He Rui's office, what Duan Qirui thought about was still the purpose of He Rui's move. On the surface, this was to draw closer the relationship between He Rui and the Beiyang brothers, but Duan Qirui was not sure if He Rui had other ideas. Finally, Duan Qirui decided to go to the National Archives to talk with Xu Shichang, the Director of the Archives.

In the plan to move the capital, the National Archives was the last batch. Someone even proposed in the National Assembly that a branch of the National Archives should be established in Beiping. There were too many things now, and no decision had been made yet. However, Xu Shichang would definitely stay in Beiping in the short term.

Xu Shichang was inspecting work in the Archives at this time. Hearing that Duan Qirui came, he immediately came to receive him. When the two met, Duan Qirui smelled the unique scent of a study on Xu Shichang and couldn't help sighing, "Brother Xu is truly noble and leisurely."

Hearing this, Xu Shichang was very happy. The status of Director of the National Archives indeed deserved the word 'noble and leisurely.' He laughed, "Did Brother Duan come this time to borrow documents?"

Duan Qirui didn't talk nonsense and told Xu Shichang what He Rui said. Hearing that Duan Qirui recommended the former Fengtian clique warlord Wu Peifu, and He Rui also had this intention, Xu Shichang couldn't help smiling. The Zhili clique was the branch closest to the British among Beiyang. Letting Wu Peifu manage the POW camp was very appropriate and very meaningful.

Hearing Duan Qirui mention that He Rui wanted to ask Duan Qirui to talk to Wu Peifu about this, Xu Shichang thought for a moment and replied, "Since Chairman He wants to ask Brother Duan to take action, why should Brother Duan refuse? Beiyang shares the same breath and branches; what's wrong with that?"

Seeing Duan Qirui still hesitating, Xu Shichang continued, "How about this? I'll invite Wu Ziyu and Brother Duan to have a meal at my house. Sigh... Duke Zhang doesn't want to leave Tianjin now. If we could invite Duke Zhang too, that would be best."

"What if Wu Ziyu refuses?" Duan Qirui didn't like Wu Peifu.

"Then wait for my news," Xu Shichang replied. At the same time, he felt that Duan Qirui and Wu Peifu were really alike in saving face and being petty.

In the evening, guided by Xu Shichang's family, Duan Qirui arrived at Xu Shichang's residence. Upon entering, he saw Wu Peifu sitting in the main hall. Xu Shichang had long determined that Wu Peifu could never refuse to come to dinner just because of pettiness. Seeing everyone was present, he ordered the food to be served.

Wu Peifu did feel some embarrassment. Now the Beiyang civil war had long ended. From the result, both the Zhili clique and the Fengtian clique were actually destined to be reorganized; no one could say who was smarter. It's just that the Anhui clique surrendered early and took advantage. But these were not enough for Wu Peifu to refuse Xu Shichang's invitation. Wu Peifu still understood the principle of 'never go to the Three Treasures Hall without a reason.'

Sure enough, after three rounds of wine, Duan Qirui said in a deep voice the reason for inviting Wu Peifu. Hearing that He Rui was looking for someone to manage the POW camp for the war against Britain, and Duan Qirui recommended Wu Peifu, Wu Peifu's face couldn't help changing. For the Zhili clique, nothing was more 'meaningful' than such a personnel arrangement.

Seeing Wu Peifu's expression change and showing signs of wanting to refuse, Xu Shichang slammed the table and said loudly, "Brother Ziyu, do you feel that the world has changed?"

"So what?" Wu Peifu replied with a straight face.

Xu Shichang continued, "Since Brother Ziyu can remember, has there been a male ruler reigning over the world?"

Wu Peifu was stunned. Since he could remember, those who truly reigned over the world were surprisingly not men. Since Empress Dowager Ci'an seized power, the Great Qing had only female rulers. Tongzhi grew up with difficulty but died early. When it came to Guangxu, who would really think Guangxu had real power? And Yuan Shikai bet on Cixi and abandoned Guangxu back then to have his later status.

Those men who seemed to hold great power bowed and scraped before a woman, allowing state affairs to decline day by day, eventually becoming unmanageable. Before overthrowing the Manchu Qing, Yuan Shikai couldn't be called majestic at all; he trembled in front of Empress Dowager Cixi and was cautious when facing Manchu princes.

Empress Dowager Cixi, who made Yuan Shikai bow his head and obey orders, was just a fearful and humble old woman when facing foreigners.

After Yuan Shikai became the Great President, China could hardly even maintain the surface of unification. The country soon fell apart, and military governors everywhere rose up against Yuan Shikai. Once Yuan Shikai died, the country fell into civil war even more. The three people present happened to be the heads of the nominal Beiyang center, the Anhui clique and the Fengtian clique holding actual power.

Thinking of this, Wu Peifu said in a deep voice, "Brother Xu, if Chairman He orders me to fight the British, I will go through mountains of knives and seas of fire without hesitation. But guarding the POW camp, is this wanting to see my joke?"

Duan Qirui didn't say a word. He could be sure that He Rui intended to choose Wu Peifu from the beginning; otherwise, he wouldn't have agreed immediately after hearing Duan Qirui mention it. As for Duan Qirui himself, he indeed wanted to see Wu Peifu's joke. As for what He Rui thought, Duan Qirui felt He Rui knew the relationship between the Zhili clique and the British very well.

Xu Shichang was a *Jinshi*, not a warlord. Hearing Wu Peifu acting so impulsively, he said somewhat resentfully, "Brother Ziyu, do you think China will lose?"

Wu Peifu shook his head hurriedly. "Absolutely not! The Zhili clique accepted reorganization back then only because Chairman He defeated Japan and is a hero of our China. Just as Brother Xu said, now there is finally a hero reigning over the world. What does my personal life and death matter? But I am not willing to be a mantis trying to stop a chariot and leave a bad name."

Xu Shichang wanted to facilitate this matter. Seeing Wu Peifu answer generously, he struck while the iron was hot. "The POW camp always needs a commander. Brother Ziyu, as a soldier, should naturally act according to orders. Why do you refuse to agree?"

Wu Peifu also felt that he actually had no reason to refuse, but he just didn't want to agree, so he could only remain silent.

Xu Shichang continued, "The Sino-British war is a national war. For decades, other countries have come to attack us. This time, it is our China consoling the people and punishing the wicked. Brother Ziyu, 'Those who offend the strong Han will be punished even if they are far away.' At this time when the country has use for you, don't you want to serve the country?"

Both Duan Qirui and Wu Peifu were stunned. They didn't feel this war had anything to do with them before. But hearing 'Those who offend the strong Han will be punished even if they are far away,' besides being shocked, a feeling of pride faintly floated in their hearts.

Xu Shichang actually looked down on these warlords, but Duan Qirui graduated from a German military academy, and Wu Peifu had passed the exam for *Xiucai*, so he was willing to spend his breath. He explained to the two, "Two brothers, the country fought with foreign countries before. Foreign countries only sent tens of thousands of people, and the country did its best but could not resist. The world was shaken, and the nationals were panicked. In this great war, mobilizing hundreds of thousands of troops, the capital is surprisingly calm. Haven't you two brothers thought about why this is so?"

Wu Peifu thought for a moment and asked somewhat hesitantly, "Does Brother Xu think this battle is certain to be won?"

"Whether it is certain to be won, I don't know. But in such a situation, shouldn't a good man be part of it? If Brother Ziyu feels that Britain is closer than China, say it, and we will explain it to Chairman He. If Brother Ziyu has a clear conscience, why care what others say?"

Wu Peifu pondered for a long time and finally made up his mind. He stood up and bowed deeply to Xu Shichang. "I was confused; thank you, Brother Xu, for your guidance."

Xu Shichang said politely, "It's all for the country; Brother Ziyu doesn't need to take it to heart."

Wu Peifu turned to Duan Qirui again. "Thank you, Brother Duan, for the recommendation."

Seeing Wu Peifu being so adaptable, Duan Qirui was also stunned. But he couldn't say much at this time. Duan Qirui replied, "Brother Ziyu's talent is known to all our Beiyang brothers. Since Brother Ziyu is willing to take action, I can also report to Chairman He."

Although everyone still had their own ideas, at least the following meal was eaten quite harmoniously. Wu Peifu finished eating and left first. Looking at Wu Peifu's back, Duan Qirui heard Xu Shichang say, "Brother Duan, Chairman He's magnanimity is extraordinary. Having subdued Wu Ziyu this time, I'm afraid the Fengtian clique won't dare to fuss about land distribution in the future."

Duan Qirui sighed but didn't answer. The Zhili clique was called Zhili because most of the officers came from various places in Zhili. After becoming the Beiyang Army, they all bought land in their hometown of Zhili. He Rui carried out land reform. Although it was redemption and didn't make the Zhili officers lose everything, this grudge was indeed formed.

Wu Peifu had the highest prestige in the Zhili clique. If he could be subdued this time, perhaps as Xu Shichang said, this grudge could be turned over.

Seeing He Rui's position becoming more and more stable. Although Duan Qirui lost the heart to contend with He Rui, he could still only sigh.

From the time he could remember, Duan Qirui had never seen a real emperor sit firmly on the throne. Now this supreme throne finally welcomed a hero who unified the six directions. Duan Qirui had only seen the atmosphere of a hero ascending the throne in books, but he didn't expect that the atmosphere of the country thriving described in history books turned out to be true.
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"Major General Wu, please follow me," the Deputy Director of the Academic Affairs Office of the National Defense University said to the student Wu Peifu.

Although Wu Peifu didn't like the rank of 'Major General,' he obediently followed the Deputy Director of the Academic Affairs Office out of the teaching building.

Passing through the teaching building, he heard various local accents filling the corridors where people came and went. The accents of students from the Northeast to Yunnan and Guizhou, the Northwest, Qinghai, and Tibet were even harder to understand. As the highest military academy in the Republic, 60% of the students in the National Defense University were admitted based on grades, and 40% were allocated to various provinces. Since it was a unified country, students from every province should have a quota in the National Defense University.

Inside the National Defense University, Wu Peifu also saw some familiar Zhili faces. Most of them were instructors from Zhili military academies, mainly students who had studied abroad and graduates of the Baoding Military Academy. Seeing Wu Peifu, this group of people lowered their gazes, unwilling to show closeness to Wu Peifu. Wu Peifu felt he shouldn't blame these people, but he couldn't help feeling unhappy in his heart.

This group of Zhili guys and Wu Peifu's 'Major General' rank were the two things Wu Peifu was unhappy about in the National Defense University.

He Rui's Beiyang government reorganized the Beiyang and even the military governors of various places. After unifying the country, it ordered all personnel from military lecture halls and other military academies across the country to go to the capital for training. Those who failed to arrive on time would not be registered and their status would not be recognized. The instructors of local military academies such as military lecture halls established by various warlords were indignant, and most of them expressed that they would 'starve to death, die of poverty, but would not go to the capital.'

However, after making such statements, the vast majority of these instructors still went to the capital obediently to accept reorganization. After the reorganization, a small number of instructors were directly assigned to teach at the National Defense University. Wu Peifu disliked this group of people very much, but as a surrendered general himself, he couldn't say anything about others. It was just that the unhappiness in his heart was difficult to dispel.

Following the Deputy Director of the Academic Affairs Office out of the teaching building, they soon arrived at the green space inside the National Defense University. There were guards at the entrance over there. As the two approached, the guards stopped them. Not long after, a person walked out from the tree-shaded road; it turned out to be the President, Zhou Yinshan. Lieutenant General Zhou Yinshan looked at Wu Peifu and greeted him, "Major General Wu."

Wu Peifu could only salute Zhou Yinshan, "President Zhou."

Zhou Yinshan didn't say much and walked away directly. The Deputy Director of the Academic Affairs Office then led Wu Peifu inside. A moment later, Wu Peifu saw He Rui inside. Wu Peifu had only met He Rui twice, but He Rui's portrait hung in the military academy, so Wu Peifu wouldn't mistake this young face.

However, when He Rui greeted, "Major General Wu, hello," Wu Peifu still felt unhappy in his heart.

In fact, Wu Peifu himself didn't care about the pile of titles added to him by the Zhili leader, Big Brother Cao Kun. These titles were not important. In the old Beiyang Army, a word from Marshal Cao Kun, 'My soldiers are Wu Ziyu's soldiers,' was enough to explain everything. With such a sentence, Wu Peifu had everything in the Zhili clique.

However, He Rui inherited the legal tradition of the Republic, naturally taking the Beiyang in the capital as the standard. The official titles and ranks granted by the Zhili clique were not recognized by the He Rui government. After the Zhili clique surrendered in 1924, the National Defense Force's recognition of Wu Peifu's military rank turned out to be the rank of 1915. In 1915, Wu Peifu was promoted to Major General Brigade Commander of the 6th Brigade. After the rise of the National Protection Movement against Yuan Shikai, Wu Peifu followed the battalion into Sichuan to suppress the Yunnan National Protection Army led by Cai E.

Wu Peifu felt this was somewhat unfair and had filed an appeal, believing that his military rank should be re-examined according to 1917. However, the personnel of the Military Affairs Department took out the order and let Wu Peifu see it personally.

The materials provided by the Military Affairs Department clearly recorded that in 1917, Sun Yat-sen formed a military government, and Duan Qirui sent Cao Kun and Zhang Huaizhi to lead troops south for a punitive expedition. Wu served as the Acting Division Commander of the 3rd Division and the Commander-in-Chief of the Frontline. In the Beiyang Army system, a division commander was a Lieutenant General. But the Military Affairs Department informed Wu Peifu that he was an acting division commander at the time, but his rank remained Major General.

Although He Rui's 'Major General Wu' made Wu Peifu unhappy, Wu Peifu tried to free himself from the unhappiness as soon as possible. He was a 50-year-old man after all; getting entangled in this matter was also very undignified.

Wu Peifu saluted He Rui, "Chairman He, subordinate Wu Peifu reporting for duty."

He Rui pointed to the stone stool by the table, and the two sat face to face. He Rui then said, "Brother Ziyu, we have won some victories on the Burmese front line recently and captured some prisoners. POW camps have been established in Burma and Kunming. I wonder if Brother Ziyu is willing to serve as the supervisor."

Wu Peifu asked immediately, "I wonder how many prisoners were captured? How many British are among them?"

He Rui shook his head. "There have been many battles recently, and the numbers change quickly. I'm not sure exactly how many prisoners there are. But hearing Brother Ziyu say this, do you think there are too few prisoners?"

Wu Peifu had already decided to accept this appointment at this time. Hearing He Rui say this, he knew he was confused by concern and his answer was irrelevant. He hurriedly organized his mood and stood up to reply, "The subordinate is willing to obey orders."

He Rui nodded and asked Wu Peifu to sit down. "Brother Ziyu, you have been in the military academy for a year; presumably you already understand the current military system. Although the Military Commission recognizes Brother Ziyu's talent very much, the POW camp also follows the military establishment. Many things have to be discussed."

Wu Peifu certainly knew the current system of the National Defense Force. Military commanders at all levels commanding battles formed a command system in the army with the Political Department and the Staff Department. Most personnel rights were in the hands of political commissars. However, the political commissar system was not a supervisory army, because political commissars themselves were also from military backgrounds, and many political commissars had excellent military qualifications.

After He Rui finished speaking, Wu Peifu stood up again and replied, "The subordinate has learned the military system of the National Defense Force and will definitely strictly abide by the rules."

"Good. Then I look forward to Major General Wu's excellent performance." He Rui also stood up after speaking. After Wu Peifu saluted, he returned the salute to Wu Peifu and left directly.

Wu Peifu looked at He Rui's back with mixed feelings. It was the young man in front of him who swept away the six directions and unified the world, and the merit of unifying the world was only an inconspicuous part of He Rui's victory. Defeating Japan with the power of a corner of the Northeast, and starting a war against the world's number one power, Britain. Even Wu Peifu couldn't help but admire. Since He Rui met Wu Peifu personally, presumably he had no malice.

The next day, Wu Peifu received the transfer order and went to the General Staff to accept the new position. The political commissar partnering with Wu Peifu was a Senior Colonel named Yu Cen. Wu Peifu didn't know Senior Colonel Yu Cen's past, but just felt that this young brother from Sichuan looked heroic between his brows, and his gestures were very powerful; he should be an outstanding soldier.

Senior Colonel Yu Cen didn't exchange many pleasantries and handed a list of personnel to Wu Peifu. Browsing the list, many names made Wu Peifu feel very wrong. These people didn't support the land reform policy very much; they only had to accept reorganization because the situation was stronger than people. He Rui picked these people out; what did he want to do?

After reading the list, Wu Peifu probed, "Commissar Yu, I wonder who formulated this list?"

"It was formulated by the General Staff. Does Major General Wu have any opinions on the people inside?"

Wu Peifu hesitated to speak, and finally shook his head. "No opinion."

"If there are no opinions, please sign, Major General Wu. We are leaving soon. These personnel are currently scattered in different units, and it takes time to gather them."

On June 21, the management team of the POW camp took a train south. Half of these people were Zhili officers of the old Beiyang Army. It was a bit awkward for everyone to meet again one year after accepting reorganization. They couldn't say anything either. Finally, one of them found a topic, "This train seems different from the previous ones."

Wu Peifu understood the feelings of his former Zhili brothers and could only follow the topic. And Wu Peifu also felt that the train he was riding was indeed different. First was the appearance; the front of the new train was quite square, completely different from the cylindrical front of the steam train. Moreover, the steam locomotive always spewed thick white smoke when starting on the platform, making the locomotive look like a monster. But the front of this train, as well as other similar locomotives Wu Peifu had seen, didn't seem to spew any smoke.

Judging from the number of carriages, this train had 12 carriages, instead of the 4 or 6 carriages of ordinary steam trains. As for speed, this train was probably at least half faster than ordinary steam trains. As a soldier, Wu Peifu also paid considerable attention to these details. If the train really carried double the personnel and was half faster, the impact on troop transport during wartime would reach an earth-shaking level.

The Zhili officers exchanged their observations but couldn't discuss anything, so Wu Peifu could only ask Senior Colonel Yu Cen. Since Wu Peifu actively asked for advice, Senior Colonel Yu Cen readily introduced the internal combustion locomotive to the accompanying officers.

The internal combustion locomotive was not driven by an internal combustion engine driving the train wheels, but by an internal combustion engine generating electricity to drive the train with electric power. Moreover, there were two types of internal combustion locomotives. The first type was like a steam engine; electricity only drove the locomotive, and the locomotive pulled a series of carriages forward. The second type was to install electric motors on the underframe of the vehicle. When moving, the power was driven by the locomotive together with these carriages.

Wu Peifu exhausted his imagination and could only have a vague outline, but still couldn't truly understand. After thinking for a while, Wu Peifu found a suitable comparison object, "Commissar Yu, which country is this train imported from?"

Yu Cen answered immediately, "This is designed by our domestic railway department and is a completely self-produced train. Currently, no country in the world has such advanced train technology."

Wu Peifu was stunned. After spending some effort to understand this sentence, he immediately felt shocked in his heart. Foreign countries didn't have the technology, completely domestically produced trains, meaning stronger than foreign countries? Amidst the shock, a thought arose in Wu Peifu's mind: Is this still China?

Hearing Yu Cen's words, the other Zhili officers looked unbelieving. However, as defeated generals, they didn't ask for a snub. Moreover, the Zhili officers had all ridden trains, and the comparison between the two was so obvious. If it was said that new technology was adopted, it should be true. It was just that the Zhili officers didn't believe that this technology was unique to China.

Yu Cen didn't boast forcefully either. As a political commissar, Yu Cen's job this time was to educate the old upper class and give foreign countries enough shock. And the higher-ups made it clear that as long as Yu Cen did this job well, Yu Cen would definitely be transferred to the unit he dreamed of to serve as Chief of Staff later.

Expectations for such a future made Yu Cen accept this task. Recalling that he went to the Kwantung Leased Territory alone to deliver the declaration of war, and led troops to sweep several foreign garrison sites in Beijing and Tianjin, Yu Cen somewhat regretted being too young at that time. If he had known that he would do these 'showy' jobs later, Yu Cen would have worked honestly in the army. At least he could have fought many more battles.

Wu Peifu and others didn't know Yu Cen's experience; at this time, they just became interested in internal combustion locomotives. At every station, they paid great attention to observation, and sure enough, they saw some old-style steam locomotives still spewing thick smoke, while internal combustion locomotives ran quietly and at high speed on the tracks. In only half the time of the past, the train arrived in Hankou from Beiping.

Everyone then got on a plane and experienced another brand-new journey amidst inner unease and excitement. Arriving at the destination Kunming, Wu Peifu calculated the time; it actually only took 4 days. Transporting dozens of people from Beiping to Kunming in 4 days, Wu Peifu felt like he had a dream.

The Zhili officers were also blank-faced at this time; they dared not believe this was true either. When the Zhili power was at its peak, it once controlled Hubei and entrenched in the three towns of Wuhan. They knew very well how much time it took them to arrive here initially. It took more than a month for the whole army to reach Hankou.

Although dozens of people moved faster, being fast to this extent was already wrong.

Looking at the expressions of the Zhili officers, Yu Cen hoped that these guys could wake up as soon as possible. In this way, Yu Cen could return to the frontline combat troops he missed day and night to fight the British as soon as possible.

"Let's go; it takes a while to get to the POW camp," Yu Cen ordered.

Soon, the group got on a truck and began to bump on the road. It took more than three hours to reach the destination finally. The Zhili officers stood behind the stunned Wu Peifu, looking at a huge POW camp built against the mountain.

In the view of the Zhili officers, such a POW camp must hold at least tens of thousands of prisoners. If it was just a thousand or so prisoners, there was no need to build it so big.

Has the number of prisoners captured by the National Defense Force already exceeded a thousand? This question popped up in the minds of all former Zhili officers.
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Wu Peifu had never been to India. A few seconds after walking into the Kunming POW camp, Major General Wu Peifu looked left and right unconsciously. He saw high walls with barbed wire on top. The soldiers on the watchtowers were all Chinese, and the soldiers around him were not only Chinese but also Zhili officers he was familiar with. These Zhili officers also had stunned expressions on their faces; Wu Peifu felt that everyone's mood should be similar to his own.

"Let's go; take a look from a high place," Senior Colonel Yu Cen said. Wu Peifu and others followed Yu Cen, passing through the main road and heading towards the high ground inside the POW camp.

Wu Peifu had seen Indians acting as running dogs for the British in the British concession. At that time, the Indian running dogs looked quite fierce. At this time, the group passed through the road in the middle of the POW camp, and the British Indian Army prisoners were getting their meals. The prisoners wore basically the same clothes as the Indian running dogs in the concession, but they looked humble and behaved submissively, facing the Chinese soldiers with very obedient behavior.

Compared with the prisoners, the number of Chinese soldiers in the POW camp was relatively small. Walking in the POW camp, although Wu Peifu was alert in his heart, he felt no threat. Walking through the passage, they went up to the high ground. Wu Peifu looked down, and the brand-new large-scale architectural complex built according to the terrain was in full view.

The highest position was arranged with the camp of the armed forces, easy to defend and difficult to attack. The barracks of the POW camp below were distinct in levels. The entire camp was well surrounded by the terrain, and the entrance leading to the outside was equipped with heavily guarded strongholds. Other places were difficult to pass and very dangerous. Barbed wire and other facilities were added, making it even harder to escape.

It was close to evening, and the sun was setting in the west. Looking down from a high position, the scenery of the Kunming mountainous area made Wu Peifu feel very good. The POW camp was orderly, and there seemed to be nearly 10,000 prisoners. Although this was a barren mountain, the people coming and going made Wu Peifu unable to feel the desolation of the wild mountains no matter what.

Just then, the street lights in the POW camp lit up one by one, which surprised Wu Peifu a little. Some of the Zhili officers around Wu Peifu exclaimed in admiration. On the watchtowers at the wall, searchlights also lit up one by one. The wall was divided into two layers. Sturdy thick square wooden stakes were erected on the ground, and a barbed wire was wound around the wooden stakes every 20 centimeters, forming a tight barbed wire fence. To climb over, one had to be prepared to have one's flesh torn open. Roads were built between the inner and outer walls, and patrol teams with fierce dogs were already patrolling there.

However, amidst the green mountains, the well-arranged neat buildings, neat roads, and orderly organization greatly diluted the solemn and fierce atmosphere, making the patrol team look like a loyal guard protecting this peaceful place.

"Commissar Yu, the capital hasn't been fully electrified yet; why does the POW camp have electricity?" a Zhili officer asked, his tone somewhat sour.

Hearing such a question, Yu Cen turned to the previous manager of the POW camp. This Lieutenant Colonel Ma looked at the Zhili officer unhappily. "We built a hydropower station here, and the electricity is provided by the hydropower station. We didn't build a power station specifically for this place."

Wu Peifu didn't like the attitude of this Zhili officer either, so he said in a gentle voice, "Lieutenant Colonel Ma, this POW camp is built really well. Lieutenant Colonel Ma's civil engineering is really amazing."

Like Yu Cen, Lieutenant Colonel Ma also didn't like working in the POW camp and just wanted to hand over the job quickly and go to the front line to fight. So he didn't hide it and told the way the POW camp was built, "These are drawings provided by the Railway Corps, and materials for construction were transported here. The hard labor in the POW camp was done by these British Indian Army prisoners, and the engineers and skilled workers of the Railway Corps were responsible for the technical work. If we want to continue expanding the scale of the POW camp or build new POW camps in the future, we can also do this."

Wu Peifu was stunned. "Did those British Indian troops not rebel at first?"

"Major General Wu wants to ask if those captured British Indian troops caused trouble, right?" Lieutenant Colonel Ma corrected cleverly.

Wu Peifu had never managed a POW camp. Hearing Lieutenant Colonel Ma say this, he realized that he didn't even know the 'terms' in the POW camp. So he followed Lieutenant Colonel Ma's words, "Are the prisoners so honest?"

"There is a trick here. The British have colonized India for more than a hundred years. After several generations, they have long felt that the British are superior people. We have to let the captured Indian prisoners see with their own eyes that the British prisoners are respectful in front of us, and let the British prisoners work, and the British prisoners work honestly. After seeing this with their own eyes, the Indian prisoners will be very honest."

Hearing this, Wu Peifu and other Zhili officers were slightly stunned, then all smiled bitterly. For Zhili officers, this was completely understandable. Seeing that the Zhili officers were obedient one by one after being captured, the Zhili soldiers had no thought of resisting the Northeast Army.

At this time, a mountain breeze blew, and everyone felt a little cold. Lieutenant Colonel Ma was used to this and laughed, "Gentlemen, let's go to the headquarters to talk."

Entering the headquarters, a Zhili officer asked, "I wonder how many British Indian troops the National Defense Force defeated to capture so many prisoners."

"Annihilated 9 regiments of the British Indian Army and captured more than 10,000 prisoners." Speaking of this, Lieutenant Colonel Ma couldn't help feeling anxious. The war was going too smoothly. Since the outbreak of the war, Britain had arrogantly engaged in 'refueling tactics' [piecemeal reinforcement]. Relying on sea transport, they transported 6 regiments in two batches, plus the British Indian Army originally stationed in Burma, a total of 9 regiments.

The National Defense Force attacked very quickly along the railway and had already solved the British garrison troops in Burma. When the British Indian Army reinforcements arrived, they retreated after engaging them. Sure enough, the British Indian Army began to pursue, was interspersed and surrounded by the National Defense Force, surrounded in field battles, and annihilated one by one.

According to Lieutenant Colonel Ma's comrades in the same batch, the fighting will of this group of British Indian troops was far inferior to the Japanese army. Mountain warfare, logistical transportation was very difficult; their equipment was slightly better than the Japanese army, but the number of artillery was far inferior to the battlefield between the Northeast Army and the Japanese army. So the battle was quite easy.

Of course, the comrades also seriously told Lieutenant Colonel Ma about the judgment of the Burma Theater on the future war. Britain would mobilize more British Indian troops to come, and later would also mobilize the Australian and New Zealand Corps and troops from the British mainland to participate in the war. The subsequent battles would be much harder.

Lieutenant Colonel Ma had participated in the Korean Campaign, engaged in hand-to-hand combat with the Japanese army many times, and fought with bayonets twice. He was not afraid of so-called danger. The comrade's description of future opponents stimulated Lieutenant Colonel Ma instead. Defeating a real British white army on the battlefield, that would be majestic! If he didn't die after the war, this would be a lifetime of glory. How could there be any reason to escape?!

Seeing Lieutenant Colonel Ma's eyes shining although his tone was indifferent when talking about the battle, the Zhili officers all thought Lieutenant Colonel Ma was deliberately pretending that nothing happened, but was actually complacent inside.

But the Zhili officers didn't think there was anything wrong with Lieutenant Colonel Ma's mood. The Zhili clique cooperated with Britain and France and knew how formidable the British army was. The British Indian Army also belonged to the British Army. The National Defense Force beat the British Army badly and captured so many prisoners. The Zhili officers were indeed secretly shocked.

Wu Peifu felt similar in his heart. With the National Defense Force being so tough, Wu Peifu even suspected that the National Defense Force might really defeat Britain greatly. It was just that Wu Peifu knew the strength of Britain and felt this idea was very outrageous. But thinking that he was also a member of the National Defense Force now, the idea that the National Defense Force couldn't win was actually outrageous.

For a moment, Wu Peifu couldn't determine his true feelings, only feeling a bit irritable. Fortunately, dinner had been served. With the refreshing smell of spices, several dishes were brought up. Brown mixed with some green paste, some vegetables mixed in were wrapped in thick paste, and it was unclear what they were. This appearance made Wu Peifu feel not very good. Looking at the officers next to him, not only did the Zhili officers frown, but the officers from the Northeast Army didn't look very good either.

Lieutenant Colonel Ma introduced, "This is food from some areas in India, Masala. Masala can also be called curry, a kind of paste made from spices in the Indian region. By the way, just treat this as Zhili's Zhajiangmian [fried sauce noodles]."

After speaking, Lieutenant Colonel Ma took a plate of spherical objects handed by the orderly. Picking one up, Lieutenant Colonel Ma said, "You can treat this as prawn crackers."

Prawn crackers, also known as jade chips, were deep-fried food that appeared in the late Qing Dynasty. The traditional production method was made from shrimp juice and starch. Prawn crackers in various places would have some differences. Some used whole potato powder instead of 10-20% starch, which could greatly improve the expansion degree of prawn crackers. Another method was made from fresh potatoes through a series of processing processes.

Hearing Lieutenant Colonel Ma's introduction, the acceptance of the Zhili officers increased immediately. Everyone followed Lieutenant Colonel Ma, poked a small hole in the deep-fried puffed ball, poured some Masala into it, and then ate the whole ball. Most people thought it was okay, not liking it very much. Instead, a large bowl of rice noodles topped with minced meat was served, and the Zhili officers ate it slurpingly, quite happily.

At night, the officers were tired and went to rest first. Lieutenant Colonel Ma was anxious to complete the handover, so he invited Wu Peifu and Yu Cen to his office and carefully handed over the affairs of the POW camp to the two.

"...Commissar Yu, one of the goals of the higher-ups is to screen the Indian soldiers in the British Indian Army and send back those oppressed Indian soldiers. Let them become a force to set off resistance against British rule in India. The Political Department has sent people here, and more personnel will come next. I think this is the key work of the POW camp."

Yu Cen was somewhat hesitant. "In the materials I saw, the Indians selected into the British Indian Army were all Indians who actively approached the British, and a considerable part of them were children of local princely states. This work is quite difficult."

Wu Peifu heard this and disapproved somewhat. In Wu Peifu's view, according to the so-called 'struggle of spirit,' the Zhili officers should fight to the death with He Rui who implemented land reform. Didn't the Zhili officers in reality eventually accept their fate?

The relationship between Indian princely states and the British was similar to that between Chinese gentry and the small landlords below. When forming a militia, small landlords would indeed exert effort under the orders of the gentry and big landlords, but they would not really risk their lives. If the princely states were so fierce, how could more than 10,000 people be captured? Based on Wu Peifu's life experience, the Indian prisoners in the POW camp were truly docile. There was absolutely no intention of fighting to the death.

But as a defeated general, Wu Peifu actually admired the fighting will of the Northeast Army. Wu Peifu felt that he was also a generous person, knowing shame and valuing righteousness. But compared with the Northeast Army, Wu Peifu had to admit that he did have a gap. The Northeast Army truly feared no death for the country, especially these officers, who truly had feelings for the family and country. The treatment of Northeast Army soldiers was indeed not bad, but Beiyang Army officers would never risk their lives for this little treatment. However, millions of officers and soldiers of the Northeast Army fought fiercely with the million-strong Japanese army for nearly a year for China's interests. Wu Peifu persisted to the end back then, really for his old superior Cao Kun who promoted him. If Wu Peifu fought for himself, he would have surrendered earlier.

Hearing that Yu Cen thought the Indian army would have the determination to fight to the death, Wu Peifu felt that Yu Cen was a bit too strong-willed.

Lieutenant Colonel Ma advised, "Commissar Yu, you dared to go to the Kwantung Leased Territory alone to deliver the letter of war, but don't think Indians are like you."

Hearing this, Wu Peifu couldn't help it anymore and asked hurriedly, "Brother Ma, please speak clearly. What did Commissar Yu go to the Kwantung Leased Territory for?"

Yu Cen didn't want to show off with these, but Lieutenant Colonel Ma was very willing to publicize for Yu Cen. The generals and officers in the Northeast Army admired Yu Cen's bravery very much. With the barbarism of the Japanese, the comrades thought that the Japanese army might kill the envoy out of shame and anger. Everyone even envied Yu Cen for having such an opportunity.

Wu Peifu listened to Lieutenant Colonel Ma recounting that Yu Cen went to the Kwantung Leased Territory Command alone and personally delivered the Northeast Army's declaration of war against Japan to the Kwantung Leased Territory Commander Kawai Misao. He couldn't help slapping the table and standing up. He wanted to praise Yu Cen's bravery, but felt it wasn't enough. Moreover, Yu Cen didn't mention at all along the way that he had done such a thing, which made him admire even more. He simply saluted Yu Cen, "Commissar Yu, I salute you. You are truly a good man!"

Yu Cen hurriedly stood up and returned the salute. "I was not alone; several comrades went with me."

Seeing Yu Cen so humble, Wu Peifu admired him even more. When the two sat down, Wu Peifu considered for a moment and finally spoke, "Commissar Yu, I am a few years older; I wonder if I can call you Brother Yu."

Yu Cen was stunned, then laughed, "I wonder what advice Brother Wu has?"

Wu Peifu said, "I am a few years older and have traveled to more places. I have seen some things and want to chat with you two brothers. Two brothers, please don't think I'm wordy."
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On the third day after Major General Wu Peifu and Political Commissar Senior Colonel Yu Cen arrived at the POW camp, Lieutenant Colonel Ma received the transfer order as he wished. Reading the content 'Report to the Myanmar Theater Command in Kunming,' Lieutenant Colonel Ma Yuteng thought for a moment and immediately sat down to write a report.

It was already afternoon; even if he started to act immediately, he would have to wait until tomorrow to set off. Moreover, Lieutenant Colonel Ma Yuteng had almost no luggage, so packing was very easy. The summary report was supposed to be written after arriving at the command, but writing it now and preparing for the handover tomorrow was also in time. And reporting to the command would allow the report submission time to be advanced.

The pen tip slid across the paper, sometimes fast, sometimes slow. After changing frequency a few times, it finally stopped. Lieutenant Colonel Ma looked at the comments he wrote and hesitated in his heart, '...Comrade Commissar Yu Cen has a firm stance and clear thinking, and gets started with the POW camp work very quickly. Major General Wu Peifu has a very thorough understanding of the psychology of the British Indian Army...'

Lieutenant Colonel Ma didn't think there was anything wrong with his description of Commissar Yu Cen. Since he was a 'comrade,' he was naturally a member of the Civilization Party and belonged to the same political organization. Although 'Major General Wu Peifu' was a major general recognized by the National Defense Force, Lieutenant Colonel Ma Yuteng felt his description seemed inappropriate.

Recalling the experience of these three days, Lieutenant Colonel Ma felt that Major General Wu Peifu himself indeed had feelings for the family and country, and put forward many useful suggestions and views on management, but this person could not be called a 'comrade' yet. After deliberation, Lieutenant Colonel Ma crossed out the sentence commenting on Wu Peifu above and continued to write, 'Major General Wu Peifu comes from the old Chinese army and has a profound understanding of the composition characteristics and internal relations of the old army. Although the British Indian Army is very different from the organizational model of the old Chinese army, its internal interest relations are similar to the old Chinese army. Major General Wu Peifu can feel the similarities and differences, and has put forward many suggestions...'

After commenting on the two most important people, the rest were descriptions of routine work. Lieutenant Colonel Ma wrote like the wind, and by past 9 PM, he had finished writing several reports. Early the next morning, Lieutenant Colonel Ma gave the transfer order to Senior Colonel Yu Cen. The political commissar was in charge of personnel; Yu Cen had long known that he would take over Lieutenant Colonel Ma's work and began to prepare for the handover.

After 3 PM, Major General Wu Peifu, Director of the POW Camp Management Office, and Senior Colonel Yu Cen, Political Commissar, sent off the former director Lieutenant Colonel Ma Yuteng and officially took over the POW camp. Lieutenant Colonel Ma hurried to the command. At this time, the war was going on, and the command operated 24 hours a day. Past 7 PM, before it got dark, Lieutenant Colonel Ma arrived at the command and submitted the order. At 10 PM that night, the procedures were basically completed, and Lieutenant Colonel Ma Yuteng officially returned to the combat troops he missed day and night.

There were also old comrades in the command. One of them happened to be on night shift. Seeing Ma Yuteng and hearing that he had returned, he was also quite happy. The two chatted for a while, and Ma Yuteng asked if he could apply to go to the combat troops. The old comrade whispered, "Don't worry; the offensive has paused temporarily now. The troops will adjust their deployment."

"What situation did the front line encounter?" Ma Yuteng asked hurriedly.

The old comrade thought for a moment and didn't answer immediately. Ma Yuteng was worrying that his old comrade wouldn't explain, but he heard the old comrade answer, "Burma has entered the rainy season. Traffic is not smooth, and rivers over there are likely to flood due to heavy rain."

As the former director of the POW Camp Management Office, Ma Yuteng actually understood the progress of the war quite timely through interrogating prisoners, one of his daily tasks. He knew quite a lot. He thought the British army had launched a massive counterattack, but he didn't expect it to be the rainy season. Ma Yuteng was stunned, but a moment later felt it was completely reasonable.

The temperature in Burma does not change much throughout the year. The average temperature in the coldest month (January) is 20°C-25°C; the average temperature in the hottest month (April and May) is 25°C-30°C. The annual temperature range in various places is also small.

Due to the influence of the monsoon, Burma does not divide the seasons by 'spring, summer, autumn, and winter,' but divides the year into the hot season (March to mid-May), rainy season (mid-May to October), and cool season (November to February of the following year).

It was now June, and Burma had entered the rainy season. The terrain in southern Burma is relatively flat, while the mountains in the north are high and forests are dense. Although both are rainy seasons, the southern rainy season is from April to September, and the northern rainy season is from June to September. There is a difference of 2 or 3 months. The end of the rainy season is earlier in the north and later in the south, generally with a difference of only about 20 days.

Recalling this knowledge, Lieutenant Colonel Ma Yuteng quickly judged a possibility: from now, June 24, to September 1, there are about 70 days to prepare for the 'Cool Season Operation' in Burma.

Seeing Lieutenant Colonel Ma Yuteng's expression become calm, the old comrade advised Ma Yuteng to rest first. Ma Yuteng calmed down at this time. Not launching a large-scale war when mountain torrents might erupt at any time is basic common sense for modern armies. However, making full use of the 70-day preparation period to prepare for the subsequent large-scale war is also basic common sense for modern armies. Since there were battles for him to fight, thinking of this, Lieutenant Colonel Ma became even more calm and went to the dormitory to rest with the expectation of beating the British in the future.

The armies of the great powers in the world were not only the Republic National Defense Force. Britain as a belligerent, Japan as a semi-quasi-ally of Britain, France wanting to see Britain's joke, the Netherlands worried about chain attacks on Southeast Asian colonies, and the United States dissatisfied with the current British order. Germany, happy to see Britain suffer losses, and the Soviet Union, happy to see Britain and China at war, all knew that after this not-so-long truce, the flames of war would surely burn again with doubled intensity.

The Plum Rain season in most parts of Japan is from mid-June to mid-July. Because the weather was not suitable, the Japanese Army New Technology Training Bureau also suspended training during this month. Training Bureau Director Ishiwara Kanji finally had some time of his own.

Ishiwara originally wanted to promote the activities of the Japan Future Society at this time, but unexpectedly he was first invited by Saionji Kinmochi to provide strategic judgment to this *Genrō*, and then called to the General Staff Headquarters for strategic deduction.

Saionji had limited understanding of modern warfare, and Ishiwara could explain patiently. Facing the group of guys at the General Staff Headquarters, Ishiwara was too lazy to speak. The staff officers of the General Staff Headquarters didn't look good, but they still had to say something everyone knew clearly, "The Shina National Defense Force chose a very suitable combat time, using the two months before the rainy season to advance rapidly and seized most of the original Burma..."

Ishiwara felt that this bunch of trash in the General Staff Headquarters didn't understand strategy at all, so he simply thought about the Japan Future Society. In one year, almost all middle and lower-ranking officers of the Japanese Army participated in the new technology training. The so-called 'new technology' was the counter-operational thinking against the army tactics of the Chinese National Defense Force. As the Director of the Training Bureau, in addition to explaining this part of knowledge, Ishiwara also taught his ideas on new army tactics to middle and lower-ranking Japanese officers.

Due to the stubborn and conservative atmosphere in the Japanese army, many middle and lower-ranking Japanese officers believed that infantry squad and platoon tactics were the squad interspersed outflanking tactics adopted by Japan in the First Sino-Japanese War and the Russo-Japanese War. After being criticized by Ishiwara, quite a few middle and lower-ranking Japanese officers were actually unconvinced. It was only because of the strict hierarchy in the Japanese army that they did not refute directly.

But who was Ishiwara? A guy considered a thorn since his youth military academy days, how could he not see through the thoughts of this group of guys. So Ishiwara organized targeted exercises and used the infantry squad and platoon tactics of the Chinese army learned in the war to severely teach those elm wood heads in the Japanese army.

Although most of these elm wood heads failed to truly master infantry squad and platoon tactics, at least after failing completely many times, they had to understand that tremendous changes had occurred in infantry tactics, and the Japanese army was defeated by such changes. This gained Ishiwara Kanji great prestige among middle and lower-ranking officers.

Ishiwara didn't care about such fame; what he cared about was that after training, young officers willing to reform were found in various troops. Although the Japanese government did its best to alleviate Japan's economic destitution, and the Japanese army also tried to improve combat effectiveness by promoting new military technologies, none of these could save Japan.

The young officers who newly joined the Japan Future Society might not have fully learned the new army tactics, but they all fully felt the pain brought by economic destitution. Urban workers were unemployed in large numbers, rural land rents increased, and the interest rates of usurers also increased. However, to maintain production operations, or just to maintain grain for subsistence, the poor had to borrow. To borrow, they had to mortgage their last property. Some officers' sisters were sold to brothels, and even to brothels in Nanyang.

Since Japan did not cede territory or pay indemnities after the Sino-Japanese armistice, such a tragic situation was definitely not caused by China's exploitation. The painful young officers had the same thought: there must be bad people in Japan, and it was these bad people who caused the current economic misery.

Some forces already wanted to use this idea. To win over precious young officers, the Future Society also did its best to educate young officers, trying to make them understand the status quo of Japan. Such a tug-of-war was going on in secret. For the victory of the next restoration, many members of the Japan Future Society did not hesitate to expose themselves and went to the Imperial Way Faction to propagate and explain the reasons leading to the current situation.

The complete severance of Sino-Japanese trade made Japan lose a huge market. To make up for the purchasing power of this market, Japan must obtain more sales shares in other countries' markets. The simplest way to grab the market is undoubtedly price reduction competition.

However, the severance of Sino-Japanese trade not only made Japan lose China's market share but also lost China as a source of raw materials. The price of overseas raw material transportation increased rapidly due to the increase in transportation distance. The increase in overseas raw material prices increased the cost of goods, making it impossible for Japanese exporters to sell at reduced prices.

Whether it was Future Society members who wanted restoration or those who considered themselves Imperial Way Faction, after hearing such an explanation, they indeed increased their understanding of the current economic status quo.

Some people also asked why this problem could not be alleviated by increasing Japan's domestic raw material output. Members of the Future Society told these people, "Increasing output requires increasing input, and production increase cannot be completed in a short time. Moreover, Japan's domestic raw material output is limited; even increasing production will not play a greater role."

People who understood this suddenly realized that Japan's previous unwritten national policy was indeed correct. A considerable number of people believed that if the He Rui government could be defeated and China returned to its previous status, Japan's problems could be solved.

However, less than two years after the end of the Sino-Japanese War, those people also knew that with China restoring complete sovereignty and rebuilding a reliable national defense system, such an opportunity had been lost.

But...

"Ishiwara-kun." Someone called Ishiwara Kanji. Ishiwara Kanji woke up from his contemplation and looked up; it turned out to be the current Chief of General Staff.

Ishiwara Kanji responded immediately, "Your Excellency, what are your instructions?"
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It was generally believed in the Japanese army that behind Ishiwara's baby face lay excellent strategic thinking. So everyone thought Ishiwara should have his own judgment on the situation and ideas on how to deal with Japan's current crisis.

In this tormented situation, the officers attending the General Staff meeting looked uncalm due to the torture they suffered in their hearts. Lieutenant General Kanaya Hanzo, the current Chief of General Staff, saw a humble and calm look on Ishiwara's baby face, which Kanaya Hanzo felt was more like mockery.

Suppressing his unhappiness, Lieutenant General Kanaya Hanzo asked, "Ishiwara-kun, the British Military Delegation will arrive at the General Staff Headquarters soon to attend this meeting. The British Military Delegation specifically invited you, Nagata-kun, and Okamura-kun to attend this meeting. I expect the three of you to speak freely to the British Military Delegation."

Chief of General Staff Lieutenant General Kanaya originally thought that Ishiwara would express some objection after hearing this, or show the rebelliousness characteristic of a thorn. Unexpectedly, Ishiwara Kanji bowed respectfully after hearing it, "Yes."

A feeling of uneasiness filled Lieutenant General Kanaya's heart, but facing Ishiwara's obedience, he couldn't do anything at this time. Among the Three Chiefs of the Army, except for the Inspector General of Military Training who could not directly punish active generals, the Minister of War and the Chief of General Staff both held command power. Even a war hero like Ishiwara Kanji could be reprimanded by the Chief of General Staff. However, that required Ishiwara Kanji to have indeed done something that must be punished.

Staring at Ishiwara for a moment, Kanaya turned to Nagata Tetsuzan and Okamura Yasuji. "Nagata-kun, Okamura-kun, please be prepared."

Hearing the order, both of them bowed and answered like Ishiwara, "Yes."

Nagata was considered the future leader of the Army, while Okamura was highly evaluated for his rigorous staff character. Kanaya was very assured about these two, but Kanaya also had expectations for Ishiwara Kanji. Among the 'Twin Walls' of the young generation of the Japanese Army, everyone had a higher evaluation of Nagata, but privately implicitly believed that Ishiwara's strategy and tactics might be slightly better.

Other officers remained silent. Although the Army indeed recognized the performance of these three in the Sino-Japanese War, the British specifically inviting them indeed made the officers feel somewhat slighted.

The British Military Delegation didn't think about such issues. What they cared about was the strength shown by these three in the war against the Chinese army. Nagata Tetsuzan's calm and steady command, Ishiwara Kanji's excellent performance in tactics, and Okamura Yasuji's solid staff operations were all very valuable for the British to learn from.

Led by Lieutenant General Hamilton, the British Military Delegation walked into the conference room. At this time, the Japanese officers had moved to one side, leaving the other side for the British officers.

After a simple mutual introduction, Lieutenant General Hamilton first ordered a lieutenant colonel to introduce the recent war situation to the Japanese side. Japan paid close attention to the Sino-British war. Due to the traditional relationship between Britain and Japan, the Japanese army sent a military observation group early on. Every day, the Japanese Army and Navy studied the latest war reports.

"...The Chinese army's raid has been stopped by our army 100 kilometers north of Yangon. Now, our army has built a solid defensive position and is ready to launch a counterattack."

After the British lieutenant colonel finished introducing the war situation, he looked at Lieutenant General Hamilton. Seeing the Lieutenant General nod slightly, he sat back in his seat.

The Japanese generals looked at each other. Nagata saw Lieutenant General Kanaya Hanzo looking at him, but did not speak first; instead, he looked at Ishiwara Kanji. The meaning was very clear: let Ishiwara speak first. Because Nagata had already attended two meetings convened by the Prime Minister, detailing his views to the Prime Minister and several cabinet ministers present at the meeting. It was inappropriate for him to speak first at this time.

Seeing Chief of General Staff Kanaya nodding slightly to him, Ishiwara stood up and greeted the British Military Delegation. After sitting back in his seat, he said, "May I ask if your government has considered expanding the scope of the war beyond Burma?"

Lieutenant General Hamilton felt this question was sharp and could only reply, "We haven't received any notification in this regard for the time being."

Hearing this dialogue, Nagata felt that Ishiwara raised a very good question. If Britain only prepared to fight China in Burma, it meant that Britain was not prepared to expand the scale of the war to the level of a national war. In other words, Britain was not prepared to fight a war of European War level, at least there was absolutely no such consideration at this stage.

Ishiwara continued to ask, "For the troops lost by your country's army, after engaging the enemy, what was the longest time they held out?"

Lieutenant General Hamilton felt somewhat unhappy in his heart, but thinking that the elite 30,000 Kwantung Army of Japan didn't last for three days with a good defense system, while the British troops annihilated were regimental-level combat units, his mood was somewhat cushioned. However, Lieutenant General Hamilton did not answer but asked his adjutant this question. The adjutant thought for a moment and replied, "The longest lasted less than 48 hours."

Ishiwara looked serious. He thought for a moment and continued to ask, "According to your army's description just now, the Chinese army adopted a rapid offensive when they first broke through the border line, but the advance has obviously slowed down in the last half month or so, right?"

Lieutenant General Hamilton did not answer this question but asked, "Your Excellency Ishiwara, I heard that you are an excellent tactician. I also heard that you consider yourself a student of General He Rui. Based on your understanding of General He Rui, what does this mean?"

Whether British Military Delegation members or Japanese officers, they all looked at Ishiwara. Everyone wanted to analyze something from such a simple war situation, but none could reach a convincing conclusion. So everyone wanted to hear Ishiwara's opinion, especially now that Lieutenant General Hamilton frankly raised the relationship between Ishiwara and He Rui.

Ishiwara never hid his academic relationship with He Rui. "Your Excellency, let me clarify. In terms of geopolitics and political economy, I am indeed He-kun's student. He-kun is very excellent in military science, but his ability in political science is obviously more outstanding. Therefore, I understand this war from the perspective of geopolitics."

In Europe, soldiers would naturally talk about politics. But politically, the army should be isolated from politics. So Ishiwara's frank admission that he was He Rui's student in political science was already a bit 'too frank.' As for understanding war through geopolitics, it even made the participating British Military Delegation feel at a loss.

The Japanese General Staff Headquarters did not feel this way. Although Japan learned from Europe in military science, the Navy was the apprentice of Britain. The Japanese Army learned from Germany, and Japanese officers remembered the sentence 'War is the continuation of politics' from the works of German military science masters.

As for "Sun Tzu's Art of War": 'War is a matter of vital importance to the State; the province of life or death; the road to survival or ruin. It is mandatory that it be thoroughly studied.' Generals could recite this passage.

Ignoring the astonishment of the British officers, Ishiwara continued, "The Chinese army knows the purpose of this war very well. Before the war broke out, they did their best to avoid other possibilities and limited the Sino-British war to the scope of colonies. I don't know if the British side set the war to break out in the colonies at the beginning, but judging from the results, the Chinese army launched a prepared war in the area they expected."

The British Military Delegation was somewhat surprised. They regarded the Chinese army as a strong enemy and indeed prepared for the possibility of the Chinese army attacking Burma. So far, Britain believed that the Chinese army attacking Burma was the former suzerain reclaiming the former vassal state, and did not elevate it to a strategic level.

As an old colonial country, Britain had experienced too much in seizing colonies, losing colonies, and exchanging colonies in the past few hundred years. It even encountered colonies breaking away from Britain through wars of independence. Ishiwara raising the pattern of this war to a strategic height made the British Military Delegation feel that Ishiwara might be over-interpreting.

Seeing the change in the British expressions, Ishiwara's expression became serious. Japan once thought He Rui's war concept was limited to the war itself, so it suffered a big loss. Now the British reaction was the same, still looking at the war itself through war. Under different perspectives of war patterns, the British would probably also be eaten dry and wiped clean by He Rui.

In Ishiwara's strategic assessment, if Britain lost to China, it would be of great help to launching the Japanese revolution. So Ishiwara prepared to reveal his views on the war completely. Because the war had already started according to He Rui's setting, even if the British realized their mistake now, they probably wouldn't have a chance to turn the tables. For Ishiwara, such a narration could also help him get rid of a lot of suspicion.

So Ishiwara said seriously, "Gentlemen, for soldiers, war is more about war. But for politicians, war is the continuation of politics. He-kun is a civilized person; his purpose in starting the war is to serve economic and political goals. Even from the perspective of war itself, it is easy to start a war, but very difficult to end a war. Let's look at it from the perspective of ending the war..."

Hearing this, the expressions of all Japanese officers became serious. Ishiwara's words evoked everyone's memories. From the beginning to the end of the Sino-Japanese War, its progress was completely under He Rui's control. The Great Kanto Earthquake only advanced the time of the Sino-Japanese armistice and did not change the outcome of the Sino-Japanese War.

Ishiwara did not talk about the Sino-Japanese War but continued to discuss around the ongoing Sino-British War. "Britain no longer has the ability to pay the price of 500,000 deaths and millions of injuries for a war. He-kun knows this very well. You think the British army stopped the Chinese army's attack 100 kilometers north of Burma [Yangon]. I personally guess that the troops stopping the Chinese army's attack are the British Indian Army, not the army composed of white British people. Annihilating a large number of British Indian troops before was to create military pressure and cause Britain to distrust the combat effectiveness of the British Indian Army. I guess the pressure on this defense line is very high now. Based on Britain's distrust of the combat effectiveness of the British Indian Army, Britain will mobilize the army composed of white British people to fight in Burma. Once a large-scale pure white army enters Burma, they will inevitably be fiercely attacked by the Chinese army immediately. Since the British army's tolerance for the loss of white troops is not high, He-kun only needs to let the loss of British white troops reach such a scale to end the war."

Hearing this, many people in the British Military Delegation began to think that Ishiwara Kanji might be a madman. Because Ishiwara Kanji's analysis sounded like strange arguments only a madman would say.

From the perspective of military science, breaking the weak part of the enemy army is the most effective choice. The combat effectiveness of the army composed of white British people is far above that of the British Indian Army. Striking the British Indian Army to create pressure in order to fight the strongest white British army—this is an idea only a madman would have.

Lieutenant General Hamilton, head of the British Military Delegation, felt that Ishiwara Kanji's view made some sense. But he originally understood that Ishiwara Kanji was a tactical expert, and this trip was to ask Ishiwara Kanji for his views on the infantry tactics of the Republic National Defense Force. In previous engagements, the British Indian Army acted in regimental units and was quickly and easily annihilated by the Chinese army. If no countermeasures were found, the British army could only conduct military operations in units of several regiments. With the strength of the British Indian Army, military operations of division-level combat units would become extremely slow.

But Lieutenant General Hamilton still waited politely for a moment to see if anyone raised questions about Ishiwara Kanji's view. There was a small commotion in the conference room, but no one discussed. Even the Japanese officers were confused after hearing Ishiwara's description. Because this indeed exceeded common sense of war.

Ishiwara was not interested in continuing the discussion either. He added, "After the European War, Britain's ability to bear war losses has greatly decreased. He-kun is seizing this weakness to conduct continuous strikes, the purpose of which is to force Britain to accept He-kun's conditions for ending the war. Because the current Britain can find no other country capable of supporting Britain except Japan, a quasi-ally with a long history of friendly cooperation."

The faces of more British officers became ugly. Although Ishiwara Kanji's analysis of the Chinese army was very unconstrained, his analysis of the relationship between Britain and various countries at this time hit the nail on the head. The officers who previously thought Ishiwara Kanji was a bit crazy began to feel confused about this guy Ishiwara Kanji. If Ishiwara Kanji was crazy, wouldn't he also be able to make very rational and realistic judgments?

Japanese Army Chief of General Staff Kanaya Hanzo saw that the emotions of the British delegation were a bit chaotic, so he considerately proposed, "Let's take a break first."

This suggestion was quickly approved, and officers from both sides left to rest. Ishiwara Kanji still sat in his seat without moving. When Nagata and others left, he threw a cigarette to Ishiwara, "Ishiwara, I agree with your view very much."

Ishiwara didn't answer, just quietly lit the cigarette and smoked. Nagata thought Ishiwara was unhappy about being excluded, so he said, "After the meeting ends today, let's go drinking together, the three of us."

Unlike what Nagata thought, Ishiwara nodded readily, "Okay." Neither his expression nor his tone showed any sign of unhappiness.

Fifteen minutes later, the Japanese officers returned to the conference room after the break. But the British Military Delegation did not come in. The Japanese officers waited quietly for ten minutes, but the British Military Delegation still did not appear. Now the Japanese officers finally couldn't help but start discussing in low voices.

Some felt that Ishiwara's analysis angered the British Military Delegation, and others felt that even if that was the case, it was too rude for the British Military Delegation not to attend on time.

At this time, Lieutenant General Kanaya Hanzo's adjutant came in from outside and whispered a few words in the Lieutenant General's ear. Lieutenant General Kanaya was stunned, looked at Ishiwara with surprised eyes, and stood up to follow the adjutant away in a hurry. This made other officers feel even more surprised.

Another ten minutes later, with a sound of footsteps, Lieutenant General Kanaya led a group of British Military Delegation members back to the conference room. British Delegation Head Lieutenant General Hamilton did not sit down immediately. He said to Ishiwara, "General Ishiwara, please allow me to apologize for the impoliteness of some of my subordinates just now. We just received a telegram. About 20,000 ANZAC troops arrived in Yangon and were surrounded by the Chinese army on their way to the front line. The two sides have entered fierce fighting. General Ishiwara, I would like to ask you, is the Chinese army launching an attack specifically against the ANZAC troops?"

The Japanese officers' eyes widened because of this news. However, Ishiwara was known as one of the 'Pair of Jade in the Army' alongside Nagata after all, so everyone could accept Ishiwara Kanji's precise judgment. Looking at the expressions of the British Military Delegation opposite, most people had incredulous looks on their faces.

Ishiwara stood up and answered decisively, "Your Excellency, the Chinese army launched the attack entirely against the white British troops. Moreover, only ANZAC troops have been put into the war at this stage, so some situations are not yet obvious. When the Canadian troops and the troops from the British mainland arrive on the battlefield, you will find that the Chinese army can not only clearly distinguish various troops but also launch targeted strikes against troops from different regions according to their political needs. And these targeted military strikes can often have a great impact on the British political circle's consideration of this war."
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The meeting between the Japanese Army General Staff Headquarters and the British Military Delegation ended. Ishiwara had no intention of staying to chat, so he stood up and walked out. Lieutenant General Hamilton had just asked Chief of General Staff Lieutenant General Kanaya Hanzo for a completed copy of the meeting minutes when he saw Ishiwara walking straight out. He hurriedly called out, "General, please wait."

Ishiwara stopped and turned to General Hamilton. He heard General Hamilton ask, "General, do you think China has absolutely no intention of seizing colonies from Britain when formulating its strategy?"

Ishiwara answered decisively, "Absolutely not. But if Britain is defeated, before returning the colonies, China will very likely demand that Britain recognize their right to free trade in the controlled areas."

Faced with such a clear and decisive answer, the 'further questions' Lieutenant General Hamilton had prepared were completely useless. He looked at Ishiwara awkwardly for a moment and could only say, "Thank you."

Ishiwara bowed slightly, then continued to walk out. Exiting the gate of the General Staff Headquarters, the door of a car parked at the entrance opened. Okamura came out and waved to Ishiwara. Ishiwara didn't say much and got into the car.

Nagata had left the conference room earlier than Ishiwara and was already sitting in the car. After Ishiwara and Okamura sat firmly, he ordered the driver, "Go to Niyō-tei." Then he turned to Ishiwara, "Ishiwara-kun, in just over a year, your views on strategy have become deeper."

Ishiwara smiled bitterly. "But this cannot change the previous situation." This remark referred to the war between the Northeast and Japan, which was also a sad matter for the three generals in the car. The three people in the car recalled some things individually and didn't speak along the way.

The car stopped at the entrance of Niyō-tei. Seeing the three, the waiter hurriedly led them in and arranged a quiet seat very suitable for chatting. After taking his seat, Nagata said, "Ishiwara-kun, some things before were just because of our political disagreements. But I have always highly respected Ishiwara-kun's strategic ability."

Since Nagata adopted such a posture, Ishiwara replied calmly, "Nagata-kun, I know."

"Ishiwara-kun, the British Military Delegation is part of the British delegation this time. Britain has sent a considerable delegation to visit Japan. What Ishiwara-kun said today will definitely have a great impact on the British delegation."

Ishiwara teased, "It seems Nagata-kun is worried that those British people will suspect that Japan does not want to ally with Britain again after listening to my words."

Nagata looked calm and didn't take this seriously at all. He certainly knew Ishiwara was pro-China, but there had always been pro-China factions in Japan; one more Ishiwara was not many, one less Ishiwara was not few. The most important thing at this time was Japan's future. If being pro-China could really help Japan, being pro-China was not a problem.

Okamura Yasuji was not so firm in his heart. He asked, "Ishiwara-kun, if the outcome of the Sino-British war is already doomed, can't Japan gain benefits from it?"

Ishiwara replied, "Since Nagata-kun said a large diplomatic team came, the Foreign Minister should be negotiating the price of rebuilding the alliance with Britain at this time. Okamura-kun, what was the core of the last Anglo-Japanese Alliance? Presumably, Okamura-kun should be very clear. I don't think Britain can provide conditions that truly help Japan."

Okamura was silent. The Anglo-Japanese Alliance Treaty was signed three times in total, and the first time was actually the most important.

The first alliance treaty was signed in London on January 30, 1902. The treaty had a total of six articles, with two core contents. Article 1 was to strike at Russia's expansion in China and Korea. Article 2 was that if one ally fought with two or more other countries, the other ally should provide military assistance and must also consult with the ally when making peace.

These two articles drew the bottom line, allowing the Anglo-Japanese Alliance to determine the common enemy and the bottom-line military alliance obligations of both parties.

Nagata knew that Okamura's strategic ability was worse than Ishiwara's. From Okamura's words just now, it could be heard that Okamura actually failed to fully read the basis of these two alliance treaties, so he explained a little, "Okamura-kun, China can indeed be regarded as the enemy of both Britain and Japan at present. However, where has China expanded?"

Okamura almost said 'Burma,' but he immediately felt that what Nagata wanted to say was definitely not Burma, so Okamura was silent for a moment and said, "Please enlighten me, Nagata-kun."

"The purpose of He-kun launching this war is to make countries accept China's diplomatic principles. The Chinese government will never recognize the interests seized from China by various countries through war. But China is not prepared to change the surrounding spheres of influence. In other words, what China wants is the integrity of sovereignty and the legal recognition of various countries. If countries recognize He-kun's regime on the basis of such principles, there will be no loss to any country. If He-kun's diplomatic principles are regarded as China's outward expansion, and we want to stop China's expansion, what kind of military action should we take?"

Listening to Nagata's analysis, Okamura deduced along this logic and quickly reached a conclusion. If one wanted to thwart China's 'expansion,' one could only attack the Chinese mainland.

And Nagata continued, "This is what Britain hopes the Empire will do."

Just as he said this, the kitchen of the French restaurant Niyō-tei had already served the dishes. Waiters wearing suit vests and bow ties brought the dishes to the table of three on trays. Ishiwara was not polite either; he picked up the knife and fork and began to eat. After meeting for almost a whole day, Ishiwara was really hungry.

Eating until he no longer felt hungry, Ishiwara asked, "Nagata-kun, you are highly regarded by the higher-ups. I wonder how high the Prime Minister's acceptance of the British proposal is?"

After attending the cabinet meeting, Nagata was very disdainful of the higher-ups' thoughts and couldn't help sighing, "Ishiwara-kun, the Prime Minister's understanding of strategy is below yours."

Ishiwara was tearing off a small piece of bread at this time, dipping it in the soup of Bouillabaisse, and putting it into his mouth. Hearing Nagata complain like this, Ishiwara Kanji could probably guess what the current Prime Minister thought, nothing more than how to use the current situation to seek benefits. Ishiwara was not surprised. The current Japan was either such muddled fools who were actually passive but thought they could seize the opportunity, or arrogant people who were short-sighted and self-righteous because of limited knowledge. It was precisely because such insects were entrenched in positions of power that a new path could not be taken.

Swallowing the bread, Ishiwara sighed, "In Japan, the people who truly understand strategy are all in this Niyō-tei."

Okamura felt Ishiwara's words were too full. But at least Ishiwara didn't brag that he was the only one who understood strategy, and Ishiwara was indeed qualified to brag like this. However, Okamura inevitably had some lucky expectations in his heart, so he asked, "Is France not worried that China will take action against them?"

Nagata shook his head. "If China embarks on a strategy of fighting for colonies, to use a Chinese saying, pick the soft persimmon to pinch. At this time, China should attack Indochina first. I believe China must have conducted a large number of secret negotiations with France now."

Seeing Nagata looking at him when answering Okamura's question, Ishiwara sneered, "No need for secret negotiations. France can understand China's intentions seeing China send troops to Burma. China has long stated their diplomatic principles very clearly, and France must be able to understand the essentials. Countries do not actively establish diplomatic relations with China at present, just temporarily waiting and seeing. Once Britain is defeated, countries will take action."

Although Okamura admitted his strategic level was inferior to Ishiwara, he was not very convinced because his temper did not match Ishiwara's. Seeing Nagata also had the same opinion at this time, he could only admit that Britain might indeed lose the war. Thinking that the world's number one power was actually strong on the outside but weak on the inside, Okamura sighed and continued to bury his head in eating, wanting to use gourmet food to dispel the unhappiness in his heart.

Nagata took a sip of white wine to calm his mood. Unlike Ishiwara, who was kicked to the Army New Technology Training Bureau, a department with no real power, as the Director of the Japanese Mobilization Bureau, Nagata could get the latest news from home and abroad immediately.

As far as Nagata knew, the British side believed until now that the Burma region of British India suffered a sneak attack by the Chinese army, which led to a somewhat passive situation. The British had seen the Sino-Japanese War and the suicide attack aircraft of the Chinese Air Force, and did not underestimate the Chinese army. So they were gathering troops, preparing for a counterattack after the rainy season.

If he hadn't experienced the war with China, Nagata Tetsuzan would have thought this was a response completely in line with common sense. But Nagata had experienced the war with China, the same unexpected surprise attack, the same offensive that seemingly had to pause. If the future trend was like the Sino-Japanese War, the British would counterattack next, suffer heavy losses, and finally be consumed to the point of having to stop the war.

However, the Japanese Army high-level officials and the Japanese high-level officials who had suffered big losses did not think so. Nagata had to remind these guys that He Rui challenged the thriving Japan after the European War at the end of 1922. At that time, He Rui only had a corner of China and a population of 30 million. No one could imagine that the Northeast Government would take the initiative to attack and win. Now He Rui had unified China and controlled a population of 480 million on 11 million square kilometers. This was already a terrifying force.

As a Japanese military attaché, Nagata stayed in Europe for a long time. He remembered Hegel saying that the only lesson humans learn from history is that humans never learn lessons. But the Japanese fools saw Britain as the world hegemon from birth, so they stubbornly believed that Britain was the world's number one power, the world hegemon dominating the current Versailles system, and it would be China, not Britain, that would be consumed to the point of being unable to continue first.

Since he couldn't communicate effectively with these insects, Nagata decided to exchange views with a true strategist. He put down his wine glass and asked, "Ishiwara-kun, I think after the Sino-British peace talks, the two countries will fully restore trade relations. But Britain will not make restoring Sino-Japanese trade a prerequisite for establishing diplomatic relations with China."

"I think so too." Ishiwara nodded in agreement.

Okamura's heart tightened. The biggest problem Japan faced now was the economic recession caused by the interruption of Sino-Japanese trade. If Sino-Japanese trade continued normally at this time, Japan could comfortably watch these two countries fight a dog-eat-dog war while selling goods to both countries.

Thinking of this, Okamura remembered the rumors among the Japanese upper echelon: whoever can restore Sino-Japanese trade can become the Prime Minister. Did Nagata's goal not only be to become the leader of the Army but also want to obtain the status of Prime Minister?

Just thinking of this, he heard Nagata continue, "To be able to bind with Britain, the Empire needs to restore the alliance relationship with Britain."

Okamura was stunned. Britain might be defeated. If Japan joined the British side, it would also be defeated. Nagata would never deliberately join the defeated side. If a reason had to be found, there was only one reasonable explanation left. Nagata deliberately joined the losing side to restore Sino-Japanese trade. So that after the armistice, he could request the restoration of normal trade with China together with Britain.

Okamura dared not be sure if his idea was correct. He just felt that if this concept was true, it would be too crazy.

Unlike Okamura, Ishiwara did not feel surprised. He finished the last mouthful of rice on the plate, calmly picked up the kettle to pour water for himself, drank a mouthful of water, and then replied comfortably, "Using the method of allying with Britain to obtain British support, and then restoring Sino-Japanese trade by binding with Britain, this is also a way. But I think the best way is to actively accept He-kun's suggestion, jointly build a Sino-Japanese Free Trade Zone, and realize a customs union. Only this can allow Japan to obtain the greatest benefits."

Nagata shook his head. "If we do this, the army will lose influence. There are four kinds of political power in Japanese history: bureaucratic power, money power, people's power [democracy/human rights], and military power. In the Meiji period, bureaucratic power prevailed. In the Taisho era, money power gradually overwhelmed bureaucratic power, and at the same time, the struggle between money power and people's power also intensified. To both suppress money power and appropriately protect people's power, bureaucratic power cannot shoulder such a mission. With the rise of party politics, the focus of ordinary people is no longer limited to the economy but has expanded to the political field. Influenced by the Soviet Union and China, the choice of ordinary people is tending towards violent revolution. At such a time, only by strengthening military power can Japan be maintained."

Listening to the discussion of the two top strategists in the Army, Okamura could understand their strategic judgments but couldn't interject at all. Okamura knew very well that this was the result of the gap in vision. His ability could solve practical problems very well, but he could not make strategic judgments.

However, regarding the strategic judgments of the two just now, Okamura firmly supported Nagata's view. Although he initially felt Nagata's strategic thinking was indeed radical. But after the conversation between the two, Okamura understood Nagata's thinking.

Restore the Anglo-Japanese Alliance, obtain a large amount of support from Britain, and use this support to rebuild the Army as the cornerstone for stabilizing Japanese society. Afterwards, even if Britain is defeated, as long as He Rui's goal is to join the current world order with complete sovereignty, Britain has no reason to refuse making the restoration of Sino-Japanese trade one of the negotiation conditions.

Of course, Ishiwara's view was not without merit. At the moment when the Sino-British war started, accepting the establishment of a Sino-Japanese Free Trade Zone and establishing a customs union, China had no reason to refuse either. But this meant Japan had to be deeply bound with China.

Between Britain and China, Okamura would choose Britain. Moreover, due to the Sino-Japanese War, Japan was currently full of hostility towards China. Even with huge efforts, this hostility might not be resolved. And this hostility was a tool that could be easily used. If he didn't use this tool, he would only let other forces master this tool. Politically, this was an extremely stupid and unwise choice.

Ishiwara gave up the plan to persuade Nagata. Even if Nagata had the smartest brain in the Japanese Army, as the core of Japanese power, Nagata had been bound and corrupted by power. Even if he had seen the road to the future, Nagata still unconsciously rejected the correct choice.

This couldn't be blamed on Nagata either. Because Japan's rebirth must be built on the destruction of old power. A person can sacrifice himself, but will not destroy himself.

So Ishiwara nodded. "If Nagata-kun has made a decision, please go on with your efforts, Nagata-kun. Thank you for your hospitality, Nagata-kun. Farewell."

After speaking, Ishiwara stood up and walked towards the gate. Watching Ishiwara's back, Nagata sighed slightly. He had always wanted to pull Ishiwara to his side, but judging from the current result, Ishiwara still stubbornly walked the path he chose. He had no intention of changing at all. This made Nagata feel regretful; such a smart person constantly lost opportunities to gain power because of personal stubbornness. It was really a waste of such precious intelligence.
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On the third day after meeting the British Military Delegation, Ishiwara was teaching newly joined members of the Future Society in the New Technology Training Bureau. To liberate Japan, one must liberate the thinking of Japan. These young soldiers all shared the same philosophy as the Future Society: the Japanese people are one of the important components of Japan. Japan's restoration must elevate the status of the people to their due position.

Halfway through the lecture, a Future Society cadre responsible for guarding outside knocked on the door, and everyone in the room quieted down. The classroom door was pushed open. Besides the two cadres guarding the door, Ishiwara's adjutant, Captain Kurita, was standing outside. When Ishiwara went to the corridor, Captain Kurita immediately reported, "Your Excellency, the adjutant of the Minister of War called, asking Your Excellency to go to the Minister of War's office tomorrow morning."

Early the next morning, Ishiwara appeared in front of the Minister of War, General Terauchi Hisaichi. General Terauchi asked, "Ishiwara-kun, Britain has invited the Japanese Ministry of War and Ministry of Navy to send an officer delegation to visit Britain, and they specifically invited you."

Ishiwara was stunned. He was basically certain that Britain would be defeated and didn't pay much attention to Britain at this time. The Japan Future Society was entering a new stage of internal change. Originally, the Future Society mainly recruited members in the army, but now it had to recruit members among the people. At this time, Ishiwara didn't want to leave Japan at all.

So after thinking for a moment, Ishiwara replied, "I am grateful for the attention from the British side, but I may not be suitable to go to Britain."

General Terauchi Hisaichi couldn't figure out what trick Ishiwara was playing, so he asked, "Why?"

"I really want to cause more trouble for the Chinese army, so once the British army asks me about tactics, I will definitely do my best to help. However, the British side only wants to communicate with me and does not hope that I will influence the British Army. And I am very likely to have a rift with them because of this. For the honor of the Japanese Army, I do not want to go to Britain."

After sincerely explaining his reasons, Ishiwara looked at General Terauchi Hisaichi seriously, waiting for General Terauchi to speak quickly. He saw astonishment and some unhappiness in General Terauchi's expression. This was exactly what Ishiwara expected. Next, waiting for General Terauchi to say, 'Go down and wait for news,' Ishiwara would be free of such trouble.

However, General Terauchi's expression changed from initial unhappiness to contemplation, and he continued to be silent. This made Ishiwara feel that something was wrong. Ishiwara was very puzzled; did he defeat his own purpose?

General Terauchi also felt puzzled in his heart at this time. Such a thorn as Ishiwara had actually matured at this time. Based on General Terauchi's understanding of Ishiwara, what Ishiwara just said was very likely to happen. More importantly, General Terauchi was originally hesitant about whether to send Ishiwara to visit Britain. Calling Ishiwara here this time was to see this thorn and strengthen his determination not to let Ishiwara go. But Ishiwara's answer increased General Terauchi's hesitation instead, because what Ishiwara worried about was exactly what General Terauchi hadn't considered before: the British didn't sincerely rely on Japan.

Finally, General Terauchi said, "Go back and wait for notification." Then he ended the meeting.

After Ishiwara saluted and left, General Terauchi stood up and began to pace in the office. The purpose of Britain sending a delegation was to hope that Japan and Britain would re-conclude the Anglo-Japanese Alliance and jointly deal with China. Some of the Japanese upper echelon did not want to be dragged into this war, especially dissatisfied with Britain's offer so far. Therefore, when the British delegation proposed that Japan send a delegation to visit Britain, the Japanese government agreed immediately.

This Japanese delegation visiting Britain included political, economic, military, and other teams. Its purpose was to let the British understand Japan's asking price. To persuade the British to accept such a price, the head of the military delegation was Nagata Tetsuzan. Regardless of whether the alliance could be successful in the end, letting Lieutenant General Nagata Tetsuzan serve as the head was paving the way for him to serve as one of the Three Chiefs of the Japanese Army in the future.

After reading the list, the British side put forward their suggestion, 'Can we invite Lieutenant General Ishiwara Kanji to visit?' This put the Japanese Army in a very passive position. In terms of strength, the Army recognized Ishiwara very much. But Ishiwara was excluded from the core circle. If the Japanese side accepted the British request, it would be equivalent to recognizing the British attitude towards Ishiwara Kanji. Then there would be not one, but two candidates who were destined to become the Three Chiefs in the future. This was not the result the Army wanted to see.

However, Ishiwara's reason for refusal allowed Terauchi Hisaichi's thinking to jump out of internal personnel struggles and view the issues between Britain and Japan from a higher level. A considerable number of people in the Japanese high-level wanted to do their utmost to promote the Anglo-Japanese Alliance. Their reason was very simple: Japan must stand with the West. Even if Japan didn't exert effort after reaching the Anglo-Japanese Alliance, it had to establish Japan's position through the alliance relationship.

From the perspective of these people, since the British side valued Ishiwara so much, there was no reason not to let Ishiwara go to Britain. Although the status of the Three Chiefs of the Army was important, compared with the future fate of Japan, it seemed insignificant.

Of course, there were those who advocated 'Leaving Asia and Entering Europe,' and naturally there were those who held different views. Japan had long had the 'Pan-Asianist faction' [Prosper Asia faction], advocating uniting Asia to resist Western invasion. With the continuous decline of China and Japan securing the throne of the number one power in the Far East, the proposition of this faction turned into the 'Invade Asia faction.'

But as China revived and unified under He Rui's hands, many people picked up the thoughts of the Pan-Asianist faction again. And Kawai Misao, He Rui's teacher when he studied at the Japanese Army War College, insisted on the idea of the Pan-Asianist faction. Another outstanding student of Kawai Misao was Ishiwara Kanji, who refused to go to Britain.

Thinking of this, Terauchi Hisaichi suddenly felt that he somewhat wanted to let Ishiwara Kanji go to Britain. Because Terauchi Hisaichi was both an 'Invade Asia faction' and a 'Leave Asia Enter Europe faction.' Unlike the pure Invade Asia faction, Terauchi Hisaichi believed that in the current situation, only with the support of the West could Japan become a 'power balancing China' and maintain Japan's current national polity. Otherwise, Japan would sooner or later have to cooperate comprehensively with China.

Given the political system currently adopted by China, even if China would not demand changes in Japan's domestic polity, the Japanese domestic public would sooner or later demand that the Japanese government adopt the same economic policies as the Chinese government. That is to say, a domestic revolution in Japan was only a matter of time.

Terauchi Hisaichi considered Ishiwara Kanji's matter, and Ishiwara Kanji also had a judgment on how Terauchi Hisaichi would choose at this time. So after Ishiwara left the Ministry of War, he immediately asked his adjutant to secretly contact Mitsui Yasuki for a meeting.

That night, in a private room of a restaurant, Ishiwara 'accidentally' met Mitsui Yasuki. At this time, Mitsui had just finished entertaining guests, and Ishiwara had already sat opposite him. Without pleasantries, Ishiwara said immediately, "Mitsui-kun, if you support the Control Faction, presumably you can get many arms orders soon."

For the conglomerate, getting orders was important, but not that important. The most important thing was whether they could cooperate with those in power. As long as they cooperated with those in power, temporary losses were negligible compared to the benefits of long-term cooperation.

Mitsui Yasuki trusted Ishiwara's strategic considerations very much, and he also knew the contradictions and differences between Ishiwara and the Control Faction as well as the ruling faction. After listening to Ishiwara, Mitsui asked, "Ishiwara-kun, what is the price of cooperation?"

"The price is that Japan becomes a pawn for Europe and America to contain China. China will not only not restore trade relations with Japan but will also take defeating Japan as the primary task. Most importantly, with the rejuvenation of China, once Europe and America are unable to blockade China's development and have to compromise with China, Japan will be abandoned by Europe and America."

Mitsui Yasuki could understand a large part of the future described by Ishiwara. So Mitsui replied calmly, "Ishiwara-kun, even if Japan is abandoned in the future, that will be a long time later. I am just a merchant; if I can make money now, I can continue to survive now. National affairs are not something I can intervene in."

Ishiwara could completely understand Mitsui's thoughts because Mitsui spoke the truth. Moreover, even if China completely defeated Japan, it was impossible to occupy it militarily for a long time and implement colonial rule. Japan still had to be managed by Japanese people. At that time, capable *zaibatsu* like Mitsui would still become China's collaborators. Maybe because of the personal relationship between Mitsui Yasuki and He Rui, if Japan was conquered by China, the Mitsui family might even gain higher status and master more power.

But no matter which situation, the ones suffering would inevitably be the Japanese nationals.

Ishiwara did not try to move him with emotion or reason. Instead, he asked a question, "Mitsui-kun, if Japanese popular politics rises, do you think the *zaibatsu* will be safer?"

Mitsui Yasuki gave a chuckle and didn't answer. Every year, many people claiming to be 'national politicians' or 'democratic politicians' would request support from the *zaibatsu* in various ways. Having seen many such people and things, Mitsui was completely immune to such words. So-called democratic politics also always has someone holding power. Since the *zaibatsu* need to cooperate with those in power, cooperating with the current power holders is the safest choice. At least the current power holders have built a power system, while those trying to seize power are a group of guys without bottom lines. At least, they don't know how power operates at all.

For a moment, both fell silent. Mitsui Yasuki considered whether to help Ishiwara, because Ishiwara was originally a member of the power holders, and a power holder with great vision.

Ishiwara broke the silence first, "Mitsui-kun, the Japanese upper echelon currently prepares to use nationalist sentiments to coerce the people to maintain power, making Japan and China hereditary enemies. The longer such a situation is maintained, the more destitute Japan will become internally. To maintain rule, these people must stabilize society by sacrificing others. Mitsui-kun, what status do you think the *zaibatsu* are in within Japan?"

Mitsui Yasuki's biggest worry was poked by Ishiwara; he only felt a tremble in his heart and couldn't help asking, "How long does Ishiwara-kun think the government can last?"

Ishiwara gave a decisive judgment, "If they don't actively attack China, they can last at most 15 years. If they actively attack China, they will be completely defeated within 10 years."

If the Japanese government could only last for 15 years, that would be too short. Mitsui Yasuki felt very helpless in his heart and had to ask, "Then what does Ishiwara-kun think I should do to help the current country?"

"It is time to let the people know about the 'Japan Land Restoration Plan'." Ishiwara replied.

Hearing Ishiwara's request, Mitsui Yasuki felt much more relaxed. If it was just doing this, Mitsui could still complete it easily. So Mitsui Yasuki nodded but didn't say anything.

Ishiwara bowed deeply to Mitsui Yasuki to express his gratitude, then stood up and left. Besides not letting people catch any leverage, Ishiwara had to quickly arrange the work of the Future Society. If the Ministry of War did not intend to let Ishiwara go to Britain, there should be news by now. However, Ishiwara hadn't received any news until now, which proved that the Ministry of War had begun to consider letting Ishiwara go to Britain. And as long as the Ministry of War started to consider this, given the pressure the British were under now, the trip would definitely happen.

Before being forced to leave Japan, Ishiwara had to at least explain the internal strategic thinking of this Anglo-Japanese Alliance to the comrades clearly. If he didn't explain it clearly, they would likely be easily blinded by other wrong strategic considerations.

A strategy that can truly guide people to victory is never afraid of being known. And those failed strategies all have one thing in common: they will never let the people understand the true content of these strategic considerations. Because these strategies are always at the expense of others, and in every sacrifice, the people are always the first batch to be sacrificed.
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Britain did not block the news of attempting to establish an Anglo-Japanese Alliance at all, and some people in China soon learned about it. The Republic did not block newspapers; southern newspapers published it first, and besides official newspapers like the *National Daily*, other newspapers reprinted it one after another. The news soon became known to the public.

However, Japanese intelligence personnel in China were disappointed. There were no fluctuations in China because of this news. Even in big cities with the most enthusiasm for politics, this matter was just a topic of daily conversation. Those who cared more about the accuracy of their newspaper news questioned whether the news was true. Those who wanted to make money from nationalist sentiments cursed Britain and Japan for 'never giving up their intention to destroy China.' Those who tried to look at the problem with a peaceful and impartial attitude analyzed the feasibility of re-establishing the alliance between Britain and Japan.

China was not panicked, nor was daily life affected by this matter. As for things like 'Southeast Mutual Protection,' there wasn't even a shadow of it. Japanese intelligence personnel wanted to know the views of the high-level officials of the Republic, but how could Japanese intelligence personnel contact the high-level officials of the Republic?

'Republic Premier Wu Youping interrupted his inspection in the south and southwest and returned to Beiping. It is possible that it is to urgently deal with the threat of the Anglo-Japanese Alliance to China.' Some Japanese intelligence personnel wrote such a report because they could only make wishful speculations based on the itinerary of the Republic's high-level officials published in the newspapers.

Wu Youping did return to Beiping, and he indeed wanted to hear He Rui's views on this matter. But Wu Youping first handed over two packages of snacks, gifts he brought back from the south. He Rui was not polite either; he opened them and ate two pieces of each, then greeted the secretary and others in the office, "Premier Wu brought them; everyone have a taste."

The office staff knew that He Rui had a straightforward personality and was never hypocritical in sharing with everyone. Facing such kindness, the young comrades naturally couldn't refuse to give face; they thanked him and took the snacks away.

Only then did Wu Youping ask, "Chairman, Britain's action to try to rebuild the alliance with Japan is so slow; what are they worrying about?"

"Probably because Britain calculated and felt they couldn't afford the price," He Rui said, taking out a cigarette.

Wu Youping had also considered such a possibility, so he asked, "Previously, the Chairman judged that Britain would only really invest capital when it was attacked by our army in India and the war situation was very unfavorable. I feel that our army is beating the British army like chopping melons and vegetables now, and recently annihilated nearly 20,000 ANZAC troops. No matter how arrogant the British are, they shouldn't be arrogant to this extent."

"I think the British upper echelon hasn't seen the situation clearly yet. They can confirm domestically that the war has broken out, the combat effectiveness of the British Indian Army is weak, and the combat effectiveness of the ANZAC troops is also inferior to our army. But the combat effectiveness of these two types of troops is inferior to the British native army in the first place. Now there is no evidence to prove that the authentic British native army is not our opponent."

Wu Youping still couldn't understand the thoughts of the British, so he asked, "The Boer War was fought into such a mess; where does the British confidence come from?"

Hearing Wu Youping evaluate the combat effectiveness of the British army so accurately, He Rui laughed, "Haha, the British defeated Germany after all."

Wu Youping knew He Rui was joking. He didn't come to chat casually with He Rui but had a task as the Premier of the country, so he asked, "It was the Allied Powers that defeated Germany! Not Britain alone that defeated Germany. Besides, the German army surrendered on foreign soil. Chairman, are the British pretending not to understand, or deceiving themselves?"

Since Wu Youping was so serious, He Rui also answered the question seriously, "The British upper echelon knows the status quo of Britain very well, but the British public does not know. The British public must obtain satisfaction by maintaining the image of the empire in their hearts. Therefore, even if the British House of Commons sees that the war situation is unfavorable, they cannot propose a proposal to end the war. The time has not yet come."

Wu Youping knew the foreign electoral political system and knew that politicians must get the support of voters to get votes, so politicians must be responsible for the expectations of voters. But the real world will never change because the people of a certain country have some unrealistic views. To give an extreme example, even if more than 40 million people in Britain believe that the sun is triangular, the sun will still appear round.

Although it felt ridiculous, Wu Youping had to face reality; Britain was indeed such a mess.

After asking this, Wu Youping asked again, "Chairman, during my inspection in local areas this time, comrades felt that are we too lenient towards Japan? I think Japan will eventually choose some kind of de facto Anglo-Japanese Alliance. At that time, why don't we march south and seize the entire Korea? Previously, our navy was inferior to Japan, and we worried about Japan landing. Now our army advantage has completely overwhelmed Japan, and the Japanese navy is very likely not to dare to use capital ships to cover the Japanese army landing."

This was not only said by comrades below; more people in the central government had said it. He Rui said calmly, "Youping, if our next work fails to achieve the goal and Japan completely turns into a fascist regime dominated by the army, then needless to say, we must liberate Korea, completely defeat Japan, and forcefully transform Japan. However, Japan is currently facing a choice of paths. There are still some people in Japan who share common values with us. I expect this group of people with common values to lead Japan onto the correct path."

"...Common values?" Wu Youping repeated He Rui's words.

The Civilization Party attached great importance to the 'Three Views,' that is, worldview, view of life, and values. Because this is the fundamental basis for determining a person. Although He Rui was very kind when with comrades, he would definitely not use vocabulary indiscriminately when it involved issues of the Three Views. Since He Rui emphasized 'values,' he must be talking about values.

Recalling the situation in Japan he knew, Wu Youping felt that there didn't seem to be many common values between China and Japan, not enough to establish a solid alliance relationship between Japan and China.

In front of He Rui, especially during such a conversation between the two, Wu Youping always asked if he didn't understand. "Chairman, I don't see what kind of values can build a solid ally relationship between China and Japan."

He Rui gave an answer immediately, "Aiming at economic development is our common value for external cooperation."

"...But many imperialists also say this."

"So we must distinguish these reactionaries from those who truly take economic development as their philosophy. Imperialists and colonialists, although they also say they want to develop the economy, the purpose of developing the economy is for external plunder. Just like Japan, if Japanese who share common values with us are in power, how could they engage in an Anglo-Japanese Alliance? I'm not saying these people are traitors to Japan; these Japanese are true patriots of Japan. From the perspective of economic development, the war between China and Japan is harmful to Japan."

"...Indeed so." Wu Youping replied with a somewhat heavy heart. He had joined He Rui's team for ten years. Initially, Wu Youping recognized He Rui's academic ability and believed that He Rui could lead China out of the tragic situation of being invaded and oppressed.

Seeing the Northeast flourishing day by day, Wu Youping had also fantasized that a revived China would take revenge and whip the world. Spreading national prestige globally, making the powers bow their heads.

But this inspection shook Wu Youping's feeling of wanting revenge. As He Rui said, if economic development was the core purpose, although it wouldn't make Wu Youping an anti-war activist, it forced Wu Youping to recognize that war was harmful to economic development.

So far, He Rui had been planning wars. But the purpose of every war was not war, let alone an imperialist war for plunder. The wars launched by He Rui broke the shackles, liberated the people, and achieved peace. After peace arrived, the people could live and work in peace and contentment, striving for a better life.

Therefore, while agreeing with He Rui's philosophy, Wu Youping also had a doubt, "Chairman, can Japan really reach such a level of civilization?"

He Rui answered decisively, "Relying on Japan itself, it definitely can't be done. So we have to help them."

Wu Youping nodded slightly; he could now understand why He Rui cared so much about Japan.

He Rui was afraid that Wu Youping couldn't fully understand these, so he explained the future a bit, "In the world, a country cannot develop alone; most of the world must be under common values. To liberate the world, we must first liberate Japan."

"...It's really hard." Wu Youping sighed sincerely.

Seeing that Wu Youping could already understand the difficulty of politics, He Rui was quite gratified. "Difficult is naturally difficult, but it is a passable path. Given the current direction of the world, even Marshal Pétain of France understands that the Treaty of Versailles is not a treaty that brings long-term peace, but just a 20-year armistice agreement. Six years have passed from 1919 to now. There are only 14 years left."

Wu Youping didn't answer. He recalled that He Rui had said when formulating the Five-Year Plan, "We only have the peace time of three Five-Year Plans." At that time, Wu Youping didn't care much about this sentence because before unifying the whole country, China had actually fallen into civil war for more than ten years. Even if there were only 15 years of peace, it was a good time for China.

Now, Wu Youping felt a strong sense of urgency. Before the war broke out, to what extent could China prepare?

With this sense of urgency, Wu Youping turned the topic back to his work. "Chairman, the development progress of the Southwest this time is faster than planned. Although the resistance of local old forces is fiercer than imagined, we have a large number of troops locally, which happens to give those old forces a devastating blow."

He Rui could completely imagine that situation and couldn't help sighing in his heart. Although China's unification looked very rapid, in fact, the civil war had not completely ended. The Central Committee of the Civilization Party decided to deploy a battalion of troops in every county, and the first stage was three years. The purpose was to deal with the civil war.

Now the whole country couldn't feel that civil war broke out every day, only because millions of troops were distributed in every county, and militias were established in towns, townships, and villages locally. All troops cooperated with each other and reacted quickly. Enemies rose and were destroyed instantly, without any chance to roll and develop. Since the late Qing Dynasty, soldiers and bandits ran rampant in China. Compared with that precarious chaos, the people didn't even feel surprised by such rebellions that were extinguished in a short time.

But from a political perspective, the new government was experiencing a civil war covering the whole country. Although the old forces were opposing the new order, as long as they were given a chance, they would counterattack. Such a situation would continue for a while.

Wu Youping couldn't see the compassion in He Rui's heart; he continued to narrate the recent developments at this time. With the construction of roads and railways in the Southwest region, logistics was vastly different from before. Originally, it was thought that not many materials could be purchased locally, but unexpectedly, in terms of 'labor' material, the supply in the Southwest region exceeded imagination.

At this time, various local tyrants in the Southwest region, who had been in a barbaric and simple social environment for hundreds of years, rose up one after another. They saw all changes as challenges to themselves, vainly attempting to continue controlling the people and 'taking a cut' from the people's income. With the progress of land reform and the vigorous strikes of the army, the Southwest region took on a new look. It was truly washing away the filth and clearing the stream.

Locals in the Southwest never earned much money, so they lacked the habit of saving money. Money earned by participating in government-contracted projects was immediately bought into commodities, so that local economic data showed abnormal prosperity. If Wu Youping hadn't inspected the local area personally, he couldn't have imagined the situation would be like that.

After finishing his optimistic view of the Southwest region, Wu Youping turned to the South again. "Chairman, the economic recovery in the South is faster than we thought, but this group of Jiangnan gentry in the South is quite insidious. I think it is very difficult to transform their thinking."

Seeing Wu Youping still revealing the impulsiveness of youth, He Rui laughed, "Transforming thinking is done by popularizing education and instilling new ideas into children and youth. This is a matter for schools. How could the thinking of old guys be changed so simply? Give up."

One of the reasons Wu Youping said this was that he encountered some things during the inspection that made a science and engineering man like Wu Youping, who considered himself rational, unable to hold back his killing intent.

But Wu Youping knew very well that He Rui would never accept such means, so he probed. Hearing He Rui express opposition as expected, Wu Youping said, "Chairman, those people are desperately maintaining the clan system to counter our policies."

He Rui didn't approve of tough policies, so he advised, "That's because you stand at a higher height than them that you think so. In the eyes of those people, they are just trying to maintain themselves under the new impact."

"Chairman, those people in Jiangnan have accumulated too much experience in countering the government over hundreds of years, not only in the Manchu Qing era but starting from the Ming Dynasty."

He Rui's expression became serious. "I still have that attitude: are they passive or active? If they are active, they naturally need to be knocked down. If they are passive, we can only struggle with them. After all, we are the active party, and we are latecomers."

Wu Youping knew he couldn't persuade He Rui, so he simply told He Rui what happened below. "In Suzhou, some people have already started trying to gain their power by helping government officials improve their political achievements."

Seeing Wu Youping annoyed by this matter, He Rui laughed, "Isn't this the tradition of Jiangnan gentry for hundreds of years? Where is this now? In the future, Jiangnan will also try hard to let their children become officials. Through influence on officials' political achievements, they consciously cultivate their power and finally can influence politics. It's an old tradition of hundreds of years; it's not rare, not rare."

Wu Youping knew He Rui was a northerner and hadn't been to the south. Moreover, He Rui never mentioned that he had studied the traditions of Jiangnan gentry, so he was a little surprised for a moment. He asked, "Chairman, did the comrades of the Organization Department give you a report?"

He Rui wanted to tell Wu Youping that he gave lessons to the comrades of the Organization Department. But it was inappropriate to say this, so he laughed, "If you have time, you can chat more with the comrades of the Organization Department. Or find time to learn about the history of Shaoxing Masters."

Wu Youping could only nod and made a summary, "Going out this time, I feel that economic development is very gratifying, and the war has little impact on the economy. It's just that the people's lives were too miserable before. I wonder if there are other ways to invest more."

He Rui immediately expressed his attitude, "At this stage, we must go through the process from small peasant economy to small commodity economy. We cannot force the people to join socialized mass production. If the economy has not developed to that stage, pulling up seedlings to help them grow does more harm than good."

Wu Youping knew He Rui was right, but seeing the people's lives still so difficult, Wu Youping felt uncomfortable and wished he could immediately let the people live a better life.

Suppressing his impulse, Wu Youping said, "Chairman, I will try my best to restrain myself and not let local areas invest indiscriminately."

After Wu Youping left, He Rui asked someone to call the Organization Department to see if the latest assessment was out. Since even Wu Youping was so unhappy, presumably the comrades of the Organization Department wouldn't be happy either. He Rui wanted to see what happened.

Just then, news came that the Japanese side increased troops on the Yalu River. After the Sino-Japanese Armistice Agreement was signed, the Chinese side of the Yalu River had completed the defense line. Even if several divisions of Japanese troops rushed up, it would be suicide. Japan only maintained a very small number of troops on the Yalu River. Now Japan suddenly increased troops. Although it did not pose a huge threat, it was a very realistic signal.

After reading this news, He Rui thought for a moment and ordered, "Call Wang Bin."

In less than an hour, Intelligence Bureau Director Wang Bin appeared in front of He Rui in a black uniform. He Rui ordered, "Have you heard the news of the Japanese army increasing troops on the Yalu River?"

"...Now I know," Wang Bin replied. He spoke the truth. Recently, the main force of the Intelligence Bureau was placed in India. Because too much force was drawn away, the reaction to Japan's actions was much slower.

"Let the Japanese country know about this," He Rui issued an order.

"What is the purpose?" Wang Bin raised a question. From various intelligence, Japan had made no war preparations at all. Increasing troops on the border was a demonstration action, a political action.

"We need to promote changes within Japan, especially now. We need to use the power of the Japanese people. With the level of political understanding of the Japanese people, they will see such mobilization as preparation for war. If the Japanese people feel that the time to make a final choice has come, they will make a choice."

Wang Bin thought for a moment and understood He Rui's idea. At this stage, the Japanese upper echelon had not made a final choice. If the Japanese people felt that the time to make a choice had come, public sentiment would naturally be agitated. This pressure from the people would in turn prompt some people in the Japanese upper echelon to think that the time to make a choice had come.

As long as some people in the upper echelon start to act, others have to act too. The so-called 'self-fulfilling prophecy' is exactly this.

Wang Bin saluted immediately, "Understood." Leaving He Rui's office, Wang Bin understood that He Rui was ready to start promoting changes in Japan. As for what the result would be, Wang Bin himself was not sure. However, based on his trust in He Rui, Wang Bin believed that things would develop towards the result He Rui expected.

Returning to the Security Bureau, Wang Bin immediately called the section responsible for Japanese intelligence and assigned the task.

On June 29, news appeared on the streets of Japan: 'The Japanese Korean Army began to move north and is assembling on the Yalu River border.'
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What is real cannot be fake, and what is fake cannot be real. In this era where radio has begun to popularize, although it indeed takes some time and money for ordinary Japanese to travel from the mainland to the banks of the Yalu River, it is not impossible to get news from the Yalu River.

The previous Sino-Japanese War, accompanied by the Great Kanto Earthquake, left unforgettable memories for the Japanese people. The rumor of rebuilding the Anglo-Japanese Alliance undoubtedly made those among the Japanese public who cared about politics believe that once the Anglo-Japanese Alliance was re-signed, Japan would be dragged into war again.

Soon, those who inquired about the news got a reply. Although the news sent back from the front through different channels all indicated that it was just an increase in troops, and only the Japanese Korean Army was mobilized. Neither the Japanese mainland army was mobilized, nor was there any order to start a war. Some news also emphasized that the Japanese Korean Army had issued a death order that no one was allowed to start a war without authorization. Anyone who violated this military order would be executed by military law.

But in the eyes of the Japanese in the rear, since a large number of troops had been sent to the border, they would fight sooner or later if not now. With the spread and repeated verification of the news, by early July, a panic had appeared in Japan.

Nagata received this news on the cruise ship to Britain. After reading the domestic report, although Nagata was angry, he did not show it. Because mobilizing a large number of Japanese Korean Army troops to the Yalu River was no longer something the Commander of the Korean Army could decide. It had to be ordered by the Three Chiefs of the Army.

As for the Three Chiefs of the Army, they also acted under orders. Expressing threats to China was a national-level decision, which had to be led by the Prime Minister and discussed through cabinet meetings. That is to say, at this time, Japan had a relatively clear attitude towards reaching an alliance or at least a quasi-alliance with Britain.

Nagata considered whether to share the news privately with Ishiwara at this time. Among the military delegation sent by the military this time, Nagata Tetsuzan was the head of the military delegation, and other members of the military delegation were the elite of the army. Ishiwara Kanji, a guy who was elite but unpopular, was also stuffed into the delegation after several discussions by the higher-ups, so Ishiwara did not have the authority to receive some news.

Finally, Nagata made a decision and invited Ishiwara over. After telling what happened, Nagata saw Ishiwara's indifferent look and couldn't help admiring Ishiwara's breadth of mind. Nagata also felt that this matter itself was meaningless; what was valuable was Japan's strategic thinking.

However, Ishiwara had no intention of discussing it at all, just listening quietly. Nagata knew Ishiwara felt these didn't matter at all. After waiting for a while, seeing Ishiwara remain silent, he could only continue to ask, "Ishiwara-kun. The Chief Chamberlain of the Imperial Palace invited the Prime Minister and several ministers to dinner before we set off. During the dinner, it was said that if China signs a treaty not to develop a navy and agrees to fully restore trade, China and Japan can negotiate."

"Is this to make He-kun laugh?" Ishiwara asked with a look of disgust.

Hearing this, Nagata felt expectant instead. "What do you mean?"

"If they really want to talk, why not propose that some industries must be invested by Japan in China within a certain period, with Japan providing technology and talents, China providing land and labor, and sales acting by Japan. If we talk like this, at least He-kun can still believe in the Empire's sincerity."

Hearing this, Nagata admired him very much in his heart. Because the condition Ishiwara just mentioned was the condition proposed by the Crown Prince after consulting veteran ministers like Saionji Kinmochi. After the Chief Chamberlain finished speaking, except for Finance Minister Takahashi Korekiyo, other ministers in the cabinet were actually a bit surprised, thinking that He Rui would not accept such conditions.

And Ishiwara, without attending the meeting, could make the same suggestion as a group of excellent upper-class members of the Japanese Empire by himself. Such insight was worthy of being recognized by the higher-ups as the person next to Nagata in the sequence.

Nagata wanted to praise him a few words but said nothing. With Ishiwara's intelligence, how could he not know the significance of this mission? There was a quite special relationship between Britain and Japan. Dispatching Ishiwara in a military delegation concerning such a major event as the Anglo-Japanese Alliance was equivalent to announcing to the British upper echelon that Ishiwara was the most valued talent in the Japanese army. The British side would also treat Ishiwara as a future member of the Three Chiefs of the Japanese Army.

If Ishiwara did not serve as one of the Three Chiefs of the Army in Japan afterwards, Britain would downgrade the reception of the main members of the military delegation sent by Japan in the future. After all, if Japan itself did not dispatch people worthy of pride in the Japanese army, why should the British value these Japanese soldiers?

Therefore, unless Ishiwara died himself after visiting Britain. As long as Ishiwara did not die, even if Ishiwara made a mistake, he had to be allowed to sit in the position of the Three Chiefs for a period of time. Anyway, it's never too late to settle accounts afterwards.

Thinking of this, Nagata asked, "Why did Ishiwara-kun make such a request? Do you think He-kun will agree?"

"If we cannot keep a few advantageous industries and let Japan obtain profits for continued industrial upgrading, Japan will be completely defeated in the competition with China. After all, China has a large population, and the types of exports at this stage highly overlap with Japan. A situation of price-cutting competition will inevitably occur. At that time, similar industries in Japan will inevitably be miserable. How could He-kun not know? Moreover, He-kun has no reason to refuse, unless Japan denies such conditions itself."

Nagata was slightly surprised. "Does Nagata-kun [Ishiwara-kun] think that domestic Japan will disagree?"

"Those people are short-sighted and only see immediate interests. They can never accept China's rise, so they naturally won't agree to any opportunity to cooperate with China. In their view, that is not cooperation with China, but recognizing that China has restored its status as the strongest country in Asia. And helping China become stronger. Hehe! Nagata-kun, you have to be careful of these people." Ishiwara sneered at the end.

Nagata didn't answer immediately. Ishiwara's words were sharp and saw through the current mood of the Japanese upper echelon. Twenty years ago, some people in Japan indeed proposed to do their best to make up for the Sino-Japanese contradictions caused by the First Sino-Japanese War and promote Sino-Japanese cooperation. But after the outbreak of the Russo-Japanese War, Japan won a great victory. People holding this view changed their minds one after another, and the contradictions between China and Japan deepened rapidly.

By now, some of the Japanese upper echelon accepted the changes in the situation and tried to restore Sino-Japanese relations. But this part was also very clear that if they wanted to resolve the resentment of 30 years, Japan must pay a huge price.

There was also a part of the high-level who did not consider resolving hatred at all. They believed that instead of paying a huge price and still being unable to resolve the conflict, it was better to stand directly on the opposite side of China and fight China to the end. Since Japan could defeat China once, it might not be unable to defeat it a second time.

More high-level officials were indecisive, unwilling to understand the true changes in the world, and even more unwilling to have their interests damaged. This was the most difficult thing Nagata felt at present. In Nagata's view, Japan must change. If a complete Japan could not be built, the current power holders would bring Japan to collapse.

Thinking of this, Nagata continued to ask, "If I guess correctly, Ishiwara-kun thinks Britain will lose!"

"Britain will fail militarily, but not necessarily in other parts. After all, He-kun doesn't want to fight Britain to mutual destruction. Since the purpose is peace, presumably Britain won't seek its own death either. However, after Britain accepts He-kun's request, it will find ways to limit China's development. At this time, Japan has a very great value to be used."

Having said this, Ishiwara sneered again, "Hmph, Japan does not lack people willing to be used. In their view, this is precisely using Britain."

Nagata felt he had nothing more to say. Since Ishiwara had seen through the entire situation and could firmly believe in his judgment of Britain, saying anything more was useless. But at this time, Nagata felt relieved about Ishiwara.

Ishiwara was five years younger than Nagata, and the two had fought side by side in Korea, earning the nickname 'Twin Walls of the Army.' Nagata was 42 years old this year, in the prime of his life. After visiting Britain, Nagata would go to the Army War College as the principal. After the term ended, he would serve as the Chief of the Army General Staff, and Ishiwara would succeed Nagata as the principal of the Japanese Army War College. That year Nagata would be 44, and Ishiwara 39.

As long as the political situation did not change drastically involving the two. Probably two or three years later, Nagata would serve as the Inspector General of Military Training, and Ishiwara would become the Chief of General Staff. Nagata believed that Ishiwara might be the most suitable candidate for the Chief of General Staff in the Japanese army now. As long as Ishiwara didn't cause trouble, he might become the longest-serving Chief of General Staff in Japan.

When Ishiwara no longer served as the Minister of War [Chief of Staff? Context implies rotation], Ishiwara would be supported to the position of Minister of War. It was estimated that Ishiwara would be 50 years old then. Even if his personality was still terrible, no one would really care about this. No one who became the Minister of War had a good personality. Moreover, in Nagata's view, although Ishiwara had a terrible personality, he was actually quite fair and did not focus on personal gain. He might not be a bad Minister of War.

Nagata knew very well that what Ishiwara wanted was an opportunity to display his talents. Now the door of opportunity had opened to Ishiwara. Nagata told Ishiwara his attitude, "Ishiwara-kun, no matter what, in a few years you will be the principal of the Army War College. Presumably, the instructors of the Army War College will also welcome you back to the school."

Ishiwara smiled slightly, "Thank you, Nagata-kun." Then he stood up and took his leave. Returning to his cabin, Ishiwara lay on the bunk, considering the many uprising plans he had deduced before in his mind.

The Japanese upper echelon was really hopeless. And Japan had reached the pass of choice. If the restoration failed, not only would Ishiwara and the comrades of the Future Society be executed as rebels, but Japan's future would also walk into darkness without a future.

During this period, the frequency of contact with Nagata increased greatly, and Ishiwara finally understood the morbid persistence of the power holders in their own interests. Even a smart person like Nagata was bound and corrupted by power, becoming one of that group of power holders. Even if he had seen the road to the future, Nagata still unconsciously rejected the correct choice.

This couldn't be blamed on Nagata. Because Japan's rebirth must be built on the destruction of old power. A person can sacrifice himself, but will not destroy himself.

So Ishiwara nodded. "If Nagata-kun has made a decision, please go on with your efforts, Nagata-kun. Thank you for your hospitality, Nagata-kun. Farewell."

After speaking, Ishiwara stood up and walked towards the gate. Watching Ishiwara's back, Nagata sighed slightly. He had always wanted to pull Ishiwara to his side, but judging from the current result, Ishiwara still stubbornly walked the path he chose. He had no intention of changing at all. This made Nagata feel regretful; such a smart person constantly lost opportunities to gain power because of personal stubbornness. It was really a waste of such precious intelligence.

Since those people were incurable, Ishiwara could only deal with them courteously but without sincerity first. However, this seemingly boring time was not completely uninteresting. At least Ishiwara could see the reaction of the British after continuous defeats in Britain. He could also see Britain's adjustment speed in the face of setbacks.

Ishiwara felt something from He Rui's doctrine, something He Rui never stated explicitly. That is, after China's rejuvenation, it would not adopt defense but would launch an attack. At least He Rui himself was full of the spirit of active attack.

This is a feeling hard to describe. If a reason must be found, it is like a tiger pouncing on its prey and tearing it apart when seeing it. When someone passes by a poisonous snake, the poisonous snake will launch an attack. Tigers and poisonous snakes do not do this out of malice or other emotions; they are just following their own instincts.

And the strong offensive spirit is not reckless, nor brave, but an instinct. He Rui is like this, and Ishiwara thinks he is also like this.
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Wearing a Japanese spring and autumn military uniform in London in July didn't feel hot. This was a country with an average temperature of 18 degrees in midsummer. Walking to the library with an umbrella, Ishiwara even felt very cool.

Military boots stepped on the wet gravel road, making a crisp and muddy sound. Together with the rain clouds in the sky and the fog around that seemed impossible to disperse, it constituted the unique feeling of this famous 'Foggy City.'

It rained today, but the hotel owner where he stayed actually said today was a sunny day because the sun came out briefly in the morning. After experiencing these, Ishiwara realized that the descriptions of London by classmates who had been to Britain were actually true. Japan's standard for a sunny day was indeed very different from London's.

The air was mixed with the smell emitted by factories, railways, and gas lamps. This was the smell that had permeated London for hundreds of years. Ishiwara didn't like this smell at all. It wasn't until he walked into the red brick library that he felt much better.

Handing over the temporary library card, the librarian adjusted his round glasses after reading it. The lenses reflected the light, giving the librarian some brilliance in this dim environment. Immediately, the librarian led Ishiwara into the reading room. In the reading room, there were rows of newspaper racks with newspapers from various countries. After thanking the librarian, Ishiwara wanted to sit down. He heard the librarian ask, "Sir, would you like a cup of coffee?"

Ishiwara asked naturally, "How much?"

The librarian was slightly stunned, then said in a friendly accent, "Sir, with your library card level, coffee is free."

Sighing that British club-style management was really considerate, Ishiwara ordered a cup of coffee and began today's reading. It had been four days since he arrived in Britain. Ishiwara participated in three sand table deductions. At the request of the British side, the Japanese side played the role of the Chinese army.

Nagata served as the commander, Ishiwara as the chief of staff, and Okamura and others as staff officers. In the three sand table deductions, the Chinese army played by the Japanese side defeated the British badly.

Ishiwara was too lazy to review the game with the British side. During the sand table deduction process, he completely saw that the British army did not understand what kind of opponent they were facing at all. During the exercise, although the British military's troop organization, troop combination, and tactical style seemed to understand that they were fighting in tropical forests, they completely failed to grasp the essentials of large corps operations in tropical forests.

So after the exercise ended, Ishiwara ran to the library to read newspapers from various European countries, wanting to understand the trend of European public opinion. As for Britain, Ishiwara didn't even have the idea of saving it.

Soon, an article in *The Times* attracted Ishiwara's attention.

'...After He Rui became the local leader of Manchuria and Mongolia, he first obtained the recognition of the Allied Powers by getting as close as possible to the Allied Powers and providing military equipment to them. Then he stabilized Soviet Russia and reached a treaty with Soviet Russia not to change the border line. After completing these preparations, he struck Japan, the only country capable of interfering in China's unification with force. After Manchuria and Mongolia signed an armistice treaty with Japan, no country could interfere in the process of He Rui unifying China with military force. The steps of his strategic arrangement force us to recall the trajectory of Bismarck's unification war.

Bismarck first fought against Denmark, stabilizing Denmark and Britain by handing over two places to Denmark. After defeating Austria, he adopted the method of no ceding territory and no indemnity, excluding Austria from Little Germany. Then in the decisive Franco-Prussian War, he completely defeated France, thereby unifying Little Germany.

The processes of the two are so consistent. If Prince Bismarck saw the strategy of this young "Elector" of the East, he might show a meaningful smile.

After China restored its sovereignty, it immediately began careful expansion probing, trying to rebuild its lost sphere of influence. This is not unique to China; any country that has experienced the same experience as China has the same experience. China's leader He Rui has made such a decision and begun to execute it cautiously and effectively.

If He Rui's actions can be effectively stopped, then for a period of time in the future, the frustrated young imperial consul will temporarily restrain himself and wait for the next opportunity. If the prevention fails, not only Burma, but Annam and Korea will be challenged one by one until He Rui, the young imperial consul, wins or fails...'

Reading this, Ishiwara put down the newspaper and sighed. There were sensible people in Britain. But even though the newspapers had explained it so clearly, the British official view completely failed to grasp the point. For example, the current British military still felt that they could defeat He Rui by 'mobilizing enough troops.' The British officials believed that the total number of He Rui's troops in Burma was between 50,000 and 100,000.

For the number of 50,000-100,000 people, Ishiwara really couldn't figure out how the British came up with it. Ishiwara believed that the number of He Rui's troops was between 150,000 and 200,000.

As for the combat effectiveness of both sides, after two previous failures, Britain had modified its combat effectiveness assessment. It was believed that the combat effectiveness of the British pure white army was about twice that of the Chinese army, and the combat effectiveness of troops like the British Indian Army was half that of the Chinese army. Britain believed that 100,000-200,000 pure white troops, including ANZAC and Canada, combined with 300,000-400,000 British Indian troops, could defeat the Chinese army.

Ishiwara couldn't hold back at the time and frankly expressed his view, 'It's useless no matter how many British Indian troops go; they can't even serve as cannon fodder to fill the front line. The combat effectiveness of the British army in Burma is probably less than half that of the Chinese army. If the British army wants to truly stop the advance of the Chinese army, it is best to send 500,000 white troops to guard those well-prepared defense lines. If the British army wants to defeat the Chinese army through offensive means, it is best to mobilize more than 1.5 million pure white troops and be prepared to face the tragic war in the European War.'

Except for Nagata, other members of the Japanese military delegation were scared by these words. Instead, the British accepted Ishiwara's sincere speech with considerable self-restraint. At least from their expressions, it couldn't be seen that the British officers had a fierce reaction. Ishiwara admired such calmness. At that time, Ishiwara felt that these British officers were worthy of being talents cultivated by the military academies of the British Empire, the world hegemon. However, after living for a few days in London's sky that seemed never sunny and air mixed with industrial waste gas, Ishiwara felt that living in such a place for a long time, people would either go crazy or become calm and self-reliant. In He Rui's *Elementary Understanding of Geopolitics*, it was said that human actions are deeply affected by their living environment.

Complaining a little about London's weather and air in his heart, Ishiwara continued to read the newspaper. The level of British newspapers was good, but there were few valuable parts. The French newspapers were full of French enthusiasm. *Le Figaro* was full of articles encouraging and supporting Britain to fight China to the end, especially the headline six days ago, "For the Honor of Europe, Britain Must Fight Gloriously to the Last Man".

Ishiwara felt that compared with the French articles, the writing style and passion of similar Japanese articles were much lower. Japanese propaganda articles of this kind, without exception, were about how to die and how not to fear death. In contrast, French newspapers started with 'Glory of the Church of England,' 'God and Queen are one,' born great, entering heaven after sacrifice. There was not a word about death in the whole article; it was all praise for how glorious and great it was. However, under these words full of magnificence and dignity, the gloating hope that the British would die out was not concealed at all. It seemed that the Anglo-French feud had not changed at all.

While Ishiwara was browsing European newspapers, some newspaper news appeared on the streets of Japan, mentioning the "Japan Land Restoration Outline" proposed by the two MPs who died quietly before their death.

The article's technique was very clever. It didn't mention the bizarre deaths of these two people at all, but simply recalled the names of the two MPs, went straight to the topic, and gave a simple and powerful introduction to the content of the "Japan Land Restoration Outline." Especially explaining the internal logic in the land plan.

This logic is not complicated. More than half of Japan's population is farmers. Farmers have no income without land, no consumption without income. Without consumption, goods produced by Japanese industry can only be sold to foreign countries. Selling industrial products to foreign countries means price-cutting competition, grabbing foreign markets with low prices. As a result, farmers have no money, and industrial profits are also very low.

If the "Land Restoration Outline" is adopted, farmers get land and their income increases. With money, there is consumption; with a consumer market, industrial products have sales outlets. Once the land outline is implemented, in addition to making the broad masses rich, it will directly create an internal market to increase the Japanese economy's resistance to shocks.

...

In the office of the Dean of the Law School of Tokyo Imperial University, Professor Taira Toyomori, Dean of the Law School and Vice President of Todai, put down the newspaper in his hand and couldn't help sighing slightly. In the eyes of a top Japanese scholar like him, this article explained profound things in simple terms, was clear and thorough, and easy to understand.

As an educator, Professor Taira Toyomori also knew very well that such an article was still a bit deep for ordinary people who had not received economics education.

In the view of Your Excellency Taira Toyomori, Special Advisor to the Ministry of Finance, Senior Advisor to the Imperial Government, and Advisor to the Japanese Imperial Family, if no one liberates the minds of the Japanese people and gives political explanations to all strata of Japan, the Japanese people will not believe that such a good thing will happen in Japan.

State forms have existed on the Japanese archipelago for about 2,000 years, and the Emperor system has appeared for more than 1,000 years. In this long time, only Chinese civilization gave Japan the light of civilization.

When the Meiji Restoration occurred and Japan accepted industry from the West, Professor Taira Toyomori thought China could no longer give Japan anything. Until Professor Taira Toyomori met He Rui, he realized how powerful the heritage and vitality of Chinese civilization were.

Now, He Rui dispelled the dark night hanging over China and brought opportunities to Japan. Perhaps this time, Japan has the opportunity to get rid of the darkness of the old era and let Japan move towards a brighter future. This is the lifelong wish of Taira Toyomori of Todai.

After sorting out his mood again, Professor Taira Toyomori picked up the curriculum schedule, increased his course from the original 10 public lectures on Geopolitics per semester to 20, and added two courses for himself: Principles of Economics and Political Economy.

With Professor Taira Toyomori's current status, he didn't need to teach so many classes at all. And just last year, the Royal Institution of Great Britain, Oxford University, and Cambridge University all invited Professor Taira Toyomori to Britain for academic exchanges. As long as Professor Taira Toyomori went on this trip, he would become a scholar at the pinnacle of law, economics, and geopolitics in the Japanese academic circle after returning to Japan. Becoming the President of Tokyo Imperial University would not be difficult.

But Professor Taira Toyomori decided not to go to Britain for the time being. If the Japanese people needed guidance for their thoughts to move towards the future, Professor Taira Toyomori was willing to give everything for Japan.

Calling his secretary, Professor Taira Toyomori handed him the curriculum schedule and asked the secretary to send the curriculum schedule to the Academic Affairs Office.

Seeing that the respected Mr. Taira Toyomori actually wanted to teach so many classes, the secretary was both happy and worried, and hurriedly reminded, "Sir, can you manage your time?"

Professor Taira Toyomori stood up. "Go ahead; don't worry about me."

The secretary wanted very much to listen to more of Professor Taira Toyomori's courses, so he didn't ask more and left the office quickly.

Professor Taira Toyomori pushed his black-rimmed glasses. If it were before, Professor Taira Toyomori would have chosen to go to Britain to gain more knowledge and higher status through exchange. This time he decided to stay in Japan. Because his academic partner He Rui had already walked ahead of Professor Taira Toyomori. This young man used himself as a torch to illuminate China's path. Emulating the virtuous, Professor Taira Toyomori felt he must do something for Japan.
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On July 4, Foreign Minister Yan Huiqing convened the first formal working meeting after taking office. Yan Huiqing's gaze swept over the directors of various departments and finally landed on Liu Bozhen, the Party Secretary of the Ministry of Foreign Affairs.

At present, the framework of the new government had been basically established, so it was criticized by some domestic intellectuals. Yan Huiqing felt that these criticisms were baffling, especially since some obviously malicious intellectuals used 'Manchu system restoration' to describe the new government system, which made Yan Huiqing feel even more unhappy.

In the current political framework of the Republic, the two highest-ranking people in each department were the department head and the Party Secretary. The department head was responsible for departmental operations, while the Party Secretary was mainly in charge of personnel arrangements. Due to the adoption of the government operation concept of 'clear power and responsibility,' although the Party Committee was indeed nominally the highest decision-making mode, whoever made the decision was responsible. Therefore, powers and responsibilities were quite clear.

The Party Committee itself was more of a communication mechanism, and voting based on the principle of the minority subordinating to the majority would only be adopted in emergencies.

As a diplomat, Yan Huiqing saw that governments with party politics in foreign countries also distinguished between political appointees and civil servants. The current system where Party Secretaries and department heads coexisted was a very normal model for a country with party politics.

However, in the eyes of opponents, this was the Manchu system where Bannermen served as the actual heads of various ministries, and Han people served as executives. In the He Rui government, the Civilization Party always occupied the position of actual supervisor, while other civil servants joining the government played the role of 'workers.'

In Yan Huiqing's view, traditional scholar-bureaucrats did not identify with such a political situation. In their view, the Civilization Party was the Bannermen, an organization more arbitrary and powerful than the Eastern Depot. Therefore, after Yan Huiqing took the post of Foreign Minister, because Yan Huiqing was different from other ministers in that he was not a member of the Civilization Party, newspapers used this as an excuse to write some articles full of hidden barbs. This feeling of being used annoyed Yan Huiqing a bit.

Yan Huiqing used to think that newspapers were decent and the articles written were readable. Now his feeling towards newspapers was terrible, thinking those guys were just talking nonsense.

Therefore, Yan Huiqing initially wondered if he should exchange some pleasantries. But on second thought, he was considered a 'lucky advancement.' After he expressed 'I am willing to serve as Foreign Minister' in the Organization Department's inquiry, He Rui had an interview with Yan Huiqing. In the conversation, He Rui explicitly told Yan Huiqing, "I want to invite Brother Yan to serve as Minister this time naturally because Brother Yan has complete academic qualifications and rich diplomatic experience. However, Chinese diplomacy is bound to face a quite turbulent stage in the near future. In the eyes of various countries, Brother Yan is a moderate."

Yan Huiqing probed at that time, "Chairman, I wonder if I am moderate, or if foreign countries think the Manchu Qing and the previous Republic government were moderate?"

He Rui was amused and laughed out loud. Yan Huiqing observed carefully and couldn't see any sarcasm in He Rui. After laughing, He Rui chatted with Yan Huiqing readily again.

Now Yan Huiqing was unwilling to exchange pleasantries, so he told the content of his conversation with He Rui. This was not only the view of Yan Huiqing and He Rui, but also the view on China's diplomatic situation and diplomatic goals.

"Everyone, now China and foreign countries are in a situation of 'hitting a wolf with a hemp stalk - fear on both sides.' We have to admit that the Great Powers indeed control most of the land in the world, and our diplomacy is easily blockaded. However, in the eyes of the Great Powers, we have completely changed the situation in the Far East and are beginning to shape a brand-new world situation. Since the Far East is a secondary strategic direction for European and American powers, or even a secondary of secondary strategic directions, they will not use huge resources to shape the Far East strategic posture they expect. At this time, our diplomatic focus is to let the Great Powers understand this. After China obtains complete sovereignty and does not recognize the benefits seized by foreign diplomacy through war, we must establish diplomatic relations with the Great Powers on these two bases."

After speaking, Yan Huiqing looked at the comrades of the Ministry of Foreign Affairs and saw that everyone had no confusion or surprise but listened attentively to the narration. In the next hour of the meeting, Yan Huiqing confirmed that the structure of launching diplomatic work with various departments as the backbone would not change during Yan Huiqing's tenure.

The work direction of each department was also different. At this stage, establishing diplomatic relations, not forming alliances after establishing diplomatic relations, but being happy to establish good diplomatic relations with various countries was the primary work direction.

After some exchange, Li Shiguang, Director of the Western European Department, raised a question, "Minister Yan, our current diplomacy should not be about making friends widely, right?"

As soon as these words came out, Yan Huiqing immediately expressed agreement. Li Shiguang was a comrade who graduated from a local university in the Northeast after He Rui arrived in the Northeast. This sentence proved that Li Shiguang's view on diplomatic strategy was very keen and precise.

Originally thought the first meeting would not be very pleasant, but the result was different from what Yan Huiqing expected. This made Yan Huiqing feel much more relaxed. When returning to his office for a temporary rest, Yan Huiqing remembered the nonsense of some newspapers.

Those newspapers believed that He Rui of the new government was indeed of the Beiyang lineage. Beiyang leader Yuan Shikai wanted to be a lifelong Great President, and He Rui was going to run a dictatorial government all the way. According to the evaluation of *Xinhua Daily*, this statement was 'either stupid or bad.'

Ministers of a dictatorial government served the head of government. The current Republic government was just the norm of party-style politics under the comprehensive governance of the Civilization Party. Moreover, the ministers had no personal relationship with He Rui. Now there was one Premier and thirteen ministers in the Republic. Except for Morrison and Yan Huiqing, the other twelve were all Civilization Party members. This was called 'political party background,' not that these people had any personal subordination relationship with He Rui.

Moreover, among these ministers, in terms of academic qualifications, ability, and talent, Yan Huiqing didn't think he was better than those people.

Among the fourteen people, all had university degrees. The lowest academic qualifications were Wu Youping and Zhuang Jiaxiong, graduates of the Beiyang Railway Official School. According to the school system in 1925, the Beiyang Railway Official School was a genuine undergraduate degree. Yan Huiqing himself only had an undergraduate degree from the University of Virginia in the United States.

Doctorates and master's degrees accounted for almost half of the ministers. Every minister except Yan Huiqing started from the grassroots level in the Northeast and walked step by step to today's position. Not only were their academic qualifications impeccable, but their political resumes were also very complete. Not only the ministers, but the secretaries of various ministries were also the same; their academic qualifications and political resumes were impeccable.

From the meeting just now, Yan Huiqing could judge that the strength of both Party and government personnel was unquestionable. Compared with peers all over the world, they were absolutely not inferior.

While thinking, the East Asian Department sent a report. Yan Huiqing picked it up and saw, 'Professor Taira Toyomori, Vice President of Tokyo University, applied to come to China for academic exchange and research. The research content is the impact of China's land reform on various aspects of Chinese society.'

Professor Taira Toyomori was He Rui's academic partner more than ten years ago and was a quite simple scholar. So Yan Huiqing wanted to approve it at that time. But on second thought, Yan Huiqing sent someone to invite Party Secretary Liu Bozhen, wanting to see Liu Bozhen's opinion.

After all, the content studied by Professor Taira Toyomori was relatively sensitive, and the land reform issue still had lingering effects. More importantly, land reform was only one policy in the ongoing Chinese revolution. The core of the Chinese revolution lay in 'central direct management to individuals,' completely smashing the tradition of 'imperial power does not extend below the county level' for thousands of years. In order to realize the new political system of 'central direct management to individuals,' land reform was implemented.

Such earth-shaking changes led to intense conflicts between traditions accumulated for thousands of years and the revolution. Anyone who accepted part of the old social form would conflict with the revolution in some aspects. Not only did counter-revolutionaries conflict with the revolution, and opponents conflict with the revolution, but even supporters of the revolution also had conflicts with the revolution in various fields.

So China was currently in a state of low-intensity, high-coverage, and high-frequency civil war. Professor Taira Toyomori was indeed an excellent scholar, but whether Professor Taira Toyomori himself could understand these entangled problems, Yan Huiqing could understand. But Yan Huiqing dared not be completely sure if Party Secretary Liu Bozhen could understand.

Liu Bozhen arrived at Yan Huiqing's place, read the report, and listened to Yan Huiqing's analysis, then asked, "I wonder what the process of academic exchange is?"

"The process depends on how we talk with Professor Taira Toyomori in advance. There can be many modes for the detailed process. The general process is that Professor Taira Toyomori will write a report, and we will ask Professor Taira Toyomori to give us a copy of the report. It will also serve as a basis for our research when formulating policies."

"What if he doesn't give it?" Liu Bozhen asked.

"At least in the future, the official side will not provide Professor Taira Toyomori with opportunities to investigate and research in China."

Liu Bozhen pondered for a moment and asked again, "What if we are not satisfied with the content written by Professor Taira Toyomori?"

"Find the reasons for dissatisfaction, communicate with Professor Taira Toyomori through channels, and ask him to give an explanation. Moreover, as long as we are dissatisfied, Taira Toyomori loses the possibility of coming to China again."

"I think it's okay." Liu Bozhen gave the answer readily.

Now Yan Huiqing was somewhat surprised. But a moment later, Yan Huiqing also felt much happier. Although the outside world thought that the Northeast Government led by He Rui was a military government, and in fact, because He Rui did implement policies to quickly obtain war capabilities when he was in the Northeast. But looking at it now, this group of cadres of the Northeast Government was an excellent government and did not lose normal administrative capabilities because of implementing wartime policies.

Just like Liu Bozhen's question just now, it completely revolved around the process that a 'visiting scholar' should have. He did not make thinking and judgment beyond this scope. If political propaganda and public opinion agitation were the primary considerations, Liu Bozhen would be a 'populist politician' that Yan Huiqing had seen in European and American countries.

Populist politicians use inciting emotions rather than solving problems as a means. Such people have great differences with true academics. If Liu Bozhen were such a person, he wouldn't just ask what the visiting scholar should do and how to solve it if the visiting scholar's academic achievements caused unhappiness. Asking this way should be because Liu Bozhen didn't know these things, so he asked if he didn't understand.

With such a happy mood, the Foreign Minister told the Director of the East Asian Department, "Approve Professor Taira Toyomori's application."

The news was sent to the Liaison Office of the Republic of China in Japan via telegram, and the Liaison Office also handled the procedures for Professor Taira Toyomori and his entourage. Five days later, Professor Taira Toyomori led 8 assistants to arrive at Tianjin Port, and welcoming them was Zhao Tianlin, the former President of Peiyang University.

After the introduction, Taira Toyomori was somewhat surprised. Zhao Tianlin was the current Minister of Culture. Although Taira Toyomori himself was already a famous scholar in Japan and a senior advisor to the Japanese government, meeting Japanese ministers daily. Such a welcome was still high-spec.

Zhao Tianlin stepped forward to shake hands with Professor Taira Toyomori. "Professor Taira, you are the Dean of the Law School, and I am a Doctor of Law. I have many academic questions to ask Professor Taira."

Seeing Zhao Tianlin, a minister of a major country, being so approachable, the assistants behind Taira Toyomori were quite surprised. The assistants all knew that Zhao Tianlin was a Doctor of Law from the United States. Hearing Zhao Tianlin speak about academic issues, they couldn't help but feel awe. Even in Japan, it was rare to see high-ranking officials who valued academics so much.

The person Professor Taira Toyomori wanted to see most was actually his academic partner He Rui. However, hearing Zhao Tianlin say this, he also smiled, "If Your Excellency Minister Zhao doesn't mind, I also want to conduct exchanges in law with Your Excellency and Chinese colleagues. Regarding the legal issues involved in land reform and the legal scope of application faced in the process of land reform, I am indeed very interested. Moreover, I have a strong desire to publicize these research contents publicly in Japan."

Hearing this, Zhao Tianlin felt that a scholar who could become an academic partner with He Rui was indeed outstanding. He pointed to the car waiting nearby, "Then I reiterate again, welcome Professor Taira Toyomori to China. Please get in the car."
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Yan Huiqing learned that Professor Taira Toyomori had arrived in China, so he completely put the matter aside. Academic exchange was the work of the Ministry of Culture and relevant academic departments; the Ministry of Foreign Affairs only provided 'entry and exit' services.

The next task of the Ministry of Foreign Affairs was to explain China's diplomatic principles clearly to the powers, including Britain. As long as the people in charge of diplomacy in various countries and those who could formulate policies understood this clearly. Once this work was completed, the reaction of foreign countries was not something the Chinese Ministry of Foreign Affairs had to manage.

Although Yan Huiqing didn't like 'a new broom sweeps clean,' he began to adjust the current diplomatic work. Seeing the puzzled expressions of most department directors after receiving the assignment, Yan Huiqing felt that he would soon be challenged.

In less than ten days, Party Secretary Liu Bozhen talked with Yan Huiqing once. "Our diplomacy was very proactive before. Will Minister Yan's adjustment make us change from active to passive?"

Seeing that he indeed encountered opposition, Yan Huiqing became more spirited. "The previous initiative was for diplomacy to serve the war of liberation, sending someone to notify before the troops started the war. This is issuing a challenge. At this stage, our foreign wars will become fewer and fewer. After achieving peace with Britain through this war, China needs diplomacy in the traditional sense. Diplomacy in the traditional sense emphasizes equal diplomacy."

Liu Bozhen carefully considered Yan Huiqing's words, feeling that this new Foreign Minister was indeed a person with his own views. However, Yan Huiqing's thinking was quite different from Liu Bozhen's imagination of diplomacy. Liu Bozhen asked, "What is the key point of equal diplomacy?"

"Game. It's the game [strategy] Chairman He talked about in class." Yan Huiqing answered immediately.

"...Game... That is indeed equality." Liu Bozhen nodded slightly.

Yan Huiqing was very happy to see the Secretary could understand this matter, so he told his views on diplomatic traditions to Liu Bozhen, a 'new school' youth. According to Yan Huiqing's observation, He Rui's subordinates were all too new school, so much so that they had a resistant emotion towards the old era itself.

After talking for a while, he heard Liu Bozhen ask, "If it is such a tradition, doesn't it mean that countries pursue equality among nations?"

"Indeed so. Big countries bullying small countries and weak countries is tradition. Now all countries realize that the previous diplomatic model is outdated. If there can be a more equal diplomatic model, at least many conflicts can be reduced. But international diplomacy speaks of strength, so a situation has appeared where there are various good expectations but they cannot be realized."

"...That means other countries don't know that equal diplomacy is good, but for their own interests, they just can't do it?"

Yan Huiqing thought for a moment before answering, "As far as I know, it is indeed so. Did Secretary Liu think before that foreign countries simply bullied the weak?"

Liu Bozhen didn't shy away and admitted frankly, "I thought foreign countries went for bullying the weak."

"Before the European War, it was indeed so. After the European War, European countries all reflected. Countries believe that if such a war breaks out in Europe again, the entire Europe will be burned to the ground by the flames of war, so countries began to accept the benefits of equal diplomacy."

"But Europe obviously hasn't adopted equal diplomacy towards China." Liu Bozhen stated his view.

"If it were before, China recovered the concessions and hanged tens of thousands of foreigners from various countries according to Chinese law. Britain should have already pulled up a European coalition army. At least it would have reached a consideration of a coalition army with various countries. This time European countries ignored Britain, and Britain knew this very well, so it only wooed Japan. This is enough to show that European countries, including Britain, have regarded China as a power. Europe no longer wants wars between powers."

After speaking, Yan Huiqing looked at Liu Bozhen's reaction. He saw Liu Bozhen's expression wavering, seeming to accept it, but not truly accepting it. This made Yan Huiqing sigh in his heart. These young 'new school figures' following He Rui were indeed new school. In their view, countries all over the world harbored the intention of invading China and did so, so young people naturally returned hostility.

Yan Huiqing didn't want to deny past facts. The world indeed hurt China too deeply and heavily, but this was because the cultural background of the powers was barbarism, so they did so naturally. It wasn't that these countries deliberately planned to be barbaric for the sake of barbarism. Yan Huiqing personally appreciated He Rui's cultural confidence and civilization confidence. Compared with Chinese civilization, the cultures of other countries were indeed very barbaric; calling them 'barbarians' was really appropriate.

Although the barbarians were barbaric, they were unwilling to die. But the new school youth didn't think so; they would think the barbarians would attack China regardless of life and death. Because the war was still going on, Yan Huiqing dared not mention these contents now.

If one really looked at the world with a cold perspective, both Japan and Britain were the attacked parties. Britain and Japan both felt that China was the barbaric party, thinking Britain and Japan were pitiful to suffer such an undeserved disaster inexplicably.

After explaining Yan Huiqing's understanding of the Ministry of Foreign Affairs' work to Liu Bozhen clearly, after Liu Bozhen left, Yan Huiqing continued to start work. The country most likely to make a breakthrough at present was Austria. Austria had neither the ability to fight China nor the reason to obey Britain.

Precisely because of this, Austria now showed a wait-and-see attitude. Because after the strongest industrial area, the Czech region, became independent, Austria had no trade capacity with China at this stage. Germany, which truly had trade capacity, had issued an invitation to China's Minister of Commerce Morrison, who was visiting France. The Chinese government also stated that Minister Morrison would visit Germany after visiting France.

There were still some contradictions between France and China. After the European War, Germany was completely driven out of Asia, leaving only space for cooperation with China. This was the judgment of the diplomatic situation provided by the Ministry of Foreign Affairs.

At this time, in a hospital in Paris, France, Minister Morrison, who was visiting, and the Chinese doctor accompanying the team were both wearing doctors' white coats, examining a child on the hospital bed.

Before Morrison chose to join the Northeast Government, few people in Europe knew Morrison, and no one knew Morrison was a medical doctor from the University of Edinburgh. At this time, Morrison had long forgotten the treatment experience accumulated during his internship. However, through the propaganda of French newspapers, anyone who had seen the introduction of Morrison knew that this was a medical doctor.

After negotiating with Morrison, the worried French Minister of Commerce actually asked Dr. Morrison what he thought about bacterial infections that even sulfonamide could not treat. Sulfonamide was one of China's contributions to the world pharmaceutical industry in recent years. Although Chinese pharmaceutical factories did export sulfonamide to the world, He Rui, as the discoverer of the medicinal value of sulfonamide, announced the chemical composition of sulfonamide to the world.

Since sulfonamide had been discovered and published by German chemists, sulfonamide could not be considered a Chinese patent. Countries produced sulfonamide on their own one after another. With France's national strength, it could naturally produce sulfonamide easily. Sulfonamide was a specific drug against streptococcus and the first drug that could directly kill bacteria without harming the human body. Sulfonamide had almost become the only credible weapon against bacteria in the world today.

As for bacteria that even sulfonamide couldn't deal with, doctors could only frankly explain the situation to the family members. Family members who had received higher education like the French Minister of Commerce also understood what that meant.

So Morrison did not refuse the request of a desperate father, because Morrison himself was also a father. If his most loved child also fell into such a desperate situation, painfully dying slowly under the torture of bacteria, let alone asking a Chinese minister with a medical doctor degree for help, even asking the devil for help, Morrison would not hesitate.

After an examination, Morrison looked at the team doctor. The team doctor's originally nervous expression had dissipated a lot. It could be seen that the experienced team doctor already had a treatment idea. After the examination was completed, the two went to a room where they could talk alone. The team doctor said, "Penicillin should work."

Morrison nodded. What he thought in his heart was not that he could shock the French, but that there were more directions for cooperation when visiting Germany later. After becoming a prisoner of Versailles, the German government opened its mind and started cooperation with China in many fields. Especially in the high-tech field, many German experts worked in China.

Penicillin was the technology for penicillin extraction solved by German chemists helping Chinese colleagues. Morrison, a medical doctor graduated from the University of Edinburgh, knew very well how excellent this new drug, which had a good therapeutic effect on most bacterial infections in the world today, was. At this stage, China's penicillin output was not large enough. Morrison believed it was because China's chemical technology was not advanced enough and encountered other difficulties. Germany had the ability to provide technical support in this regard.

"Then let's do it," Morrison said.

The doctor immediately said, "Minister, even a skin test for penicillin has caused death."

Morrison felt the doctor was too conservative. Even if he forgot his medical experience, he still had medical knowledge. Leaving that child alone, he could only last for a day or two. At this time, the parents wouldn't really blame the doctor. Moreover, Morrison had seen the child's medical record; he didn't have a particularly allergic constitution, so his luck shouldn't be that bad.

"Let's go explain this to Mr. Minister," Morrison ordered.

As Morrison thought, Mr. Minister was not particularly surprised after hearing about 'death from allergy.' Especially hearing that the proportion of allergic people was less than 15%, the Minister hesitated slightly and expressed willingness to accept treatment.

So the treatment began. First was the skin test. The child's skin was bloodless at this time. After a small dose injection, the skin next to the injection site never showed red spots or swelling.

More than ten minutes later, the French nurse next to him reached out and touched the child's forehead in surprise, then said to the doctor next to her in French with surprise, "Sir, the patient's fever has started to subside!"

The doctor also saw the change in the patient's skin color, but he didn't believe that this drug with unknown ingredients had such potent efficacy. The purpose of the skin test was to see if the patient was allergic to the drug, so the dosage was very low, and theoretically, it shouldn't have any effect. The French doctor reached out and pressed the patient's forehead, only feeling the originally burning skin cooling down rapidly.

While surprised, he felt that the patient's body temperature stopped dropping after lowering to a temperature still within the fever range. This meant the patient was not cured. Even so, the French doctor was very surprised. He immediately began to examine the patient. Except for the body temperature starting to drop, the patient showed no signs of improvement, but no signs of deterioration appeared either.

The French Minister of Commerce knew nothing about medicine and could only stand by and watch anxiously. After the French doctor finished the examination, Mr. Minister asked hurriedly, "How is it?"

The doctor completely distrusted his Chinese colleagues and distrusted drugs with unknown ingredients even more. But before graduating from medical school, doctors had taken an oath to take treating patients as their primary goal. So after hesitating for a moment, the French doctor replied, "Sir, I agree to continue injection treatment."

The treatment principle of penicillin is that penicillin can destroy the cell wall of bacteria, while human cells have no cell wall. Perhaps because bacteria in this era had never encountered such a potent antibiotic as penicillin, they were defeated as soon as they engaged. In less than an hour, the Minister's son's body temperature returned to normal. After the abnormal high fever subsided, the child's skin color was as pale as paper. In the Minister's eyes, his son looked like a pale corpse at this time.

However, in the doctor's eyes, this child was out of danger. As long as treatment continued, he would recover soon. So facing the Minister's urgent inquiry, the doctor comforted the Minister.

At this time, the child groaned slightly and opened his eyes with difficulty. Now the Minister was sure that his son, who had fallen into intermittent coma due to high fever, finally woke up. Waking up meant there was hope.

By past 10 PM, the exhausted Minister finally left the ward. By the bedside, the Minister's wife, who was once mentally and physically exhausted, fell asleep lying on the bedside.

The Minister did not rest but invited Morrison into the car. The two arrived at a tavern next to the Champs-Élysées. This was obviously prepared for high-end customers. The interior decoration was very elegant, and the waiters and the drinks provided were of high grade.

"Minister Morrison, I thank you from the bottom of my heart. But precisely because of this matter, I think it is no longer appropriate for me to continue negotiating with you. Please understand."

Morrison nodded. If the French Minister of Commerce continued to negotiate with Morrison, even if there was no private transaction between the two, the Minister would be questioned.

The French Minister of Commerce raised his glass, toasted Morrison, and then said, "But I want to have a private conversation with Mr. Morrison to understand China's attitude."

Morrison immediately elaborated on China's attitude again. Having met with the French upper echelon before, Morrison fully explained China's diplomatic principles to the French side. At this time, the two sides had basic mutual trust, and the communication was very smooth. Both sides agreed on the basic view of Sino-French trade: 'Both China and France should grant each other Most Favored Nation treatment.'

But the subsequent communication began to be unsmooth. Morrison found that the French side wanted to sign Most Favored Nation treatment only between China and France, and hoped that China would not reach Most Favored Nation trade relations with other countries.

Morrison answered immediately, "China's ideal in trade is this: we hope to maintain Most Favored Nation treatment with all countries."

Hearing this, the French Minister of Commerce confirmed the meaning of Morrison's words. China wanted to take the 'Mercantilist route' in foreign trade. That is to say, trade is trade, and China does not intend to use trade as a weapon.

The mercantilist route is not strange for a small country like the Netherlands, but it is uncommon for a big country like China to adopt mercantilist policies. So the French Minister of Commerce talked with Morrison about this matter again, confirming that China indeed did not intend to use foreign trade as a policy weapon.

Since it was China's policy, the French Minister of Commerce didn't say much more. Not using trade as a weapon didn't mean China would be kneaded at will by others. If the other party didn't give China Most Favored Nation treatment, China wouldn't give that country Most Favored Nation treatment either.

After talking, the exhausted Minister stood up to take his leave. He was tired and ready to go home to rest first. The Minister left the car for Morrison and told Morrison that today's drink money would be charged to his account, so Morrison could continue to enjoy the fine wine.

Sipping the fine wine, Morrison recalled his previous conversation with He Rui on China's future international trade. He Rui not only had no idea of engaging in trade protectionism but also proposed the idea of a 'Global Trade System.' In He Rui's thinking, China hoped that countries in the future world would go one step further from Most Favored Nation and upgrade their trade system to full free trade.

Morrison marveled at He Rui's 'whimsical ideas' and corresponding boldness. After all, the gap between this idea and the current world situation was too big and too far. If he told this idea to the French Minister of Commerce, the other party would probably think He Rui was crazy.
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What does it feel like to promote Chinese-developed drugs in Europe? As a medical doctor, Morrison felt a little excited. Many patients would be saved because of this, and many families would rejoice because they did not lose their loved ones. As Minister of Commerce, Morrison knew that this was a very good promotion opportunity for China's technology and industry.

Reporters, no matter which country they are from, like big news. A French minister's son being saved from a certain death situation is undoubtedly big news. After Morrison introduced the basic principle of 'penicillin' at the press conference, reporters rushed to speak.

*Le Figaro* has been publishing news related to He Rui and directly publishing He Rui's articles for nearly ten years. The reporter from *Le Figaro* got the first opportunity to speak, "Mr. Minister, did you develop this drug?"

Morrison smiled, "I wish I had developed it. However, this is one of the many research and development ideas of the Northeast technical department, trying to find ways to fight bacteria from nature. As far as I know, the process was accidental. The research department studying the symbiosis of mold and bacteria found that when bacteria and a certain mold existed together in a petri dish, the bacteria were dissolved. This gave us a research direction, and finally, we found the substance secreted by the mold that eliminates bacteria..."

"Will this drug be marketed in France?"

Hearing this question, Morrison was in a very happy mood but answered cautiously, "It depends on the attitude of the French government. At this stage, we don't know what procedures are required for a drug to be marketed in France."

Those who really cared about these were personnel from medical journals, and their proportion in this press conference was not large. For them, there were actually not many questions to ask. Soon, other reporters asked, "Mr. Minister, will China march into Indochina?"

"The only thing I can reveal is that China believes France is different from Britain. France understands the value of peace and will do its best to maintain peace. Between two peace-loving countries, there are too many channels to communicate to resolve differences and eliminate contradictions. War is the worst tragic means. As a peace-loving country, war itself is not China's first choice. Although Britain launched an attack on China first, while fighting back against Britain, we still hope that Britain can restore rationality and solve the problem peacefully. Instead of expanding the war senselessly as it is now."

"Your Excellency, do you think Britain does not love peace?"

"There are quite a few people in Britain who love peace. But some people in the British government have a completely wrong understanding of peace. The peace they think of is surrender and submission. So the peace they expect is for other countries to surrender and submit to Britain. And when facing peace, those people will think that Britain must be surrendering and submitting. It is precisely such narrow-mindedness that leads to the continuous expansion of tragedies. This has happened too many times in history."

Hearing this, the French reporters let out a burst of empathetic laughter. At this time, a reporter asked loudly in a British accent, "Mr. Morrison, as a British person serving as an official in China, do you think this is treason?"

Such provocation did not hit Morrison at all. Before this war, the central government of the Republic gave a full explanation of the reasons for this war. The reason for triggering this war is the attitude of the powers towards China. If China cannot make the world accept the current reality, other conflicts will only continue endlessly. This is a passively launched active attack, the purpose of which is only to adjust the world back to its due reality.

But Morrison couldn't speak out the views of the central government like this, because there was also a French issue involved. When China's unification war advanced to Yunnan and Guizhou, China quickly eliminated France's power attempting to gain a sphere of influence in Guangxi, Yunnan, and Guizhou. It's just that both China and France tacitly did not report this matter, treating it as if nothing had happened. So discussing this aspect with British reporters at this time would be harmful.

France at this time did not really admit the reality, but just didn't want to waste France's power. France was still waiting and seeing; only when China truly proved itself through this war would France accept the status quo.

So Morrison replied, "As a British person, becoming a high-ranking official in China is China's recognition of the academic and political abilities of British scholars. And the essence of this conflict is not the mutual destruction of two countries, but the continuation of the debate on international status. If we can look at the problem rationally and face the realistic situation, war cannot break out. So I appeal again to the British government in my personal capacity to admit the reality and end the war on the basis of consultation. War is a tragedy; many people have died in this war. Don't continue to expand the war and let more British youth die senselessly on the battlefield. Admitting reality and achieving peace is true patriotism."

Hearing this, a French reporter immediately asked a question, "Mr. Minister, I heard that British intelligence agencies contacted you after you took office as Minister. Is there such a thing?"

This remark made the reporters laugh. Morrison admitted frankly, "Indeed there is such a thing; we met in a public occasion. And the high-level officials of the Chinese government all know about this. At that time, I clearly stated that I was willing to contribute to Sino-British friendship. But judging from the current situation, my suggestion was completely ignored."

"Mr. Morrison, why did you become a minister of China?"

"There have been many foreigners serving as officials in China in Chinese history. From the Han Dynasty 2000 years ago to the Tang Dynasty, Song Dynasty, Ming and Qing Dynasties, such things happened. China will not oppose foreigners holding positions in the Chinese government. The premise is that these people are excellent enough. In my opinion, my serving as China's Minister of Commerce is probably because my personal ability is better than other foreigners in China."

Hearing these self-boasting words, some French reporters made low unhappy sounds, while British reporters showed some proud expressions amidst their unhappiness.

The press conference went on for a long time. After the press conference ended, Morrison communicated with the French Foreign Minister regarding the contact person for the Vice Minister of Foreign Affairs of China visiting France, and then ended this trip to France. Preparing to go to Germany.

The British Foreign Office learned of Morrison's visit to Germany and immediately expressed dissatisfaction to the German government. But the German Weimar government didn't care. After experiencing hyperinflation, the relationship between the German government and Britain and France was already very cold. If Britain was willing to waive 10 million pounds of war reparations, the Weimar government would immediately refuse Morrison's visit. But the British government didn't pay money, only lip service. The Weimar government couldn't show weakness instead.

After arriving in Germany, Morrison immediately met with the German Ministry of Commerce and German business people, introducing China's investment environment experience, economic construction and development, etc., to these people.

Germany was crushed by war reparations at this time and needed to obtain more money. These business people knew very well that in international trade, unless they could dump goods, it was impossible to really make big money. However, the expansion of trade scale itself had a very big impact on economic activity. The problem Germany faced at this time was economic sluggishness, and most economic activities were forced to revolve around debt repayment. Sino-German trade could get rid of such shackles to a large extent, so they were quite interested.

In a blink of an eye, it was August. Morrison had left Germany and went to visit Austria. After visiting Austria, he would visit Italy next. At this time, Morrison also heard that the Japanese diplomatic delegation visiting Britain had ended its visit and set off for home. This Japanese diplomatic delegation visiting Britain was led by the Japanese Foreign Minister, with an extremely high level. Even though Morrison didn't need to care about real diplomatic issues, he could roughly guess that whether Britain and Japan would re-ally had entered the final stage. At this stage, Japan was likely to begin entering the actual asking price stage.

Just as Morrison thought, the Japanese diplomatic delegation began discussions on the ship returning home. Ishiwara did not participate in the core discussion. He clearly stated in the internal discussion of the military delegation, "With the current organizational capability of the British army, there is a high probability of failure. Even if the Empire agrees to Britain and sends troops to fight in Burma, it cannot truly affect the war situation. Because what Britain seeks now is the security of the India region, and there is only one possibility to completely solve China's threat to India, that is, Britain defeats China and destroys the He Rui regime. Gentlemen know very well that Britain will not make such a decision."

After saying these contents, Ishiwara no longer expressed any views. For Ishiwara, some things were destined, and he was really too lazy to say anything more, instead looking at the map of Burma and various materials.

Nagata and Okamura both wanted to discuss more content with Ishiwara [Note: Text says "Nagata and Okamura both wanted to discuss more content with Nagata", likely typo for "discuss with Ishiwara" or they wanted to discuss among themselves but didn't talk to Ishiwara again]. However, the two finally did not communicate with Ishiwara again. The situation had come to this; Ishiwara knew very well that these people were just doing their best.

In the war between Japan and the Northeast, those most radical officers suffered heavy casualties, verifying the cost of fighting China with their lives. Officers who thought Japan had a chance to annex the Manchu Qing calmed down and no longer clamored with the trend. Thoughts within the Japanese army were at least unified.

This wasn't a bad thing either; at least the Japanese Army was unified a lot internally. Once the Anglo-Japanese Alliance was re-established, the Japanese army would go to Burma to fight for the alliance treaty. Command would be much easier. Nagata was roughly certain that the core leadership of the Japanese Expeditionary Force this time might still be composed of Nagata, Ishiwara, and Okamura. Although Ishiwara was in a marginalized position in the Japanese army, when war really broke out, all parties would think of Ishiwara.

On August 11, the Japanese delegation returned to Japan. Nagata was called by the Prime Minister to attend the cabinet meeting that day. As the Director of the Japanese Mobilization Bureau, Nagata already had huge influence. The general mobilization plan he proposed was an important report that the cabinet must study before launching a war.

On August 13, in the second stage of discussion on the alliance between Britain and Japan, Japanese Minister of War Ugaki Kazushige submitted the basic data of Japan's mobilized troops to Britain. In order to dispatch an expeditionary force and strengthen Japan's homeland defense during the war, Japan needed to mobilize 20 divisions, about 500,000 troops. And mobilize 300,000 auxiliary troops in Korea.

The required equipment, logistical material supply, and related transportation equipment, road maintenance costs, etc., were all listed clearly. Ugaki Kazushige looked at the expression of the British representative, inevitably feeling a little nervous in his heart. This was not a small amount, and this was the first step of Japan's request. Only after the British agreed to such a basic request could the Japanese government make the second-stage request to Britain based on this premise.

The British personnel were obviously somewhat surprised. They were supposed to browse briefly, but they looked carefully at this time. This was not very common. Finally, the British side stated that they would study this report carefully and reply to the Japanese side.

After the meeting ended, Minister of War Ugaki Kazushige breathed a huge sigh of relief. This report was provided by the Japanese Mobilization Bureau. Judging from the current situation, Britain was very likely to accept it. It seemed that setting up the Mobilization Bureau and arranging for Nagata to serve as the Director was a success in personnel appointment.

So after the meeting, Ugaki invited Nagata to dinner together. Right in Ugaki's office, the two sat opposite each other, with exquisite Japanese food in the food boxes in front of them. Ugaki chatted while eating in a relaxed tone, "Nagata-kun, I read the report; Ishiwara-kun is very pessimistic about the war situation."

Nagata also put down the pressure in his heart at this time and answered readily, "Ishiwara-kun served as Chief of Staff in Korea; I have always agreed with Ishiwara-kun's judgment."

Ugaki clinked glasses with Nagata, drank the wine, and asked slowly, "I heard Ishiwara-kun has his own views on post-war negotiations."

"The possibility Ishiwara-kun thinks of exists. But the subordinate believes that if there is a 1% possibility, we should make 100% effort. Although He-kun is very tough, the request to restore Sino-Japanese trade is not excessive. Ishiwara-kun also believes that He-kun's view on trade is quite open-minded."

Ugaki nodded and did not continue to talk about this issue. The reason why Japan was willing to rebuild the Anglo-Japanese Alliance was largely because some people believed that Japan could take advantage of this war peace negotiation to demand China restore Sino-Japanese trade. If the Japanese side demanded the restoration of Sino-Japanese trade alone, it would inevitably make a lot of compromises and concessions to China. If the Anglo-Japanese Alliance was rebuilt, Japan would not only not pay this part of the price but also obtain British support from the Anglo-Japanese Alliance.

With this input and output, the gap was very large, and the Japanese government could also account to the nationals. If the Japanese government negotiated with China unilaterally, even if an agreement was reached, the emotions of the Japanese people would inevitably lead to the collapse of the current government.

The two sides chatted about other things. Speaking of which, Ugaki casually mentioned that Professor Taira Toyomori returned from an inspection in China. Since the Japanese government did not specifically ban Professor Taira Toyomori from publishing his research results, Professor Taira Toyomori explained the "Report on China's Land Reform" to the outside world as a topic in his course.

Contrary to the cabinet's expectations, this report, which frankly revealed the state of 'low-intensity, high-coverage civil war' after China's land reform, triggered quite intense repercussions in Japan.

Ugaki originally thought such a report would make the Japanese people feel fearful, fearing the chaos triggered after land reform. However, most people who could understand this report had very different views from the cabinet members. They believed that if it was only a 'civil war' of this degree, it was not unacceptable, or even completely acceptable.

Compared with Ugaki, Nagata's evaluation of Professor Taira Toyomori was very high. Nagata was puzzled by the cabinet's behavior of not temporarily sealing the "Report on China's Land Reform."

Nagata was quite disappointed with the current Japanese government; the old guys' understanding of the situation was too backward. The current Japanese people were not afraid of change at all. As long as there was no great chaos like the Bakumatsu, the Japanese people could accept it.

However, Nagata said nothing about this. Until taking his leave, Nagata immediately ordered his adjutant to arrange a meeting with Professor Taira Toyomori as soon as possible. And get a copy of Professor Taira Toyomori's report for Nagata as soon as possible.

The next morning, the report was delivered to Nagata. Professor Taira Toyomori himself was very busy, so the scheduled meeting time was about two days later, within four days.

Nagata asked everyone not to disturb him first, sitting at the table and opening the report himself. Soon, Nagata was completely absorbed. This was a very wonderful report. Just reading the report, it seemed as if he saw with his own eyes what happened in the vast territory of China. Seeing the Chinese people's indifference to the 'civil war,' Nagata [Note: Text says "Ishiwara" shivered, but context implies Nagata is reading. Likely typo in raw "石原在夏天打了个大大的寒颤" -> "永田...". I'll correct to Nagata based on context or keep as text if unsure. Wait, the text says "Ishiwara shivered". But the previous paragraph says Nagata is reading. This is a likely author error. I will use Nagata.]

Wait, let me double check the raw text: "看到中国民众对于‘内战’的无所谓，石原在夏天打了个大大的寒颤。" It says Ishiwara. But the previous sentence says "Nagata asked everyone not to disturb him... Nagata was absorbed...". It is extremely likely a typo for Nagata. I will use Nagata.

Nagata shivered greatly in the summer. Lifting his arm and rolling up his sleeve, Nagata saw goosebumps densely covered on his arm, which couldn't go down for a long time.
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Professor Taira Toyomori looked at Nagata and couldn't help comparing the 'Pair of Jade in the Army.' Ishiwara's baby face was so distinctive that all officers looked older than Ishiwara.

Looking at Nagata in front of him, Professor Taira Toyomori forgot Ishiwara's baby face. The person in front of the professor wore similar glasses and had almost the same scholarly temperament. Calm and self-controlled, because of a clear understanding of the world, he naturally revealed an attitude of neither humbleness nor arrogance. In this regard, Professor Taira Toyomori felt very familiar; that was another self in the mirror.

After greeting politely, Nagata asked his question, "Professor, the description of the Chinese nationals' attitude towards land reform in your report shocked me very much, but it also made me feel somewhat unreal."

"Your Excellency Nagata, based on my observation, the current Chinese populace cannot be called nationals yet. The current Chinese populace can only be regarded as the masses; they have not understood the rights and obligations they possess as nationals. If Nagata-kun feels unreal, perhaps the reason lies here. As for China's land reform policy, although from the results, it has very good achievements. But the land reform policy was a unilateral decision by the new government led by He-kun from the beginning, without soliciting any opinions from the Chinese populace at all. Therefore, the Chinese populace's feelings about land reform are also passive. From the beginning of land reform to now, the Chinese populace has been bystanders."

Listening to Professor Taira Toyomori's narration, Nagata's evaluation of this senior advisor to the Japanese government became higher and higher. This is the level a scholar should have. Neither exaggerating nor cutting. In Professor Taira Toyomori's description, he just told what happened.

"After reading the professor's report, I found that the professor's approval of this policy is mostly concentrated on the construction of the internal market. Do you think the same effect can be produced in Japan?"

"It will inevitably produce results, and the effect will be better than in China. The degree of industrialization of Japanese society is higher than that of China. Once the broad masses get land, they have more ways to obtain industrial products. The consumption capacity of the rural market will expand to industrial demand at an extremely fast speed. We visited many rural areas in China and found that He-kun's follow-up policy is very precise, aiming to promote the small commodity economy as the next goal. In this regard, Japan will do much better than China."

"Small commodity economy? Please explain more clearly, Professor." Nagata had an understanding of the economy, but he didn't know much about many specific terms in economics.

For those who admit they don't know, Professor Taira Toyomori never looked down on them, and immediately explained to Nagata.

Small commodity economy is also called simple commodity economy. Its characteristic is that commodity producers own the means of production, work by themselves, and own the products; they sell their products to purchase other products that satisfy their consumption needs. Therefore, the small commodity economy is a form of commodity economy based on individual private ownership of means of production and individual labor. It is a historical stage of the commodity economy.

Nagata suddenly realized after hearing this; isn't this the family workshops that exist in large numbers in Japan now? He continued to ask, "So, Japan is indeed ahead of China."

Professor Taira Toyomori felt that Nagata indeed had a broad vision and understood a lot immediately, so he continued, "Once farmers get land, they can buy goods from local small commodity economy producers. And small commodity producers need more parts and raw materials produced by industrial cities. They can even buy some new equipment, which has a very obvious pulling effect on the economy."

Nagata nodded slightly; at this time, he finally fully understood the logical relationship in Professor Taira Toyomori's report.

Professor Taira Toyomori continued, "According to the survey in China, at least in the first three years, the development speed of Japan's small commodity economy may increase by more than 15% annually. The economic pull of small commodity production for industrial zones may exceed 5%, probably between 4-7%. Most importantly, the government does not need any investment; this part of the domestic market will be generated naturally. Moreover, the unemployment situation in rural Japan will also change. More employment opportunities will be created than we imagine. When farmers are free from farming, the number of people going to factories to work will also be more stable. After all, after everyone has food to eat, everyone's enthusiasm for labor will not decrease. This is also a fact confirmed in the survey in China."

Hearing this, Nagata also understood why Minister of War Ugaki marveled at the description of the Japanese people's high acceptance of the civil war triggered by land reform. If it was such a civil war, indeed there was nothing unacceptable. And since it was a civil war, it was destined to end one day.

In Professor Taira Toyomori's report, the Chinese people were also quite frightened by the destruction of the old system at first. But the new order was established quickly, continuously providing security guarantees, employment opportunities, and commodity trading channels to rural areas. Although farmers were still uneasy, they accepted the new order with the mentality of 'try it out, and talk about it later if it doesn't work.' As China's land reform was about to be implemented for two years, and the second autumn harvest was about to be completed. Farmers understood that the old order wanted to destroy the new order, and if the new order was destroyed, the benefits farmers had already obtained would be lost. Therefore, although farmers still had sympathy for the old order, farmers no longer had any interest in helping the old order.

Now some farmers still say a few words for the old order, but only a few words. In another two years, farmers will be too lazy to say anything for the old order. At that time, the old order will be uprooted. The civil war covering the whole of China will end completely.

Feeling these, Nagata's heart churned a bit. To calm this discomfort, Nagata asked, "Professor, is your judgment on the implementation of land reform in Japan too optimistic?"

Professor Taira Toyomori did not hide anything and answered frankly, "If land reform is implemented, its impact on Japan has been written in the report. But in my opinion, the biggest difficulty lies in the fact that it is difficult for Japan to make a decision on land reform from the government level."

But having said this, Professor Taira Toyomori said no more. In this investigation, Professor Taira Toyomori confirmed that there was absolutely no possibility of bottom-up reform in China. All current policies were based on He Rui promoting his policies from top to bottom after seizing political power in China.

This requires a centralized government without internal privileged classes to execute. And this government must have a profound understanding of the economy and a unified analysis of 'bottom-up' at the economic level. Current Japan does not have such a government, nor does it have such a political system.

If Professor Taira Toyomori wrote a report on this, the result of the report would probably be that Japan needs an internal revolution.

Given Japan's current status quo, if Professor Taira Toyomori wrote this report and published it on the first day, he would be taken away or even executed on the second day.

Nagata could also think of similar words, so after asking a few details he didn't understand, he stood up to take his leave.

On the way back to the Japanese Mobilization Bureau, Nagata only felt the summer wind blowing, and a burst of anxiety in his heart. Now the influence of the Chinese revolution on Japan had grown to the extent that Nagata felt fear. Once a road is successfully walked, there will inevitably be imitators. Moreover, since the Chinese revolution and Chinese policies are based on rational analysis, more and more Japanese will accept this path.

Nagata unbuttoned his collar to let the wind blow into his chest, finally feeling a little cooler. But the anxiety in Nagata's heart was reinforced instead. In the future Japan, even those intellectuals whom Nagata thought should stand on the Emperor's side began to become unreliable. This was more dangerous than the rebellion of ordinary poor people.
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Professor Taira Toyomori studied the changes in rural areas after China's land reform very thoroughly, but Chinese farmers didn't care what intellectuals they had never met thought. For farmers, what was valuable was the grain collected into their own rice jars and flour jars.

Time entered September, and the autumn harvest began nationwide. With last year's experience, farmers were no longer afraid when facing tax collectors who came to the village. The 30% grain tax was not small, but compared to the land rent of more than 50% in the past, it appeared very mild. Moreover, in the past, after paying land rent to landlords, they had to pay taxes to the government. Now all taxes were only this 30%. Everyone felt they could finally catch their breath, and life was much easier.

If there was anything farmers were not used to, it was probably that primary schools were set up in every village. Children had to go to school, and adults also had to receive literacy education. This made the rhythm of traditional rural life much different from before.

At this time, in the fields, the content of farmers' chats also changed. Everyone talked about how the business of mills and oil mills was incredibly good.

Last year, only tax collectors and people from the army had bicycles to ride. This year, on the dirt roads built in the village, there were more bicycles and handcarts. Handcarts and horse-drawn carriages bought on installment plans all used new rubber tires. Even a very ordinary donkey could pull more things.

People in the village who also bought bicycles by installment had large bundles of things tied to the rear rack, or their family members sat on it, moving briskly between home and the fields. Things that originally took a while to walk and required several trips to transport could be done in one trip by riding a bicycle in half the time of walking.

With a bicycle, one could go back and forth between the village and the county seat in just one day. Young people talked enthusiastically about riding bicycles to the county seat, discussing various scenes they had never seen before.

Some people still didn't quite dare to believe the government. After all, these things cost a lot of money, and having money made one easily targeted. Based on the experience of common people, regarding the government, it was better to have as little contact as possible. Although those vehicles were indeed good, if the government turned hostile, it would be too late to cry.

Although maintaining considerable vigilance, seeing vehicles coming and going, some middle-aged farmers also talked about considering buying a bicycle through 'installment payment' if it could still be like this next year and the harvest was good.

For villages, the penetration rate of bicycles and handcarts was indeed not high. But what Premier Wu Youping saw here was different data. Wu Youping felt for the first time the power of 480 million Chinese people gathering sand into a tower and accumulating small amounts into a large one.

After the government provided installment loans, in the first nine months of 1925, national bicycle sales reached 7 million, far exceeding previous imaginations. The bicycle sales volume for the entire year of 1925 might exceed 10 million. For this reason, the Ministry of Industry sent a vice minister to report specifically to Wu Youping. The vice minister emphasized in particular that there were not only 10 million bicycles in the whole of China, but 10 million new sales in 1925 alone. The total number of bicycles in China might be over 17 million.

Wu Youping certainly knew this number, and what Wu Youping sighed about was this 'total stock.' The current development of the situation was highly consistent with He Rui's prediction. He Rui had also predicted that perhaps by 1929, when the First Five-Year Plan was completed, the total number of bicycles in China might be between 70 million and 100 million.

With '100 million' as the unit, anything would be shocking. Especially the premier of a major country could better understand the social changes this number could bring.

Wu Youping quickly calmed down his mood and did not comment on this matter. Instead, he turned to another topic, "Is the steel demand report for August out?"

Although the vice minister was slightly disappointed, he hurriedly took out the prepared report. The Premier didn't need to care about specific usage areas; that was the work responsible by professional fields. Wu Youping flipped through it quickly. What he needed to care about at this stage was the relationship between production and sales, that is, the execution of economic policies.

Current steel demand has been increasing, and steel production all has demand. Orders generated including current war needs are also demands, rather than organizing consumption while producing like in the Northeast.

From command production to economic development, there are too many things that look specious inside. But the most important core has not changed, that is, where is the consumer market? How did this consumer market appear?

After browsing the general production summary, Wu Youping closed the report and ended the meeting.

On the way back to the Ministry of Industry, the vice minister felt a bit uneasy in his heart because before setting off, he could see the importance Minister of Industry Zhuang Jiaxiong attached to the booming production and sales of bicycles. From an industrial perspective, this was indeed a major event. It was really worth paying attention to that such a situation appeared without the industrial department arranging consumption. What's more, this was a project promoted by the central government after unifying the country.

Now that Wu Youping behaved so calmly, when the vice minister returned to the ministry and told Zhuang Jiaxiong about this, he couldn't figure out if he had done something wrong to cause Premier Wu Youping to react like this.

Fortunately, Zhuang Jiaxiong didn't mind either. Hearing that the report content was delivered and Wu Youping didn't say anything, he told the vice minister, "This matter is considered settled; we have completed the task."

Although the vice minister still felt a little uncomfortable in his heart, he accepted such a result. After all, everything now had become so simple; why should he look for trouble himself?

After the vice minister left, Zhuang Jiaxiong felt something was still missing, so he called Wu Youping. Soon, the two old classmates chatted on the phone, "Old Wu, our vice minister seems to feel he did something wrong."

Wu Youping answered very readily, "In the future, except for commendations, keep work conversations as concise as possible. Don't engage in observing expressions, making it like the imperial court."

Zhuang Jiaxiong was somewhat hesitant. "But for such a big success, isn't there anything to say?"

"There is only one thing to say: our economic development is very likely to be as the Chairman said. At least I think so, and I am prepared to accept it completely."

Hearing his old classmate say this, Zhuang Jiaxiong hesitated for a moment and asked, "The acceptance you mentioned means preparing to use the Chairman's thinking to require the State Council and various ministries?"

"Yes." Wu Youping answered very readily.

"But doing so, the comrades may not necessarily accept it. Even I don't quite accept it. After all, it's something never seen before. If something goes wrong, whose fault will it be?" After Zhuang Jiaxiong finished speaking, he felt somewhat inadequate. While thinking about how to accurately describe his thoughts, he heard Wu Youping on the other end of the phone say, "I feel now that we should bring out the mood when we went to war with Japan back then. At that time, we felt that since the direction was right, we should go forward bravely. Stretching the neck is a cut, shrinking the head is also a cut. What is there to be afraid of? Moreover, the current mood of the comrades is fearing this and that. I can understand; everyone doesn't know where the responsibility lies. But this state of mind is harmful."

Zhuang Jiaxiong felt that Wu Youping's description of everyone's mood was very precise. Precisely because of this, Zhuang Jiaxiong felt he must make it clear, "Old Wu. How can everyone not be afraid? If the First Five-Year Plan set a sales volume of 100 million bicycles, of course we would be afraid. But without setting this plan, if it is really achieved, shouldn't we be afraid?"

Wu Youping replied, "I am worried about this. Everyone now holds the attitude of being responsible to someone, that is to say, the responsibility should be borne by others. Old Zhuang, when do you think the Chairman does things like this? If you are really afraid, why not ask the Chairman clearly? After all, this year is the first year of the First Five-Year Plan, and the second year of national unification. Let's ask clearly about the core theory."

Zhuang Jiaxiong didn't know how to answer. Wu Youping's words were very correct. He Rui had said many times that only under correct theory can correct policies be derived. The current results were undoubtedly produced under the guidance of correct theory. But Zhuang Jiaxiong also agreed with the criticism raised by Wu Youping, 'Who is responsible in the end?'

While thinking, he heard Wu Youping say, "How about this? Our Party Central Committee will hold a Life Meeting. A Democratic Life Meeting, only discussing principles/ideology [wuxu], not practical matters [wushi]. what do you think?"

Zhuang Jiaxiong wanted to agree immediately, but felt afraid. Exposing his inner thoughts in front of others, if it was someone like He Rui who went from one victory to another, it would be fine. Even if everyone had some thoughts, at least they couldn't really say anything.

If it were Zhuang Jiaxiong, there would be plenty of problems to pick on. At this time, leaving aside that such things would be used by people, even if no one used these, everyone was as open-minded as He Rui. But exposing such a mood... Zhuang Jiaxiong felt he needed at least basic dignity.

However, hearing that Zhuang Jiaxiong didn't answer, Wu Youping didn't continue to ask for Zhuang Jiaxiong's opinion, but said, "Then I will summon various ministries and commissions to hold such a meeting. Seeing that everyone has been busy for so long, it's time to take a break. Let's go to the seaside for a vacation collectively."

Such a suggestion made Zhuang Jiaxiong laugh and cry. Busy like this, vacation? Can we get away?

However, three days later, when Zhuang Jiaxiong received a confidential document from the central government asking him to prepare for a vacation, although Zhuang Jiaxiong felt some resistance in his heart, he was unexpectedly looking forward to it.

Moreover, there were vice ministers in the ministry, quite a few of them. Zhuang Jiaxiong informed the comrades according to the notice of the confidential document that the work would be handed over to everyone in the next two weeks. No one expressed that the work couldn't go on.

So, the next afternoon, Zhuang Jiaxiong packed simple equipment and went to the gathering place. A convoy was already waiting for everyone there. Ministers and Central Committee members got into the cars, and the mighty convoy set off.

Everyone didn't know where the destination was. Initially, they were all worried about the work of their departments and talked about work. However, as they chatted, everyone saw that others had similar reactions, all worried about accidents in the department during their absence. Instead, they were unwilling to say more.

If something happened, make up for it afterwards. Saying anything now was useless. So, the topic of discussion changed to where to go for vacation. Moreover, most of the people on the bus were cadres cultivated in the Northeast, basically all single dogs [bachelors]. On the contrary, those from the old Beiyang era who studied abroad brought their families. They didn't bring adult or teenage children, but young children. Some older ones, such as Foreign Minister Yan Huiqing, brought his granddaughter. This made the bus lively quickly.

And whether there were women in a team made a complete difference. The wives of married leading cadres were actually of good quality and had decent academic qualifications. But these women were still women; chatting with single dogs, they would ask about the family situation of this group of single dogs.

Initially, the single dogs didn't care. In these years, braving wind and rain, fighting for their ideals, how could they have the mood to care about the wife issue? Moreover, He Rui wasn't married yet, so everyone cared even less.

Especially in these years, their knowledge had grown, and their vision and pattern had greatly improved. They no longer looked up to the so-called 'ladies of noble families.' Those 'famous ladies' from Shanghai and Tianjin, in the eyes of these brothers, were all vulgar powder and glamorous sluts.

But seeing the little guys running around in the aisle of the bus at this time, and the older adult women beside them behaving elegantly and talking appropriately, it was truly respectful. Facing the question of whether they were married or had thoughts of marriage, they became shy one by one instead.

Fortunately, by evening, the convoy finally stopped. Everyone learned that the destination of this vacation was Qingdao District of Jimo City. The reason for taking such a long bus ride was the worry that everyone might not dare to take a plane. And the railway to Qingdao was not connected with the current railway lines.

After boarding the special train, the space immediately became ample. He Rui was originally in the same car with Wu Youping and a few others, and now he joined everyone. Seeing the leader appear, the single dogs' mood perked up again. As long as there was a leader, everyone felt that if the sky fell, the tall one would hold it up.

Sure enough, in the dining car, everyone chatted while eating. Yan Huiqing's wife belonged to the type who dared to speak because she was old enough. After talking about domestic trivia with everyone for a while, even facing He Rui, Mrs. Yan asked if He Rui had plans to get married.

Under the gaze of the single dogs, as the one with the highest status, widest knowledge, and considered the oldest among the single dogs, He Rui laughed, "If other comrades have thoughts of getting married, I still have to ask the sisters for help."

Mrs. Yan smiled slightly. She had long heard that He Rui had extraordinary bearing and outstanding insight. The only bad thing was being too new-school. chatting a bit at this time, she indeed felt that He Rui was extraordinary. So she asked, "Does Chairman He not want to get married himself?"

He Rui laughed, "Can't say I want to, nor can I say I don't want to. I just don't want to get married for the sake of getting married."

Hearing this, Mrs. Yan dared not say more. If she just asked casually, it would be fine. If she pursued further, it would become Mrs. Yan Huiqing proposing a marriage for He Rui, which was a very terrible thing politically, equivalent to the wife of a certain minister in ancient times asking the emperor to get married; that would be seeking death.

However, the single dogs in the revolutionary team didn't think so. Everyone was unmarried, so naturally there was a common topic. More importantly, being in the same team for so many years, everyone's friendship and feelings were naturally extraordinary. They were truly one of their own.

As a married person, Zhao Tianlin had always been a little curious why He Rui didn't get married, so he simply asked, "Chairman, shouldn't you get married?"

"It's not about should or shouldn't. I know marriage is a matter between families. But personally, although I really dislike squeezing joy from life, in matters like marriage, I always fantasize about pleasing myself. But I also know this is inappropriate, so I simply stopped thinking about it."

Everyone was a first-class talent. Such a highly condensed answer did not confuse everyone but was understood clearly. He Rui wanted to marry a woman who could bring him joy, but didn't want to be bound by other things. Everyone had to admit that He Rui was too willful in this regard.

Zhao Tianlin could fully understand, so he laughed, "Chairman, if you say so, you must have some views on marriage."

"In my feeling, if the marriage partner has no logical ability, and the Three Views are not upright enough... No, not not upright enough. But not noble enough. Marriage will undoubtedly end up as chicken feathers on the ground [a mess]."

Except for some single dogs, others dared not respond. The four words 'chicken feathers on the ground' indeed stimulated everyone. Everyone had to admit that He Rui's statement was really vicious. Describing various things after marriage very aptly.

But in this world, when talking about marriage, the most fearless of death are single dogs. Someone raised a question, "Finding someone with a good personality and reasonable, wouldn't life be very comfortable?"

He Rui shook his head and laughed, "Please note, I'm talking about being noble and decent. Or rather, the kind who doesn't want to get anything from marriage at all, but just wants to get married as a human being. To use Buddhist terms, it is the kind of person who can achieve 'I use this body to cross this sea of suffering.' Otherwise, anyone with expectations will inevitably be disappointed. Those with joy will definitely generate resentment. Finally have to compromise, and finally chicken feathers on the ground."

The expressions of married people were a bit strange. Regardless of whether they agreed with He Rui's view, they were all shocked. Most people felt that what He Rui said actually made sense. It's just that He Rui's statement was too willful and too cold; everyone didn't want to participate in such a heart-condemning discussion.

How could single dogs know the severity of marriage? Instead, they couldn't help communicating. He Rui knew this couldn't be explained clearly and had to be understood after experiencing it, so he said, "I never oppose comrades getting married. And my personal character is too proactive, so I inevitably have the impulse to arrange the best marriage for comrades. So I tell everyone, there is nothing to discuss about this matter. As long as everyone can achieve not harming themselves or others, and having a clear conscience. Anything is fine."

These words were too heavy, and the single dogs dared not say more.

He Rui didn't say anything more either. After all, he had discussed with core members like Wu Youping how to adjust the psychological state of comrades before. This trip should try to talk more about abstract fields [wuxu] as much as possible.

Because reality is too cruel. If they see the truth, most people actually can't accept it. Just like these comrades are all excellent talents, but how much responsibility everyone has is actually worth doubting.

Moreover, even people with broad minds, whether they know how to be officials, whether they know how to protect themselves, are all problems. Once He Rui narrated like a teacher, it would really be very inappropriate. It might very likely reach the point where everyone couldn't even talk in the future.
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The fourth day in the Qingdao resort was also the second day of outward bound training. In front of a 6-meter-high wooden wall, a group of senior cadres wearing training uniforms were discussing how to climb over it with bare hands. Minister of Industry Zhuang Jiaxiong and Minister of Water Resources Lu Daoming both came from engineering backgrounds and quickly determined that forming a human ladder was the only way.

Other ministers soon understood that this was indeed the case and agreed with the opinion. The strongest at the bottom, medium weight in the middle, and lightest at the top. However, Lu Daoming soon told everyone that if this order was followed, the people at the top couldn't pull up the heaviest person below. Only through permutation and combination, the heaviest person goes to the top of the wooden wall first.

Seeing that the logic was correct, everyone could only start doing it. After all, they were ministers; once a decision was made, they would not delay. Even if this plan was counter-intuitive to some extent.

Even so, with protective facilities, the comrades began to build a human ladder. However, things exceeded imagination again. The heaviest person had limited climbing ability and couldn't climb up to the high place by himself.

There was no choice but to let him stay at the bottom. Wait until everyone else went up, hugged each other's legs, formed a human chain upside down, and pulled the heaviest comrade over the wooden wall.

After completing this project, they just caught their breath. The comrades arrived at a 4-meter-high platform again. The edge of the platform extended outward. People had to turn their backs to the outside and fall straight backward. The whole person fell down from the platform as horizontally as possible.

Others grasped the elbows of the person opposite with their palms, forming a net with everyone's arms. Let the falling person fall into this net formed by everyone's bodies. The straighter the person falling backward kept their body, the less likely the human body would form a shape with the buttocks as the arrowhead, and the less impact the arms of the people below would receive, so they wouldn't be injured.

Among the crowd, the fattest one was Yan Huiqing. He could feel that although the comrades had absolutely no intention of abandoning him in the previous project of climbing over the wooden wall, there was unhappiness. This had nothing to do with self-cultivation but was a physical reaction.

At this time, Yan Huiqing heard the young team leader shouting loudly, "After the person above is ready, say loudly, I, XX (codename in training), am ready! The people below answer together, please trust us! Did everyone hear it?"

Hearing this, a feeling of emotion arose spontaneously in Yan Huiqing's heart. Falling back to the earth, Yan Huiqing could only trust everyone, and must trust everyone. In order not to injure the bodies of the whole team, Yan Huiqing had to overcome his instinctive fear.

On flat ground, everyone conducted training. Yan Huiqing could feel his fear, even on flat ground. In order to let the members participating in the training feel their physical condition, wooden frames were used to assist during training. Now, Yan Huiqing discovered that his feeling of whether his body was straight was different from what his brain thought. That had to be a state achieved only when the 'core muscle group of the chest and abdomen' fully exerted force. Not simply feeling that one was standing straight meant the body was really straight.

After completing the training, Yan Huiqing walked up to the 4-meter-high platform. His legs felt a bit wrong, and his heart instinctively accelerated beating. These were instincts, uncontrollable instincts.

When Yan Huiqing turned his back to the stage, his heart beat faster. 48-year-old Yan Huiqing knew very well that if his head landed first, he would probably be dead. If his legs landed first, they would probably break. Even if the body landed horizontally, he would at least lose half his life from the fall.

But as the Foreign Minister, Yan Huiqing didn't want to show timidity. When he climbed the 6-meter-high wooden wall with a big belly, he was extremely embarrassed. Before, his pot-bellied self had a very poor image. Yan Huiqing no longer considered these; he tried hard to leave everything behind and said loudly, "Cuckoo is ready!"

Before this outward bound training, everyone had to give themselves a codename. Yan Huiqing thought of his hometown and gave himself the codename 'Cuckoo.' At that time, he didn't think much of it, but afterwards, the codename 'Cuckoo' made Yan Huiqing feel quite ashamed several times. At this time, Yan Huiqing didn't care anymore; any shame was nothing compared to death.

After shouting his notification, he heard from below behind him, various local accents across the country answering in unison: "Please trust us."

Yan Huiqing closed his eyes and smiled bitterly in his heart: I can only trust you. Following the feeling derived from training, he tried hard to stick his fat belly forward, maintained this posture, and fell backward.

Even though it was only 4 meters high, Yan Huiqing felt the wind whistling in his ears, as if falling into an abyss. For a moment, Yan Huiqing even felt he might really die.

Then, his buttocks, back, legs, and head were caught by a solid yet elastic piece of something.

Yan Huiqing weighed more than 170 *jin*. He was very worried that these people's arms couldn't catch him. Unexpectedly, the arms of the crowd only sank slightly, steadily supporting the 170-plus *jin* Yan Huiqing, stopping his descent.

Opening his eyes, Yan Huiqing saw faces surrounding him above. Above those faces, the 4-meter-high platform was high above. The 48-year-old Foreign Minister hadn't been truly moved for many years. At this time, he also felt something in his heart suddenly become active.

He actually managed to fall backward from a height of 4 meters unscathed. The power of mutual trust could actually do this. Yan Huiqing dared not believe it completely, but he couldn't help but believe it.

The outward bound training continued. Everyone only had to fall backward once, and everyone had to catch everyone else. In this process, Yan Huiqing discovered that the more one could overcome self-fear and keep the body straight, the less harm one would cause to others in this interactive project.

At the summary meeting in the evening, Yan Huiqing frankly recounted his experience. Because everyone participated personally and experienced it personally. Such words, which sounded like high-sounding talk in the past, triggered a strong resonance among the crowd. Afterwards, the discussion on this sentiment turned into a discussion on the system construction and interfacing links of various government departments.

If there is a lack of trust in government work interfacing, at least acting according to rules can eliminate a lot of unnecessary mutual harm.

The outward bound training lasted for four days. On the evening of the fourth day, the last project ended. That was on a platform more than twenty meters high, at heights of 5 meters, 10 meters, and 20 meters, a square beam ten meters long and 20 centimeters wide. Everyone had to walk from one end to the other without protection.

When everyone completed the project and looked up at the elevated frame again, many people couldn't believe they actually walked across this beam. If it were in the past, let alone completing this project. Just thinking about it, they would think they definitely couldn't do it.

However, the projects completed in these four days were all projects they thought impossible to complete. Yet, like walking this beam, they were all completed. For a moment, everyone felt a myriad of emotions, yet felt it was logical. Because the key points of completing each project and the state of mind to overcome behind it were clearly explained at the beginning. The reason why they thought they couldn't do it before was just because they didn't know.

Just then, a sharp whistle sounded. Seeing everyone looking at him, the young coach put down the whistle and shouted, "Attention! At ease!"

All senior Party and government officials, including ministers and Central Committee members, obeyed the order. "Today, we have completed all outward bound training projects. I told everyone at the beginning that everyone would definitely be able to complete these projects. No matter what everyone thought at that time, now everyone has completed every project. Regarding the feelings about the projects, everyone is different. But I believe everyone must have their own feelings. The last thing I want to emphasize now is that these are very dangerous projects. Therefore, I request everyone never to ask others to repeat them casually at home or other places. Even if you really want to repeat them, you must consider the danger. Everyone is a professional and should fully understand that these projects indeed have great danger and require very professional preparation and organization to complete! Did everyone hear that?"

Even though the coach was just a young man, these senior Party and government officials answered in unison according to the outward bound training, "Heard!"

"Then, I announce that after everyone claps hands three times together, this outward bound training ends!" the young coach shouted.

Clap! Clap! Clap! After three claps, the coach walked straight off the stage.

Everyone was excited and felt there were many emotions that still needed to be vented. If He Rui went on stage to say something at this time, it would perfectly fit the mood at this time. However, He Rui didn't go on stage. Instead, an official of the Organization Department organizing this event went on stage and said, "Now rest begins. Everyone can drink water and talk. Half an hour later, set off for the restaurant."

Because He Rui did not participate, the dinner party was extraordinarily lively. Even Vice Premier Zhao Tianlin, an educator, praised the outward bound training very much. Needless to say for others, they all thought this was not just an eye-opener but an improvement for themselves. After chatting for a long time, He Rui appeared.

Appearing at this time was also a link in the entire training. As the saying goes, 'No enlightenment without puzzlement, no articulation without anxiety.' Confucius knew this two thousand years ago, and modern outward bound training naturally must consider it. Sure enough, seeing He Rui, the comrades who were chatting happily stood up one after another, hoping He Rui would say a few words.

He Rui still didn't make a concluding speech but ate with the comrades. When they arrived at the lounge, He Rui began his concluding speech, "Everything I want to say has been personally experienced by comrades in the outward bound training. There is one thing that was not explicitly stated, that is, everyone must learn to accept oneself. Even if this self doesn't run fast, jump high, or runs fast and jumps high. This is not important. What is important is that we are all ignorant. Admitting one's ignorance and accepting one's ignorance is the biggest obstacle to our personal growth."

Without this outward bound training, this remark would inevitably be a metaphysical discussion. At this time, everyone understood. Yan Huiqing was particularly emotional and couldn't help saying, "I know what I can do, and I also know what I really can't do. But I don't know what I don't know. Encountering such things, I would shift blame and vent anger. This was indeed the biggest obstacle to progress before."

Everyone agreed. This training let them know that they could actually do things they dared not even think about before, which indeed greatly established confidence. But precisely because of this, they understood that their previous inability to progress was really because they didn't know, not because they didn't perform well with their abilities.

Just confirming these greatly expanded one's mind. As for admitting one's ignorance in failures time and again and accepting the ignorant self, although it was very uncomfortable, one obtained liberation in the new cognition.

The previous self felt that I knew what was going on but couldn't do it, so the frustration and loss felt were very strong. Thinking of those things, I felt my thoughts couldn't be cleared.

Although accepting the fact that I am ignorant indeed feels very uncomfortable. But this discomfort also stimulated everyone's confidence to continue learning and progressing. As long as there is a direction and steps, I can learn and do it.

Compared with the despair brought by completely unable to find direction and having to deny oneself in various ways before, the pain brought by the realization of accepting one's ignorance appeared negligible, and even seemed a bit sweet.

"True knowledge can soothe pain and bring happiness." After making the final concluding speech, He Rui stopped being a teacher but chatted with everyone about various things in this outward bound training.

This time was a vacation, so time management was quite loose. Even though they were all Party and government cadres, they also had their own small circles. Small circles also had small circle preferences. Some liked bathing, some liked pure chatting. Some also liked chatting while drinking.

Some people also liked to walk around in various circles and chat for a while when encountering topics they cared about. Wu Youping and Zhuang Jiaxiong took juice and bread and sat in the gauze tent to chat.

"Old Zhuang, I'm not criticizing your vice minister. I just feel that everyone seems to put too much thought into being responsible to superiors; I don't approve."

Hearing Wu Youping's words, Zhuang Jiaxiong also agreed deeply. "Don't mind; they are just a little too excited. After all, the current economic development exceeds imagination. We also held a brainstorming session in our ministry. At the meeting, everyone put forward a view that China is indeed very strong. It's just that the Chairman was not in charge back then. If the Chairman overthrew the Manchu Qing and sat on the throne, how could Britain dare to be as arrogant as now!"

"It's not too late to do it now. Whenever one understands, it's never too late." Wu Youping sighed.

If it were before, Zhuang Jiaxiong felt he was affected by other things, so he failed to do many things. At this time, although Zhuang Jiaxiong still had resentment about past events, it was much weaker than before. Admitting and accepting his ignorance, Zhuang Jiaxiong didn't want to blame others much anymore, but asked, "Old Wu, did the Chairman hold back some words?"

Wu Youping dared to tell his old classmate his heartfelt words at this time. "The Chairman believes that everyone should not consider how to be responsible for the Chairman's orders just because of the responsibility relationship in the system. Instead of having this thought, everyone might as well think more about the logic behind the policy and the principles used."

"...Indeed so." Zhuang Jiaxiong understood what Wu Youping cared about.

The effect of this vacation was very good. After resting for 10 days, everyone returned to Beiping. The work in the ministry was not delayed because of everyone's short vacation, and no major incidents happened. Everyone did feel some subtle inner reactions, but everyone gained a lot ideologically this time. These subtle reactions not only did not affect work but made everyone's understanding of themselves deeper.

At this time, He Rui went south first to Kunming. After Zhong Yifu, the First Committee Member of the Southwest Bureau, happily welcomed He Rui's arrival, he immediately began to report on work. According to reconnaissance, Britain had pulled up a force of 600,000 British Indian troops in the past 80 days, and transported 70,000 ANZAC troops, 6,000 Canadian troops, and 40,000 British mainland army troops. It was clear that a large-scale offensive was to be launched.

Without He Rui emphasizing, the Staff Department of the Burma Theater began to report on the operational plan. As long as the British took the initiative to attack, they would reveal flaws. Although the Staff Department of the Burma Theater really couldn't figure out whether the British army had figured out the current situation, since they wanted to give away heads, the National Defense Force had no reason not to collect them.

After a large amount of reconnaissance, from Yangon by the Indian Ocean to various areas on the Sino-Burmese border, the Staff Department had formulated operational plans for each area. Now they were waiting for Britain to launch an attack. If Britain didn't attack, the National Defense Force wouldn't be idle either. The road in Burma had to stop work because of the rainy season, and there were too many projects to do now. If the British didn't attack, the National Defense Force could complete the road. Once completed, hundreds of thousands of National Defense Force troops could move freely throughout the Burma region. Although infantry infiltration tactics were very favorable to the National Defense Force, it didn't mean that the National Defense Force only had these three tricks. Actively annihilating British troops was not particularly difficult for the National Defense Force.

As if to dispel He Rui's concerns, just while introducing the war situation and arrangements, the Staff Department received news that the British army began to move. The British white army went north from Yangon and began to attack. The British Indian Army in the Assam region marched towards Upper Burma in a dense formation.

Zhong Yifu watched the staff officers mark the direction of the British attack and said happily to He Rui, "Chairman, Britain adopted the stupidest tactics."

He Rui laughed, "I don't agree with your wording, but I agree with your response to the war situation."

Being told so by He Rui, Zhong Yifu was a little embarrassed and couldn't help explaining, "I am eager to fight. Please forgive me, Chairman."

"I understand." He Rui tried hard to reassure Zhong Yifu. After all, among the six people from the Baoding Military Academy who followed He Rui back then, Zheng Silang swept the Kwantung Leased Territory within 72 hours, and Xu Chengfeng, Cheng Ruofan, and Hu Xiushan beat the Japanese army badly in Korea. Although Zhong Yifu held an important position and indeed undertook very important work, he never had the opportunity to fully display his talents like other classmates. Commanding a theater this time, Zhong Yifu looked forward very much to achieving results comparable to his old classmates.

"Chairman, do you want to command personally?" Zhong Yifu asked.

He Rui was amused by Zhong Yifu and answered with a smile, "Haha, I'll stay here for a few days; you don't need to entertain me specially."

On September 18, 1925, the Air Force of the National Defense Force moved out in large numbers in the Burma region. The 4th Group under the 7th Air Division encountered the British Air Force first. In the past period, Britain had strengthened its air force in India. After the rain cleared, the British Air Force also joined the war.

Many of the British Air Force using biplanes were pilots from the European War. When they saw the Chinese monoplanes pouncing menacingly in the sky, they immediately adopted the tactics of World War I and flew their planes up to meet them like knights fighting in the air.

Since there were no radios installed in the British Air Force planes, they could only communicate by shaking the wings of the planes. Just at the moment of shaking the wings and commanding the wingman to follow closely, the Chinese plane pulled up and quickly disappeared from the British pilot's field of vision.

This was the tactic of the Chinese Air Force. In World War I, air combat was basically horizontal circling combat. The Chinese Air Force accepted He Rui's air combat thinking, not only having horizontal circling but also utilizing vertical space, greatly increasing the range of air combat.

The Chinese Air Force adopted the 'Figure-8' flight. Pulling up is the bottom of the figure 8, then flying to the high point along the left trajectory, and then diving down along the right trajectory of the figure 8.

When the plane returned to the bottom of the figure 8, because the British plane continued to fly forward, the Chinese plane was located diagonally above the rear of the British plane. The machine gun sight was aimed at the British plane. It began to strafe like target practice.

Soon, the British plane emitted thick smoke and was shot down. According to the rules of the European War, the air force fought with momentum. So the Chinese Air Force did not shoot the parachuting pilots but launched attacks on other British planes.

The air battle lasted less than 40 minutes, and more than 20 British planes were shot down. The 4th Group of the 9th Air Division continued its mission, scouting forward. At the same time, looking forward to encountering more British planes to increase their combat achievements.

On September 18 alone, 87 planes of the British Air Force were shot down. At this time, all British Air Force planes in India were only 500.
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'The Chinese have occupied the sky!'

Viceroy and Governor-General of India, Sir Edward Frederick Lindley Wood, Lord Irwin, raised a finger after seeing the war report, asking the Commander of the British Indian Army to pause the report. Viceroy Irwin recalled the situation he understood: the Chinese National Defense Force stated that it was 'invited by Burma.' At this time, there was no such country as Burma in the world; Burma was just a part of British India.

Viceroy Irwin was educated at Eton College and Christ Church, Oxford, specializing in history. In 1903, he became a fellow of All Souls College, teaching history and traveling around the world. In the eyes of this historian, what the current Chinese army pursued was to seize the entire Burma and restore China's sphere of influence.

After making such a judgment, the Viceroy of India allowed the Commander of the British Indian Army to continue reporting. The Commander was very pessimistic about the war situation. Not only was the British Air Force severely beaten, but the British Army's autumn counter-offensive, the 'Operation Crusader'... or rather the Cool Season counter-offensive, also suffered a head-on blow from the Chinese army.

According to the report of the British Command in India, a total of 200,000 troops were invested in the attack. Although they didn't know how many Chinese troops were on the opposite side, these 200,000 troops under the command of the British Command in India were all attacked. This forced the British Command in India to send another 200,000 troops into the war, trying to defeat the Chinese National Defense Force attacking the British army.

However, the subsequent 200,000 troops sent news that they were also besieged...

Viceroy Irwin confirmed his thoughts again: China was preparing to fully retake Burma. That was why they sent a huge army capable of besieging 400,000 British troops.

After the Commander of the British Indian Army finished reporting, Viceroy Irwin asked, "Commander, how many troops do you think we need now to defeat the Chinese army?"

The Commander answered immediately, "According to the assessment of the General Staff, we now need 1.2 million British mainland troops and 2 million auxiliary troops to completely defeat the Chinese army."

Viceroy Irwin was shocked by such a number. He pondered for a moment, stabilized his mind, and continued to ask, "Why are so many troops needed?"

The Commander of the British Indian Army handed over an assessment report. While Viceroy Irwin browsed the open page, the Commander explained, "During China's unification war, He Rui's troop number significantly exceeded 2 million..."

Viceroy Irwin's finger trembled slightly. 2 million army troops, that was the number of the Russian standing army. Tsarist Russia with such a scale of standing army was regarded as a threat by Europe for this reason.

"After the establishment of the Chinese National Defense Force, its scale was between 3 million and 3.5 million. Among them, 500,000 to 700,000 are in the Manchuria and Mongolia regions, 1 million are currently dispersed within China, and about 800,000 have formed corps in Shandong and Fujian, China, to defend against Japanese attacks. Now about 500,000 can be put into the Burma operation."

As a historian, Viceroy Irwin's math was good. He asked, "There are still 500,000 troops; where are they used?"

The Chief of Staff of the British Command in India replied, "Report to Your Excellency Viceroy, this is the reserve force, to support directions that may be needed."

Viceroy Irwin calculated a little and found that 500,000 Chinese troops were already in Burma, plus 500,000 reserves. The British Command in India believed that 3 million various troops were needed to defeat these 1 million Chinese troops.

As the Viceroy of India, Your Excellency Irwin felt that the Kingdom government probably wouldn't really send 1.2 million British mainland troops, so the actual troop strength was probably 2 million against 1 million. He listened to the command staff continue to narrate.

Finally, a report requesting an increase of 1.2 million troops and allowing the British Indian colonial government to use funds to form 2 million various troops was sent to London.

London felt tremendous pressure at this time. From the telegrams of the frontline troops, it was learned that the Chinese army adopted 'audacious' interspersed attacks. Those 'innumerable thin and small Chinese soldiers carried a small amount of weapons and ammunition, advanced lightly, interspersed from the junction of the British army, and began to launch attacks on the British army from all directions.'

If the British radio telegram code was deciphered by China, the troops in the Burma Theater would definitely think the British were crazy. First of all, the Chinese army had a good diet, and the officers and soldiers just had a lower body fat percentage; there was no problem of being thin and small. The average height of the British was 165 cm. When the Chinese army conscripted soldiers, the height requirement was above 165 cm. Compared with Chinese officers and soldiers, British officers and soldiers were actually slightly disadvantaged in height. If one had to choose a 'thin and small' side, it must be Britain.

As for the statement 'innumerable,' it belonged to 'feeling' rather than specific numbers. The total number of Chinese troops in Burma now was only 200,000. The number of troops launching attacks against 400,000 various British troops was only about 150,000. In terms of troop strength, the Chinese army was the inferior side.

What truly possessed the advantage was that after China adopted infantry squad and platoon tactics, the number of combat units capable of implementing attacks was about ten times that of Britain.

In the report, combat units at all levels noticed that although the British troops also had 'squad' level organization, they actually used platoons as combat units. Their command was rigid, and troop movement was slow, which in the eyes of the Republic National Defense Force was simply a crime.

Aiming at British characteristics, the National Defense Force emphasized adopting 3-man teams to implement attacks in combat command in the early stage. Although the command based on platoons was rigid, when the shooting direction was determined, the pouring firepower was quite fierce. Among the early wounded, more than half were not injured in combat but were injured by stray bullets before entering combat.

After the adjusted tactics, although it was impossible to eliminate various British troops with a small number of troops, it was surprisingly easy to pin down a regiment with a company. Other troops could gather and annihilate the divided and surrounded British troops one by one with superior firepower and troop strength.

Although the British army didn't know what kind of war they were fighting, they also began to feel that things were not going well. Because every day, several British units called for help via radio, reporting that they were fiercely attacked by a large number of Chinese troops. The distress telegrams became more and more urgent, and finally ended with 'Our army is unable to resist, is burning code books and military flags and other materials, requesting to surrender.' Although it was unknown whether those British troops were all killed or finally surrendered. Afterwards, no news was received from those British army units.

Seeing that one-fifth of the British troops had no news after reporting telegrams of having to surrender, the British Command in India had to order, 'The whole army attacks the rear to restore the traffic line as soon as possible.'

This was October 4, and on this day. Lieutenant Colonel Ma Yuteng, the former manager of the POW camp and now a regimental staff officer back in the army, was riding a bicycle. This was a specially produced mountain bicycle. The wheels were very wide, and the tires were not the 28-inch heavy-duty bicycles used in rural areas, but 29-inch military bicycles with 3-speed gears for combat.

At this time, it was an uphill slope, so the vehicle chain was hung on the largest gear, riding forward. Racks capable of carrying loads were installed on both sides of the front fork, the rear rack, and both sides of the rear rack. On these were marching equipment, logistical supplies, and weapons and ammunition. A division of troops was using such transportation tools to advance towards the Siliguri Corridor in the west.

As a regimental staff officer, Ma Yuteng also rode the same field mountain bicycle as his comrades, advancing towards the destination with the bicycle torrent of the troops.

The local people encountered along the way, except for slightly different clothes, had no difference in appearance from the officers and soldiers of the troops. Although the locals were very vigilant about this suddenly appearing army and dodged one after another. But seeing the same faces, the hostility was much smaller. After all, those who oppressed the locals in these years were the British and the Indian running dogs of the British. Moreover, for more than a year recently, news about the success of the Chinese revolution had been coming. Watching these troops marching all the way west, that was the direction where the British and Indian running dogs came from. The locals also decided not to conflict with this army for the time being.

In the past thousand years, the people living here were of East Asian descent, not traditional Indian races. The British included Burma into British India, and the Assam region was ruled by Britain. Before that, Britain also coexisted with Burma for a hundred years. This was not because the British lacked the ambition to annex Burma at that time, but because there were indeed mountain barriers between Burma and India.

North of these mountain barriers is the 20-kilometer-wide Siliguri Corridor. From a long-term strategic perspective, as long as this place is seized, the passage from the Indian region into the Assam region can be blocked. From a short-term campaign perspective, seizing this place will completely cut off the northern retreat route of the British army attacking the Chinese Expeditionary Force from the Assam region. And the southern cluster of the Expeditionary Force can go all the way south, seize Yangon, and surround the British army in the Lower Burma region.

Regimental Staff Officer Ma Yuteng knew that his division advancing so fiercely might indeed face the possibility of being attacked from both front and back by British reinforcements and British troops trying to escape. However, the opportunity was rare at the moment, and there was also the possibility of annihilating the British army in one fell swoop. If it was the latter, the National Defense Force would sit on the geographical advantage of mountains and rivers, facing the Indian region controlled by Britain directly, and the war would enter a brand-new stage. To achieve such a strategic situation, it was indeed worth the risk.

The Assam region is a basin. To the north is the highlands of South Tibet, China, and to the south is the Jaintia Hills in the Bengal region. This is a hilly area about 900 meters high. Although not a natural barrier, it is at least difficult to pass. There was no need to worry about the British army suddenly killing out from the south.

Just then, the signal corpsman in front waved the command flag and shouted to the bicycle troops rolling past him: "Enemy forces found ahead, prepare for combat."

The torrent of bicycles stopped. The vehicles were arranged neatly together, taken over by the logistics department attached to each combat unit. The combat troops took off their weapons and equipment one after another and began to assemble. The squad and platoon commanders first gathered the squads and platoons near them together, then ordered the troops to count off. Afterwards, company and battalion combat units began to call their own squads and platoons to assemble.

Those personnel mixed with other troops for various reasons also rode their bicycles at this time and headed towards their own units. Not long after, each unit completed the assembly of more than 96% of its own personnel.

After completing the assembly of the unit, the division staff had also made combat preparations. At this time, planes in the sky also appeared at an altitude of more than 1,000 meters. Although there were only three planes, they did their best to provide air reconnaissance for the troops.

Regimental Staff Officer Ma Yuteng quickly received the combat order from the division staff, marked the combat direction accurately on the map, and noted down the combat plan. After a simple meeting at the regimental headquarters, the troops adjusted the radio frequency and checked their watches. With the order given, the troops advanced rapidly towards the enemy.
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"Report, 1st Battalion has engaged the enemy."

Ma Yuteng sat next to the regiment commander. Seeing the commander looking down at the map, he immediately pointed out the target. The regiment commander frowned slightly, "Isn't the 1st Battalion a flanking force? Why did they engage so quickly?"

Ma Yuteng answered immediately, "In our prediction, the enemy should be moving faster than now. Or we send scouts to check again to determine if the enemy carries heavy weapons we haven't discovered."

The regiment commander considered for a moment and ordered, "We also scout, ask the Air Force to help scout..."

> *[Translator's Note: The source file for this chapter appears to be corrupted. After the text above, the content switches to a different novel ("Circle of Inevitability" by Cuttlefish that Loves Diving). The remaining text is omitted.]*



★


Blood Gem (35)

Volume 4 — Chapter 105

❧ ❧ ❧


Division Commander Yu Cen saw the British Indian Army obediently accept the fate of being captured, feeling both relaxed and lucky in his heart. He thought he would be the head of the POW camp for a long time, but he didn't expect that the higher-ups' purpose was actually to let Yu Cen understand the opponent, the British Indian Army, and soon let Yu Cen return to the combat troops.

In comparison, Wu Peifu led that group of old Beiyang Army officers who were obviously somewhat resistant to the new government to become heads of the POW camp. Moreover, new old Beiyang Army officers continued to come to work in the POW camp.

But that was all about the old Beiyang Army. After Yu Cen returned to the combat troops, he was soon arranged to be a...

> *[Translator's Note: The source file for this chapter appears to be corrupted. After the text above, the content switches to a different novel ("Circle of Inevitability" by Cuttlefish that Loves Diving). The remaining text is omitted.]*



★


Blood Gem (36)

Volume 4 — Chapter 106

❧ ❧ ❧


Baldwin likes to sigh, "In Britain, what needs shelter most are wild flowers, small birds, and the British Prime Minister."

Facing the MPs in the House of Commons, the British Prime Minister was not afraid to go to accept questioning, but he didn't want to go to the House of Commons to accept questioning. Before deciding when to accept questioning, the Prime Minister convened a cabinet meeting.

This was the second full war cabinet meeting convened on his own initiative to deal with the Sino-British war. The first time, a decision was made to urgently dispatch 120,000 white troops to Burma. As for the result, the cabinet members already knew now.

In the cabinet...

> *[Translator's Note: The source file for this chapter appears to be corrupted. After the text above, the content switches to a different novel ("Circle of Inevitability" by Cuttlefish that Loves Diving). The remaining text is omitted.]*
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> *[Translator's Note: The source file for this chapter appears to be completely corrupted. The content switches to a different novel ("Circle of Inevitability" by Cuttlefish that Loves Diving) immediately after the title. The original text is missing.]*
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The students in the classroom didn't expect Professor Li to go out during class. The voices from outside the classroom were not enough for the curious students to figure out the conversation outside. Only a few words of farewell could roughly tell that the young man who appeared in the last row of the classroom came to say goodbye to Professor Li.

Soon, Professor Li walked back to the classroom, with unconcealable melancholy in his expression. But Professor Li did not tell the students his personal thoughts, but asked the students: "Are there any classmates who want to add?"

Seeing the students shaking their heads one after another, Professor Li continued: "At present..."

> *[Translator's Note: The source file for this chapter appears to be corrupted. After the text above, the content switches to a different novel ("Circle of Inevitability" by Cuttlefish that Loves Diving). The remaining text is omitted.]*
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> *[Translator's Note: The source file for this chapter appears to be completely corrupted. The content switches to a different novel ("Circle of Inevitability" by Cuttlefish that Loves Diving) immediately after the title. The original text is missing.]*
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On November 11, a news that could have shocked the European diplomatic circles was completely overshadowed by the news that the French legal circle publicly expressed willingness to join the Asian International Tribunal trial.

Switzerland and China reached an agreement on diplomatic relations at the chargé d'affaires level. Soon, the foreign ministers of both sides would sign the agreement in the Chinese capital. The second country to recognize the He Rui government after the Soviet Union appeared.

This news spread to the foreign ministries of various countries at an extremely fast speed, but no one was angry about it. Because the powers knew very well that the Soviet Union was looking forward to European countries passing through the Soviet Union as a formal...

> *[Translator's Note: The source file for this chapter appears to be corrupted. After the text above, the content switches to a different novel ("Circle of Inevitability" by Cuttlefish that Loves Diving). The remaining text is omitted.]*
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In the Foreign Secretary's office, the Foreign Secretary stood up and walked to the liquor cabinet, asking the Minister of Justice sitting on the sofa, "Sherry?"

"Thank you." The Minister of Justice replied helplessly. Taking the glass handed by the Foreign Secretary, the Minister of Justice placed it on the table in front of him and asked, "I heard that the Foreign Office tried to stop people from the legal circle from participating in the trial."

"Yes. But obviously, we failed." The Foreign Secretary took a sip and explained slightly, "I mean, in the past month, the War Office obviously failed to turn the tide of the war."

The Minister of Justice nodded slightly. If the Army could advance the front line northward by 100 kilometers in the past month, this matter might be resolved. The ANZAC Corps set off from Yangon. The supreme commander in Yangon was a British general, and it was impossible to allow the ANZAC Corps to conduct massacres openly in Yangon.

The ANZAC Corps' massacre began 50 kilometers away from Yangon. According to news revealed by the British Foreign Office from Chinese newspapers, the massacres were distributed in the range of 50-100 kilometers outside Yangon. In the past month, the British army tried to counterattack and regain these areas. But they all failed shamefully.

Just imagine, if these areas could be recaptured, personnel conducting on-site investigations of criminal acts would have to enter British-controlled areas, which would give Britain a lot of room for manipulation. Moreover, Britain would also prove to the world that the British Empire is still the world hegemon, not the 'paper tiger' mentioned by He Rui in the editorial.

The two British cabinet ministers sipped sherry in silence. The Foreign Secretary broke the silence first, "What on earth do those legal experts think? Do they want to participate in the trial of the ANZAC Corps so much?"

The Minister of Justice shook his head. "Participating in the trial of the ANZAC Corps is a regret for them. But doing nothing and simply watching the ANZAC Corps being tried by other countries is a humiliation. Britain's legal system is case law. Once this trial ends, the established legal provisions and various interpretations of legal provisions are very likely to be used in the future. The British judicial circle cannot lose its right to speak."

After speaking, the Minister of Justice looked at the Foreign Secretary, waiting for his reply while also worrying whether the Foreign Secretary had enough legal knowledge to correctly understand this passage.

The Foreign Secretary responded quickly, "The Foreign Office is not worried that this incident will lead to closer relations between countries and China. This is impossible. However, this is the status quo Britain faces today. As long as there is the slightest opportunity, other countries will swarm up. Especially when Britain does not show military advantage."

The Minister of Justice couldn't help sighing softly, "Alas... I see that the British public is very emotional now."

The Foreign Secretary thought for a moment and finally decided to say something, "Mr. Lampson and the earlier Mr. Jordan wrote in their reports that He Rui told them both that only when Britain loses 500,000 young white lives will the British government and the British House of Commons not be coerced by public opinion. Only then can peace come."

The Minister of Justice initially thought these words were calm and rational, but a moment later he realized the chilling killing intent within. Britain in November was not warm, and at this time the Foreign Secretary's fireplace was not lit, so the Minister of Justice shivered twice in succession.

Hearing such a thing for the first time made the Minister of Justice feel a fear of He Rui. He Rui's terrifying nature was not only because he had excellent military ability, but his insight into political changes was as excellent as his military ability.

According to the experience of the European War, when Britain lost more than 500,000 people in battle, it tried very seriously to make peace with Germany. If the Allied Powers and the Central Powers hadn't lost their heads at that time, the war should have ended in 1916. However, from all angles, He Rui was not a mentally ill ruler of the Central Powers. If Britain was willing to make peace, He Rui would agree.

According to this deduction, there was no need to worry about the war fighting to an unmanageable level. But the Minister of Justice not only did not feel relaxed but felt more uneasy. If He Rui could achieve his goals so simply and easily every time, what about ten years later? What about twenty years later?

He Rui was only 35 years old now. Given He Rui's current status, he was unreasonably young. Twenty years later, He Rui would be 55, the golden age of a politician. What changes would happen then?

However, this thought did not last long. The Minister of Justice soon thought that if this war failed, Prime Minister Baldwin's cabinet would be finished. He might not even survive the next two years; thinking about things twenty years later was really looking for trouble.

The Minister of Justice drank the wine in one gulp and said to the Foreign Secretary, "Does the Foreign Office still want to oppose our people participating?"

The Foreign Secretary shook his head. "We are no longer considering stopping this matter; I actually hope He Rui will stop it."

The Minister of Justice stood up. "Thank you for your wine; next time at my place, it's on me."

After the British upper echelon made a decision, the subsequent progress was very fast. The British Bar Association sent a telegram to the Republic government, stating that the British judicial circle would accept the invitation to participate in the Asian International Tribunal.

The Foreign Secretary had been paying attention to this matter. After seeing the reply from the Republic, his eyes couldn't help widening.

'...The Organizing Committee of the Asian International Tribunal agrees to the accession of the British judicial circle. However, the Chinese government is very puzzled by certain traditions adhered to by the British judicial circle. In the eyes of the British, African chiefs are representatives of backward civilizations. However, the wigs on the heads of British judicial figures are really no different from the feather headdresses on the heads of tribal chiefs. If a comparison must be made, the chief's feather headdress represents the magnificence of bravery, while the wig of the British judicial circle is flattery and imitation of the aristocratic system.

The Asian International Tribunal adopts a committee recommendation system in the selection of judges, which is a behavior based on professionalism. The logic of bloodline theory contained in wigs conflicts with the method of asking only about profession, not origin.

We will still respect the traditions of British colleagues and will not stop their attire. However, the Chinese side still expects British colleagues to avoid highlighting images related to bloodline theory as much as possible in the international tribunal, so as to express Britain's attitude of pursuing equality and progress to the judicial circles of countries around the world.

The concept of the Asian International Tribunal is based on civilization, justice, and fairness, symbolizing the progress of mankind...'

For a moment, the Foreign Secretary was a bit unsure whether such a statement counted as deliberately setting obstacles. If so, that would be great. If the Foreign Secretary brought his diplomatic experience into it, he could only feel the contempt contained therein. If it were between countries, this action would very likely trigger a war.

Thinking of war, the Foreign Secretary sighed helplessly. War did not need to be triggered; it was ongoing. The British army was still at a disadvantage, while the British judicial circle had to participate in the great trial of the ANZAC Corps. Britain was fighting China on two fronts, law and war, and at this time, the dawn of victory could not be seen yet.

All content from the Chinese side was public. The British press soon published this news criticizing the wigs of British judges and lawyers in newspapers, triggering the anger of the British public. Seeing this news, the Minister of the Interior and the Minister of War were actually very happy in their hearts. Under such an atmosphere, the difficulty of conscription would be reduced. More young British people would become soldiers and go to India to fight the Chinese army.

While the British public felt angry at China, through the propaganda of the American press, the anger of Americans was also aroused. Especially the Chinese side's comment that the United States is a country with 'a cultural tradition of racial discrimination and genocide' angered Americans even more.

Since the Chinese government mentioned that a racial massacre broke out in the Greenwood District where blacks lived in Tulsa, Oklahoma, many American people believed this was a shameless lie. Smith, a student at Columbia University in New York, firmly believed so.

In a tavern, Smith talked with several fellow Columbia University students about his wish to go to Oklahoma to investigate in person. The eyes of several other students lit up, "Smith, let's go together!"

Having classmates together was of course a good thing. Smith immediately discussed the itinerary with his companions.

Three days later, the group boarded a train to Oklahoma. Oklahoma is a state in the south-central United States, bordered by Missouri and Arkansas to the east, New Mexico and Texas to the west, separated from Texas by the Red River to the south, and bordered by Colorado and Kansas to the north. It is 2,000 kilometers from New York to Oklahoma City, the capital of Oklahoma. The young people knew this was a long journey.

For fully five days, everyone swayed on the train. On the evening of the fifth day, they finally arrived in Oklahoma City. Just after getting off the train, they saw the state's National Guard patrolling outside the train station, and there were also some people at the exit who looked fierce interrogating passengers.

Hearing the accents of the group, the interrogators shouted with a Southern accent, "This is Oklahoma; you Yankees better roll back to your New York."

Smith was American and naturally knew some situations in the United States. Although the KKK in the South had committed atrocities in recent years, the victims were often a few individuals. So seeing China slandering the United States for engaging in a massacre in 1921 really made Smith angry. Just to confirm that there was no massacre, Smith and his classmates traveled thousands of miles from New York to here.

So even if treated so fiercely by the local National Guard, Smith still tried to communicate, "I came here to prove that no massacre happened locally."

Hearing this, the faces of the National Guard personnel changed immediately. They shouted immediately, "Boy, come with us."

Smith felt danger from these Southerners and instinctively backed away. However, the National Guard rushed up directly, trying to control Smith and the others. While resisting, they shouted for help. Seeing this situation, the people in the train station not only didn't step forward to help but hid far away, fearing being implicated.

Several people were pinned to the ground, and the National Guard had already taken out ropes preparing to tie people up. At this time, someone walked to the side and said, "Leave them to me."

Hearing the voice, Smith hurriedly looked up and saw a man in a police uniform, with a silver police badge shining on his chest; he was actually a senior officer of the police station.

Not long after, Smith and others, whose hands were firmly tied, were strung together by a rope. The rope was tied around their necks so they couldn't escape. The front end of the rope was tied behind the Sheriff's saddle. Smith and the others' luggage had been taken away by the National Guard. They walked through the streets of this slave state of 50 years ago like a string of slaves.

Passers-by pointed and stared, making Smith feel as if he had really done something wrong.

Under this humiliating traction, Smith and the others arrived at the door of the police station. The Sheriff didn't untie them but dismounted and led them into a room next to the police station. This room was full of injured people; some were beaten, some had gunshot wounds. All lay groaning on wooden beds with only wooden boards. What made Smith and the others feel fortunate was that there were nurses taking care of these people in the room.

Seeing the Sheriff, the nurse hurried forward to greet him. The Sheriff looked majestic and asked the nurse to continue working. When the nurse turned around, the Sheriff reached out and slapped the nurse's buttock, causing the nurse to exclaim. Afterwards, Smith and the others were led by the Sheriff out of another door of the room, and then entered the police station.

Police officers came forward and locked Smith and the others in the cell behind the police station. Not long after, the Sheriff appeared outside the cage with a cigarette dangling from his mouth. He pulled a stool and sat opposite the cage, looking at Smith and the others who could only sit on the ground because there were no stools in the cage.

Smith and the others regretted it immensely at this time. They never expected that as the same United States, the Southern states were so barbaric. But having fallen into someone else's hands, Smith didn't dare to say anything more, fearing to anger the Sheriff.

The Sheriff took a few more puffs of smoke before speaking, "Did you see the people in that room?"

"Yes."

"Do you know why they were injured?"

"...Did you beat them?" Smith couldn't help asking.

"Fuck you!" the Sheriff cursed, "I saved them, brought them back from that son of a bitch Tulsa town."

Speaking of this, the Sheriff was angry. "You Yankees always fucking think you are noble and righteous. You did it once decades ago; now do you want to continue causing us trouble? If you want to die, isn't it better to commit suicide directly at home? You insist on coming here to cause us trouble!"

At this time, Smith felt that his judgment on the massacre might be wrong, but he still held a shred of hope, so he asked, "Mr. Sheriff, we came here to prove that the massacre did not happen, not to cause trouble. May I ask, did the massacre really not happen?"

The Sheriff's face darkened completely. He continued smoking, looking at Smith like looking at a fool. After finishing the cigarette, the Sheriff flicked the cigarette butt directly at Smith and the others. The burning end scalded one of Smith's companions, making him cry out.

The Sheriff stood up and said mockingly, "You guys stay here until you rot." After speaking, he turned to shout at the police officer, "Jim, pour a bucket of water on them, let them sober up."

After speaking, he turned and left. Soon, a police officer with buckteeth walked over carrying a bucket of water. Because of the mockery on his face, he looked particularly evil. This police officer named Jim looked at the group for a while and laughed, "Hey, little masters, give me ten dollars, and I can send a telegram to your family telling them you are here."

Smith and the others were mixed with surprise and joy, but when they were caught by the National Guard, their luggage was snatched, and their wallets were also stolen. Where was the money on them now?

Fortunately, one companion was relatively cautious. He fumbled in his underwear for a while and took out a small roll of money. Pulling James [Jim] and the others over, he whispered, "Is this person credible?"

Everyone only had this little money left, and really dared not take risks. However, the police officer named Jim looked very patient. He just watched the few people with a mocking smile, baring his buckteeth. He didn't urge, nor did he mean to leave.

Smith and the others discussed for a moment, not knowing when the Sheriff would let them go. Finally, they had to bargain with Jim. This communication highlighted Jim's value instead. He stated: errand fee 10 dollars, telegram fee 10 dollars, actually 20 dollars.

Smith's family was not without money. He asked for the companion's money, first took out a 20-dollar bill and waved it in his hand. Officer Jim was finally moved, and Smith asked, "I also want to know one thing; please tell me as well."

"10 dollars." Officer Jim insisted on his principle.

"Did the massacre happen?"

"Hehe, little master, with this time, you might as well give me your home address." Officer Jim mocked.

"It is impossible for us to investigate this matter, so we want to hear what happened."

Officer Jim didn't answer, just reached out his hand. Smith hardened his heart, took out the small notebook that hadn't been snatched away, and began to write his address on it. After writing, he helplessly handed the address and 20 dollars to Officer Jim.

Officer Jim flicked the 20 dollars, hearing the crisp sound of the paper, he couldn't help laughing again, revealing his buckteeth.

Just when Smith thought Officer Jim would swagger away, he heard him say, "I don't know what happened either. However, little master, it's better not to believe what the government writes in the newspapers." After speaking, Officer Jim left leisurely, leaving a group of dumbfounded silly kids in the cage.

On the morning of the third day, Smith and the others, who were almost starved to death in the cage, finally waited for their savior. It was Smith's father's business partner in Texas. He came to pay the bail and rescued Smith and the others. Afterwards, he arranged a train for them, telling them to hurry back to New York and never come to a place like Oklahoma again unless they had nothing better to do.

Before the train departed, Smith bought a newspaper from a newsboy selling food and newspapers outside the window. On the first page, the Oklahoma state government officially refuted the rumor, 'A conflict did occur, but the death toll was only 3.'

Thinking of Officer Jim's sentence 'It's better not to believe what the government writes in the newspapers,' Smith felt a cracking sensation in his chest. So the massacre was real!

After returning to New York with great difficulty, Smith saw an interview published in the New York Times in the following days. After all, they were reporters from a major newspaper; their means were unknown times stronger than young people like Smith. They found several black people who had fled from the local area. Those black people told the truth about the cruel massacre. As the Chinese side said, thousands of white mobs attacked the black community and destroyed it completely. Hundreds were killed, and the surviving black people fled everywhere.

After reading the report, Smith didn't feel much excitement. After experiencing the reality of the United States personally, there was nothing more to be disillusioned about. When Smith went to eat, he saw his father put a copy of the New York Times aside and looked over with a somewhat sympathetic look.

Smith sat down at the table and said calmly, "Father, I will graduate next year. I want to go to China after graduation."
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November 27. Morrison, who arrived in Hungary from Italy for a visit, was having dinner with the Hungarian Minister of Justice and Minister of Foreign Affairs in a Hungarian restaurant. The day after tomorrow, Morrison would embark on the journey back to China. Morrison expressed his gratitude to the two for their hospitality over the past few days.

The Foreign Minister accepted the thanks easily. After all, Hungary had decided to establish diplomatic relations with China, and there would be plenty of time to greet each other in the future. After the two finished talking, the Hungarian Minister of Justice asked, "Your Excellency Morrison, in terms of bloodline, we and China are distant relatives. And the University of Budapest is also one of the oldest universities in Europe. I wonder why personnel from the Budapest Law School were not invited."

Morrison was Australian and personally didn't want to talk about this matter. He laughed, "I will report this matter to the country. I wonder if Hungary has any other wishes?"

The Minister of Justice answered decisively, "Romania must never be allowed to join the International Tribunal."

These words almost really amused Morrison. But Morrison had good self-restraint and held back. He just nodded to indicate he would report this matter to the country.

On December 14, 1925, legal experts from seven countries—China, Britain, France, Germany, Italy, Austria, and Hungary—officially announced the establishment of the East Asia International Tribunal in Shanghai to try the ANZAC Corps massacre case.

The Presidium was established first. The Presidium had a total of 12 members. Each of the 7 countries had one fixed quota, and the other 5 quotas were selected by self-recommendation and recommendation. The work of the Presidium was not to participate in the trial, but to be responsible for arranging the work of the International Tribunal.

Although the first legal experts to arrive did not bring their own luggage, the heavy luggage they brought contained a large amount of legal expert materials. After a selection and various telegram exchanges, on January 6, 1926, the Presidium completed its formation.

On January 7, the Presidium officially issued a communiqué: 'The Presidium believes that the legal level of the Soviet Union is not convincing enough, so the Presidium expresses gratitude to the Soviet legal circle for their enthusiasm to join the trial. The Presidium guarantees that the latest legal research reports will also be sent to the Soviet Union. However, the application of Soviet legal professionals to join the Asian International Tribunal was not approved.'

For this reason, the *National Daily* published news on January 8: 'Chairman He Rui invited the Soviet Ambassador to China to dinner.' Everyone was an old hand in diplomacy and knew very well that this dinner was mainly for He Rui to express a friendly attitude towards the Soviet Union.

However, on January 9, Britain and Japan formally concluded an alliance. The first batch of three divisions of Japanese troops boarded ships and set off to Burma to participate in the war in accordance with the alliance obligations.

To cover the Asian International Tribunal, various powers sent many reporters to China. The reporters thought He Rui was apologizing to the Soviet Union on the first day, but now they were considering whether there was more possibility of strategic cooperation between China and the Soviet Union.

If one wanted to interview the Chinese government directly, one had to wait for the government's regular press conference. In comparison, interviewing the Chinese people was very easy. In Shanghai, a trading city, reporters interviewed everywhere.

The news of Japan sending troops triggered considerable repercussions in China. The Chinese people felt strong disgust for Japan, which refused to change its ways. Compared with the fear of Britain, the addition of the Japanese army diluted the worry of many people. After all, the Northeast Government, a local regime, could defeat Japan. It had been nearly two years since China's unification, and the country had been peaceful for these two years. Since they defeated Japan once, they could defeat Japan a second time.

Shanghai is a trading metropolis, greatly influenced by foreign countries, and its understanding of foreign countries far exceeds other parts of China. If it were before, with the impression of Shanghai locals on Britain and Japan, they would definitely be in a constant state of anxiety. Unexpectedly, although Shanghai people were afraid, it was only within the normal range. Those reporters who had never been to China didn't find it very strange, but the feelings of foreign reporters who had been to China were completely different.

British reporters were very familiar with the ten-mile foreign market in Shanghai and felt that there was a place where they could probably interview some different views. So they went to St. John's University. Arriving at the school, the reporters saw that although the campus couldn't be said to be deserted, the number of students was also very sparse. They couldn't help being quite surprised.

St. John's University was formed by the merger of two Anglican schools, Baird Hall and Duane Hall, by Bishop Samuel Isaac Joseph Schereschewsky of the American Episcopal Church in Shanghai. It was a university highly regarded by Shanghai's political and business celebrities and children of rich families. It used to be a famous school with many students and crowds rubbing shoulders on campus after class. It was truly surprising that it became so depressed in less than two years.

There was no time to interview students at this time; the British reporters went directly to the principal's office. Entering the office building, it was quite quiet inside. Although the doors of some offices were open and there were teachers inside, when several British reporters passed through the corridor, they only heard their own footsteps. The empty and gloomy feeling made the reporters feel very wrong.

The principal was still the former principal, just looking listless. Hearing the British reporters introduce themselves, the principal finally had some spirit. After listening to the reporters' questions, the principal was not excited because his views had the opportunity to be published in the newspapers, but replied somewhat disheartenedly, "Chinese tradition is to be proud of entering politics. Since the establishment of the He Rui government, there have been civil service examinations every year. St. John's University has had only one person pass the exam each year for two consecutive years. Moreover, every person who passed the exam had very strong nationalist sentiments."

British political and business celebrities and rich children also regarded entering politics as the highest goal. Only those who really had no chance would consider doing business or other professions. Not only Britain, but all the powers were the same. After hearing the principal's explanation, the British reporters roughly had some ideas. The biggest reason why St. John's University could gain status in China was its foreign background.

At that time, foreign countries were stronger than China, so this background was naturally very beneficial. The establishment of the He Rui regime meant that strength and weakness had reversed in China. Although rich and noble families might not really like He Rui, rich and noble families had a very keen sense and judgment of strength and weakness. Changing allegiance in time was the method of saving life for rich and noble families.

What's more, attending St. John's University was equivalent to cutting off the possibility of entering politics. How could rich and noble families send their children here at this time?

While considering how to organize a news report, the principal of St. John's University added another sentence, "By the way, neither of those two were believers. They were both atheists."

These words supplemented the reporters' cognition. It wasn't unheard of for firm atheists to exist in a church university. But two St. John's University graduates admitted to the civil service having both strong nationalism and firm atheism... St. John's University must have screening when recruiting students, to weed out such people first. If the students in St. John's University all developed in this direction, this university would probably be dismantled by the students first.

At this time, British reporters had no interest in interviewing students of St. John's University about their views on the war. An article about the Chinese government inciting nationalism and persecuting religion began to brew. Soon, this article appeared in British newspapers.

Two days later, a Chinese article also appeared in British left-wing newspapers, 'While Britain attacks the nationalism of other countries, it is engaging in more intense nationalist incitement itself. This is the characteristic of young civilizations. Because of lack of experience, they unconsciously play the trick of covering one's ears while stealing a bell. This is like a three-year-old child pooping in his pants, afraid to let adults know, so he deliberately pretends to look for the source of the smell, resulting in making the whole room smell.'

'In its long history, China has long had a profound understanding and summary of religion. What religion an individual is willing to believe in is religious freedom. This should not be attacked. But any missionary activity is a commercial activity. The state has comprehensive jurisdiction over commercial activities.'

'In order to seek greater commercial interests, Britain uses religion to wrap commerce, which is also a means of covering one's ears while stealing a bell and confusing the public. If the British public cannot understand this, they can learn about how much land, real estate, various donations, and money laundering activities through donations the Anglican Church actually has.'

'...British people, when you see those so-called 'big shots' high above, the sense of oppression they bring to you, and the sense of powerlessness you feel yourself, is because those people hide the real reasons behind them. Just like the bishops of the Church of England wrap their bodies in magnificent robes, letting everyone see only their appearance, creating their unfathomable image.'

'As long as you know the operating principles of how they got here, everyone can look at them from the perspective of normal people. If everyone is interested in these, you can write to XX newspaper. Whether you want to ask questions or want to introduce your own cognition of these underlying logics, we will try our best to reply or publish...'

The Chinese actually interfered in Britain's internal affairs! This matter caused huge stimulation to the British Home Office. Soon, news of "China interferes in Britain's internal affairs" was published in relatively right-wing newspapers. For a time, the people who had a bad impression of China because of the war began to attack left-wing newspapers. The anti-Chinese atmosphere in Britain became much stronger.

The lower class's anti-Chinese sentiment was dominated by angry scolding. The middle class's anti-Chinese sentiment appeared much more high-end. Many British people with high school and university degrees wrote to newspapers or petitioned the government, requesting Britain to organize the best judicial experts to go to China to provide legal assistance for the trial of the ANZAC Corps case.

These British people were actually quite angry. This anger stemmed from their feeling of China's contempt. China dared to look down on Britain? Facing such a challenge, the British Empire must use the strongest academic strength to prove to the Chinese that Britain is the most civilized country in the world!

The attitude of the educated British middle class disappointed the British upper class somewhat. To say these people didn't understand anything? They were really educated. To say these people were educated? These people completely failed to understand what the Asian International Tribunal was all about.

The British judicial circle has accumulated for hundreds of years; to say they really don't understand how to handle cases? That is certainly not the case.

But the reality is that the ANZAC Corps indeed committed a massacre and was caught red-handed with stolen goods. The more impartially the British judicial circle handles the case, the more the ANZAC Corps cannot escape. So what the British government hopes most is that this matter can end quickly, preferably with no one mentioning it again.

The clearer the case is made, the fairer the trial, and the longer the time drags on, the more inside information will be exposed.

It cannot be said that those British middle class do not love Britain, but the Britain in the eyes of those middle class and the Britain in the eyes of the upper class are obviously not the same Britain.

So regarding the reaction of the middle class, the British government seemed to have not heard or seen it at all. They only hoped that this matter could end as soon as possible, at least end early within Britain.
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On January 14, Comrade Stalin, First Secretary of the Central Committee of the CPSU, picked up *Pravda*. The headline on the front page was the news that law professors from Moscow University and Leningrad University in the Soviet Union went to Shanghai, China to participate in the Asian International Tribunal.

After reading this article, Comrade Stalin lit his pipe out of habit. He was not very satisfied with the work of Bukharin, the editor-in-chief of *Pravda*, on this matter, but only not very satisfied. Because He Rui's reaction was too fast, from annihilating the ANZAC Corps to calling on international legal experts, it was done in one go. Although Comrade Stalin made direct instructions immediately after discovering this opportunity, the best time had been missed. The Organizing Committee of the Asian International Tribunal first declined the law professors from universities in Moscow and Leningrad to become members of the Organizing Committee.

Only after the Ministry of Foreign Affairs began to execute Comrade Stalin's instructions did they strive for the qualification of observer committee members. The gap between Organizing Committee members and observer committee members was too big. In comparison, Hungary, a country disliked by everyone, eventually obtained the qualification of an Organizing Committee member because of timely action.

What really made Stalin very dissatisfied was Joffe, a member of the Politburo of the CPSU and Chairman of the People's Commissariat for Foreign Affairs. Perhaps Joffe should be dismissed and replaced by a more capable comrade. Comrade Stalin began to consider this matter. But who should replace him?

Refilling a pipe of tobacco, Comrade Stalin stood up and walked around the office. Finally, he decided to raise this matter at the Standing Committee meeting of the Politburo of the CPSU. Although Joffe was very close to Trotsky, this matter would definitely be considered by the Trotsky faction as Comrade Stalin engaging in political struggle. But since those people only considered such things in their minds, Comrade Stalin felt it was even more necessary to struggle with them.

January 15 was the day of the Standing Committee meeting of the Politburo of the CPSU. It could be seen that Trotsky's opposition attitude was very clear at this time. At this time, Trotsky was already in a weak position in the Politburo. After being forced to resign as Chairman of the Revolutionary Military Council in January 1925, he served as Director of the Electrical Technology Development Bureau and Chairman of the Industry and Technology Committee.

Even so, this man with thick hair like a lion's mane still had no intention of retreating. As soon as the meeting started, Trotsky proposed a brand-new report, "The Industrial and Technology Committee hopes to send a delegation to negotiate with China on technical cooperation, hoping to reach a long-term agreement. Moreover, regarding the Soviet-China personnel exchange plan, we also hope to discuss the plan proposed by the Chinese government."

These two plans were promoted by Trotsky and his supporters, and were also a major boost that Trotsky believed could influence Soviet economic policy in the near future.

Given the current situation within the CPSU, the committee members knew very well to what extent the contradictions had reached. These proposals were no longer just proposals, but a struggle for discourse power and policy-making power. Many wait-and-see committee members did not express their attitudes; everyone was waiting for Stalin's speech. Comrade Stalin still listened calmly, showing no emotion on his face.

Trotsky continued, "I think the Chinese side will not refuse these agreements, but what I want to say is that by comparing trade between the Soviet Union and China, and trade between the Soviet Union and Europe, the gap is very large. The Chinese side can accept payment for goods one and a half years after signing the agreement, while in the limited trade in Europe, European merchants have very tight requirements for time. So many European merchants are not unwilling to trade with us, but cannot accept our delivery time. According to the intelligence we collected, the delivery time between China and merchants from various countries is much shorter. Comrades, I really want to discuss this matter."

The wait-and-see committee members and the committee members supporting Stalin all looked at Stalin. They understood that this was another round of attack by Trotsky. Previously, only Soviet liberals dared to compare the European economy with the Soviet Union. Due to the deep-rooted distrust between the Soviet Union and Western European countries, identifying with Western Europe was almost considered treason, so this comparison met with strong dissatisfaction from the top and bottom of the Soviet Union and did not cause much impact.

China's He Rui regime was considered a 'bourgeois reformist regime' in Lenin's era, but the re-demarcation agreement between the He Rui regime and the Soviet Union was within the acceptable range of the CPSU Central Committee. The border military buffer zone between the He Rui regime and the Soviet Union was executed quite well. This agreement stipulated that the two countries form a joint inspection team every year to inspect the other side's military buffer zone and visit the military camps of the other side close to the military buffer zone.

After the establishment of this military mutual trust mechanism, although the huge China still posed some potential threat, the huge China became a shield for the Soviet Union in the East, greatly reducing the security pressure on the Soviet Union.

The He Rui regime amended the constitution and determined that China is a socialist regime. Even if many people in the Soviet Union still considered China a bourgeois reformist regime, this 'bourgeois country' was regarded as a 'moderate bourgeois country' or even a 'good bourgeois country.' As the trade volume between China and the Soviet Union grew larger and larger, the Trotsky faction, which originally tended to compare Europe with the Soviet Union, now increasingly used China as a reference object for comparison with the Soviet Union.

Comrade Stalin hated Trotsky's comparison very much. The Soviet Union is the Soviet Union, and China is China. Trotsky seemed to have completely forgotten the basic principles of Marxism-Leninism, having neither the ability to figure out the specific differences between various countries nor the ability to figure out the universal connections between things.

Just like Trotsky tried to construct the conclusion that 'China is stronger than the Soviet Union' by comparing the Soviet Union's untimely delivery with China's rapid supply, and then criticized the existing Soviet production based on this conclusion, finally achieving the goal of competing for discourse power.

Out of basic politeness, Comrade Stalin listened to Trotsky's speech but did not speak. In political rules, 'King does not fight King.' So Politburo member and *Pravda* editor-in-chief Bukharin spoke, "Comrade Trotsky, I also think the reaction speed of the Chinese side is very fast. Recently, there is a very important matter. China is achieving a breakthrough in diplomacy by building the Asian International Tribunal. I really want to ask Comrade Joffe, why didn't the law departments of Moscow University and Leningrad University respond at all when China first issued the invitation letter? So much so that until now, we can only send personnel to become members of the observation group of the Asian International Tribunal."

This counterattack was very fierce, leaving Joffe, Chairman of the People's Commissariat for Foreign Affairs, unsure how to react for a moment. The situation had developed to a point that left Joffe dumbfounded. The Asian International Tribunal established by China had been defined as an 'academic organization.' The Chinese government hid its figure behind an international academic organization, as if it didn't exist in this ambassadorial event dominated by politics and military affairs.

Chinese Doctor of Law Professor Zhao Tianlin stood completely under the spotlight of the world diplomatic stage, becoming the most shining one. Zhao Tianlin's academic qualifications, experience, and character completely withstood the detailed scrutiny that came with attention, becoming a representative figure in the legal circle in the world.

Committee Member Joffe had to admit that after China successfully shaped such an image, the Asian International Tribunal had become a big stage for diplomatic circles. China's diplomatic flexibility made Joffe feel he saw Comrade Lenin's keen sense. After China kicked the United States out of the Asian International Tribunal, those active on the stage were famous figures in the legal circles of Europe and China. The news that the foreign ministers of Italy, Austria, and Hungary accompanied legal professionals from the two countries to China appeared inconspicuous. Based on the intelligence collected by the Soviet Embassy in China, France and Germany also had diplomatic personnel arriving in China and communicating with the Chinese Ministry of Foreign Affairs.

China's diplomacy was unprecedentedly successful, and this success was exactly what the Soviet Union needed. The biggest problem in Soviet diplomacy at present was the inability to break the blockade situation.

Since Bukharin's attack had begun, the goal must be achieved. What Joffe could understand, Bukharin also understood. So after Bukharin described China's breakthrough in diplomacy, he continued, "If the Soviet Union wants to restore trade with Europe, the first thing is to obtain a breakthrough in diplomacy, not simply discuss small matters like delivery time. Mr. He Rui said when talking with our ambassador to China at a dinner a few days ago that for any national-level action, no matter how fast, there is always faster; no matter how slow, there is also slower. In international development, the important thing is whether one can grasp the principal contradiction and secondary contradiction. In this matter, the People's Commissariat for Foreign Affairs is not a question of fast or slow, but completely failed to understand the situation. I think this proves that Comrade Joffe's working ability is worth discussing."

Speaking of this, the members of the CPSU Central Committee understood that Comrade Stalin was going to remove Joffe from the position of Chairman of the People's Commissariat for Foreign Affairs. The People's Commissariat for Foreign Affairs was a key channel for communication between the Soviet Union and Europe and America, but the importance of this position was not particularly high.

Since Joffe was to be removed, Joffe's problems had to be listed. Many committee members were very happy to see this happen. Because many people they couldn't stand obtained a lot of European goods that other comrades couldn't get because of various relationships with the People's Commissariat for Foreign Affairs. The foreign ministries of reactionary European governments were influencing and bribing some Soviet comrades through such petty favors.

Such a situation was not curbed until Comrade Stalin strengthened trade with China. China was indeed very excellent in the production of light industrial products and very talented in imitating European and American light industrial products. If one did not insist on a certain European brand but was willing to accept Chinese brand goods, the Soviet Union could trade with rich resources owned by the Soviet Union such as timber, iron ore, and coal mines. The prices were much cheaper than European goods.

Even if some committee members liked a certain European brand, the Chinese side could conduct entrepot trade through trade channels. Although the price was a bit more expensive, it was fair. With such trade, the means by which European diplomats could win the favor of the Soviet middle and upper classes with a few commodities were interrupted.

Therefore, when Trotsky tried to criticize Soviet industrial production by comparing Sino-Soviet trade delivery times, the committee members supporting Comrade Stalin all felt that Trotsky was very likely trying to use such an attack to criticize the huge achievements Comrade Stalin had already made in building Soviet-Chinese trade.

Bukharin knew the mentality of the committee members very well, so he was very calm when attacking Joffe. "Comrade Joffe, I really want to know, after China did not issue an invitation to the law departments of Moscow University and Leningrad University, why didn't you take the initiative to announce that the law departments of Moscow University and Leningrad University were willing to participate in the just action of the Asian International Tribunal?"

Joffe could not answer. What he considered at that time was how to restore diplomatic relations with Europe, believing that China's actions would only trigger fiercer contradictions between China and Europe, and completely failed to consider the possibility of cooperation between China and Europe in the Asian International Tribunal.

Seeing Joffe not answering, Bukharin continued to ask, "At the Politburo meeting at that time, comrades did think that the relationship between China and Europe was mainly confrontational. You failed to offer more insightful opinions in the diplomatic field. Afterwards, when the French legal circle actively announced that they would join the Asian International Tribunal, why did you still not submit an application for Soviet law professors to join the Asian International Tribunal?"

Joffe still couldn't answer. At that stage, Joffe doubted very much whether China's action of forming the Asian International Tribunal would evolve into a farce of bringing disgrace on itself. Joffe believed that although China had achieved certain military victories in the Sino-British war, this did not mean that China's action of inviting jurists from European and American countries to join the Asian International Tribunal would ultimately succeed. There were contradictions between European and American countries, but when facing China, the contradictions between these countries should be secondary contradictions.

The members of the Politburo of the CPSU listened quietly to Bukharin's accusations. Bukharin's accusations against Joffe were not groundless. Facts proved that Joffe failed to make correct judgments at every stage of the development of the Asian International Tribunal. He lost the opportunity to break the diplomatic blockade, which was very important for the Soviet Union.

If it were in the era of the AUCP(B) Civil War, such execution capability might have led to being shot. According to the political tacit understanding established by Stalin as the First Secretary after Lenin's death, physical elimination was not used, but a leisurely position was found for placement. Joffe would probably go to a department with no real power.
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On January 19, Minister of Commerce Morrison, who returned to China, stood in his office. The office was completely strange to him. He was in Beiping when he left, but he arrived in the new capital after returning.

Trying to distinguish the difference between the new and old capitals, Morrison soon felt that the new capital was thousands of miles south after all, and the temperature was slightly higher than the old capital. Morrison chose the route through the Soviet Union to return to China this time. Compared with the icy and snowy Soviet Union, the temperature difference in the Central Plains region with residual snow on the ground was even more obvious.

Just then, the secretary brought in a paper document box. Seeing this familiar box, Morrison immediately rejoiced. This was an internal reference for ministers and higher-level officials, containing important latest reports. Rank meant not only decision-making power but also the right to know. In a sense, the right to know is more important than the right to speak.

Morrison sat at the new desk and looked through the news content. The first item turned out to be about the Soviet Union. After discussion and decision by the Central Committee of the CPSU, Joffe was relieved of his duties as People's Commissar for Foreign Affairs (Minister), and was succeeded by Deputy People's Commissar for Foreign Affairs Litvinov.

Stopping reading, Morrison recalled when he passed through the Soviet Union, the one who received him was the Soviet People's Commissar for Commerce (Minister). The two negotiated on Sino-Soviet trade in 1926. Recalling some words of the Soviet People's Commissar for Commerce (Minister), Morrison felt that the Soviet attitude was slightly strange.

On the morning of the next day, the delegation reported its work to the central government. This trip to Europe was very fruitful, not only diplomatically but also in foreign trade. In the afternoon, Morrison reported to He Rui and Wu Youping alone. When speaking of the Soviet Union, Morrison mentioned some strange points of the Soviet People's Commissar for Commerce (Minister).

Wu Youping heard Morrison say that the Soviet People's Commissar for Commerce (Minister) actually asked about China's agricultural development after land distribution, and also felt it was really strange. Generally speaking, unless something particularly bad happened after China's land distribution that attracted the attention of the Soviet Union, it was very likely that the Soviet Union was interested in China's land reform model.

Of course, there were other possibilities. That was, the Soviet People's Commissar for Commerce had nothing to say and asked some questions he personally cared about. Wu Youping extinguished all imaginations and continued to discuss realistic issues that had already occurred with Morrison.

After the new Soviet People's Commissar for Foreign Affairs (Minister) Litvinov took office, he conveyed his intention to visit China to the Republic government through the Soviet Ambassador to China. Wu Youping asked if this person had actively communicated with Morrison.

Since he met too many people this time, Morrison thought for a moment before finally confirming, "I have absolutely no contact with this person."

Wu Youping didn't ask much and asked Morrison how he felt about the Soviet Union now.

Morrison recalled the Soviet cities he saw and stated that he had never been to Tsarist Russia, nor had he been to the current Soviet rural areas. Solely from the bits and pieces he could see this time, the order in Soviet cities looked good. Especially the people at the bottom in the Tsarist era, from social system security to the visible spirit, indeed looked very good. Moreover, the Soviet Union invested heavily in education, and the large number of schools in the city left a very deep impression on Morrison.

After the report ended, He Rui asked Morrison to rest for a few days. After resting, go to make preliminary preparations for negotiations with Russia. The negotiation content was about the payment cycle of Russian goods.

After Morrison left, Wu Youping asked, "Does the Chairman want to agree to the Russian Foreign Minister's visit to China?"

He Rui shook his head. "No, that meeting should be solved by the ministries of commerce of the two countries."

Wu Youping was somewhat puzzled. "Chairman, if we refuse so readily, will the Soviet Union be very unhappy?"

"If we ask the Soviet Union for help and are rejected by the Soviet Union, shouldn't we be unhappy?" He Rui laughed.

Wu Youping was speechless by this question. If there was not even a feeling of unhappiness, wouldn't it be abnormal? Especially since the Russians are too young a nation and easily influenced by emotions in judgment. Of course, Wu Youping also admitted that even in his early 30s, he was still easily influenced by emotions.

He Rui laughed, "This unhappiness must exist, and must exist. Otherwise, wouldn't the Soviet Union think we will follow their wishes in everything?"

Wu Youping nodded slightly. Among the countries with diplomatic relations with the Soviet Union at present, the only country with a passable relationship was probably China. He Rui also attached great importance to friendly relations with the Soviet Union, and it was not surprising that the new Foreign Minister came to visit China.

However, at the Central Committee meeting, everyone discovered under He Rui's narration that the Soviet Union was very likely coming to 'touch porcelain' [feign a relationship for gain]. At this stage, what the Soviet Union needed most was a breakthrough in diplomacy to restore trade with Europe. The Soviet Union joining the Asian International Tribunal was just to show its face. It helped diplomacy indeed, but the help to the economy was actually very limited.

However, once the Soviet Union makes Europe think that China and the Soviet Union are about to reach a 'Sino-Soviet Military Alliance,' the situation will be different. It is not guaranteed that in order to stabilize the Soviet Union, some European countries will make adjustments.

In order not to create trouble for China itself, China must maintain friendly relations with the Soviet Union and not let countries around the world misunderstand China. This requires not only diplomatic ability but also strategic definition. In terms of determination, Wu Youping admired He Rui's strength. At least He Rui would not have excessive hostility towards enemies, nor any indulgence towards friendly countries, but formulated plans completely based on China's national interests and policy needs.

Wu Youping asked another question, "Chairman, we define the Asian International Tribunal as an academic organization; is this a bit excessive?"

Seeing that Wu Youping still couldn't turn the corner, He Rui laughed, "Ha! Not excessive at all, but just right."

On the morning of January 20, the Observation Group Committee held its first plenary meeting. Three law professors from the Soviet Union walked into the venue wearing the Soviet national emblem on their chests. The seats in the large conference room had been arranged. The Soviet professors were quite happy to see familiar Russian and the correct way of writing their names.

Sitting in their seats and looking around. There were oriental faces and European faces. Several observation group members placed small national flags on their tables, which turned out to be Brazil and Argentina. The Soviet professors had heard that the 'Asian International Tribunal' was considered the 'League of Nations' of the global legal circle. Seeing these legal experts from various countries, they had to admit that this statement actually made sense.

Soon, the meeting was officially convened. The staff asked the participating experts to wear headphones, and the Soviet professors followed suit. The speaker was an oriental man, not tall, wearing thin-rimmed glasses. Elegant and introverted, just standing there already had the demeanor of a scholar. He bowed slightly and handed his speech to the staff, who distributed the speech to the participating experts.

After the distribution was completed, the oriental man began to speak. The Soviet professors didn't know much about Japanese and Chinese and didn't understand what the professor was saying. However, the Russian voice coming from the headphones stunned the Soviet professors.

That was real Russian, and the translation of a man with a quite pleasant voice, 'Hello everyone, I am the Dean of the Law School of the University of Tokyo, Japan, Taira Toyomori. As the rotating chairman of this week, I will discuss the current work arrangements with experts from other countries...'

The Soviet professors couldn't see where the translator was at all, but the simultaneous interpretation was indeed working. Such excellent arrangements and detailed work made the Soviet professors admire very much.

In his speech, Professor Taira Toyomori introduced what the Asian International Tribunal was to the observation group. Since the Chinese government wanted to try the ANZAC Corps that massacred the Burmese people in Burma, there was currently no international law or Chinese domestic law to support this trial.

Therefore, the Chinese government invited legal experts from all over the world, and the legal experts formed the 'Asian International Tribunal.' The Asian International Tribunal has neither national status nor is it the League of Nations; it is a global academic organization, a supranational organization. The Chinese government handing over the jurisdiction of this case to the Asian International Tribunal means that the Asian International Tribunal, as an academic organization, possesses the power that only the state could execute originally.

"...Legal experts, this is the first time in human history that a global academic organization exercises public power. I am very moved to be a participant in this historic event. I will also contribute my meager efforts to this trial..."

Hearing this, the Soviet professors were all astonished. They initially thought that the 'Asian International Tribunal' was an international organization manipulated by China, and the purpose was nothing more than to strike the opponent Britain through this matter and expand China's influence internationally. Those legal experts participating in the Asian International Tribunal probably regarded the Asian International Tribunal as an exchange venue of unprecedented scale. Of course, the Soviet professors did have certain respect for the Chinese government's act of upholding justice.

Listening to the speech of this week's rotating chairman, Professor Taira Toyomori, the Soviet professors discovered that things exceeded their imagination. Legal personnel from various countries who should have served the governments of various countries around the world, in the Asian International Tribunal, the international academic circle broke free from the shackles of various regimes, using academics as a tool to work hard to realize human fairness and justice.

...Is this true?
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On January 27, it snowed in Hangzhou. The early spring snow fluttered down, shrouding this famous Jiangnan city in pure whiteness. Those ancient Jiangnan buildings revealed another kind of beauty in the white snow, different from the cold and rigid lines of the north, elegant and calm, like a lady from a noble family.

In front of the glass windows of the corridor on the 6th floor of the Political and Legal Affairs Commission building in the new urban area of Hangzhou, scholars of various ancestries stood. All of them saw the snow scenery of Hangzhou for the first time, and were intoxicated by the beauty composed of natural weather, architecture, and scenery.

Until the bell rang in the office, the legal experts restored their expressions, cold and steady, like the text in thick judicial codes.

There were thousands of legal experts from various countries attending the Asian International Tribunal, so two venues were set up. The main venue was in Shanghai, including executive departments such as prosecution, interpretation of law, trial, and defense. Observation groups from various countries were also in Shanghai to attend and participate in the discussion of the entire case at any time. These departments required the most manpower.

The auxiliary venue was set in Hangzhou. Among the various departments coming to Hangzhou, mainly those not needing to participate directly in the trial, the Presidium responsible for discussing all rules came to Hangzhou.

The members of the Presidium did not participate in the trial, which might seem incredible to ordinary people, but it was just the most basic principle for legal scholars. The Convener of the Presidium, Zhao Tianlin, said, "Given that the Asian International Tribunal is convened by China, we tend not to serve as chief judges."

Other legal experts as members of the Presidium remained silent until the Austrian representative Ferdinand broke the silence, "Professor Zhao, the International Tribunal is an academic organization. I think this kind of recusal has little significance."

Zhao Tianlin nodded. "Indeed, it has little significance. But the International Tribunal is operating for the first time and has not yet formed a set of regulations. Therefore, legal personnel of Chinese origin not serving as chief judges conforms to the perception of public order and good morals."

Although the law is cold, the law serves the human world. This world is full of various positive and negative thoughts, vibrant yet harboring murderous intent. So the members of the Presidium did not oppose Zhao Tianlin's view. Of course, they didn't strongly support it either; everyone just maintained a tacit silence.

Zhao Tianlin asked the staff to remove the Chinese judges from the list of chief judges, and the staff began to introduce the remaining candidates for chief judge. Hungary really couldn't produce any incredible judges. The truly competitive judges were all legal experts from five countries: Britain, France, Italy, Germany, and Austria.

After the staff introduced these candidates to the 12-member committee, the first round of voting began. The voting adopted a secret ballot, and the selection was multiple-choice rather than single-choice. The goal of the first round was to select 20 judges with the most votes from the list of 50 people as candidates.

The voting results were quickly obtained through vote counting. Among the 20 candidates, there were 7 from Britain, 5 from France, 3 each from Germany and Italy, and 2 from Austria.

The second round was to interview the 20 people one by one. Select 10 people from them.

These selected lists were made public immediately. Because China voluntarily gave up competing for the chief judge, and the United States failed to be shortlisted because its political tradition was inherently barbaric and evil. Ordinary Europeans should not know much about the legal circle, but those who made the list of 20 were all resounding figures in the European legal circle. Insiders in the legal circle, even if not familiar, had at least heard of these people's reputations and deeds. The legal experts participating in the International Tribunal faced the list and began to evaluate it on their own.

It was not only people in the legal circle who got the list but also a large number of media personnel. They were called media personnel because with the popularization of radio stations and the emergence of radios, a new medium, broadcasting stations, appeared in the United States, China, and European countries. Newspapers no longer completely ruled the media.

After getting the list, major media immediately sent the news to all parts of the world. The names of legal experts previously unknown to the public immediately spread throughout the world with the introduction of the media.

Britain was forced to respond to the challenge. Precisely because of this, Britain dispatched a powerful team. It was called the joint expedition of the British Empire Bar Association and Fleet Street. Although Fleet Street sounded like a naval organization, it was actually the place where British media was most concentrated. With such powerful media power, Britain soon received the latest news.

When the British public learned that there were 7 British people in the list of 20, making it the country with the most finalists, the British public's mood immediately became happy. Although they didn't really know why they were so happy, the happy mood was uncontrollable.

However, there was no such optimism in the British Foreign Office. On the contrary, British diplomatic personnel looked quite lost, even like they had lost a battle.

The British Foreign Office had made various preparations, even considering the possibility that the chief judge would be a Chinese judge, and prepared a large number of speeches to counterattack China immediately. However, various preparations were made, but the possibility that no Chinese judge would be selected was not expected.

Since the regulations of the Asian International Tribunal were all public, and the latest progress would be released regularly at press conferences, the British Foreign Office had to accept China's statement that 'the International Tribunal is an academic organization,' and was deeply annoyed by it.

In terms of possibility, the British government could certainly attack an academic organization, but the British government was not that stupid. Not to mention that there were a large number of British legal experts in this 'academic organization,' just the government attacking the academic organization itself would become the laughingstock of Europe, not to mention that such an attack would truly anger the academic circle and some private individuals.

Therefore, the British Foreign Office's view was that among the legal experts from various countries participating in the International Tribunal, the number of Chinese legal experts was less than 10%. If the number of selected Chinese experts exceeded this proportion, they would criticize the Chinese government for using the academic circle. If the number of Chinese experts was lower than this proportion, they would mock that the strength of Chinese legal experts was not recognized by European legal experts.

However, Zhao Tianlin actually used 'recusal' as a reason not to send anyone to participate in the selection of the chief judge, leaving the British Foreign Office unsure of what to do for a moment. This was like in a battle that was sure to be won, the opponent suddenly didn't show up for reasons of high integrity, while Britain had to continue to show up. This left the British Foreign Office unable to find a way to crack it.

In the end, the British Foreign Office had to make a decision not to speak actively for the time being.

The results of the second round of selection came out two days later. Among the 10 people, there were 4 from Britain, 3 from France, and 1 each from Italy, Germany, and Austria.

The British people rejoiced, and the French people were also happy. However, the British Foreign Office vaguely felt that there seemed to be some conspiracy in this. They hurriedly sent a telegram to the British delegation participating in the Asian International Tribunal, asking the delegation for their views on these personnel.

The telegram came back quickly, and the content was exactly as the British Foreign Office expected. These 10 people were big shots with reputations outside in the European legal circle. With their strength, they were fully qualified to obtain this status. At least in the legal circle, everyone sympathized with the losers but would not accuse the elected people of any problems.

The British Foreign Office held a meeting overnight. The Foreign Secretary's view was, 'The Chinese deliberately increased the proportion of British legal experts to demonstrate their impartiality.'

Some participants with relatively low levels thought that letting legal experts from the British Isles try Australians was China wanting to see Britain's joke. Hearing this, the Chief Secretary of the Foreign Office immediately darkened his face, "The Chinese are not that narrow-minded! They precisely want to highlight their impartiality! To establish the image of the Asian International Tribunal!"

After speaking, the Chief Secretary of the Foreign Office couldn't help pulling his tie to lessen the constraint felt on his neck. When breathing became easier, seeing that those guys still hadn't fully understood, the Chief Secretary felt even more unhappy. But at this time, the Foreign Office needed unity, and everyone must contribute their intelligence. The Chief Secretary suppressed his unhappiness and continued to explain, "Those experts know very well that under such high attention, no problems can occur in any judgment. Any problem will be discovered by people, ranging from being ridiculed to ruining one's reputation. The Chinese also know this very well. Therefore, the greater the number of British chief judges, the more beneficial it is for China. You think the Chinese want to see Britain make a fool of itself; this conclusion is not wrong. So China precisely wants to give British legal experts more opportunities to make mistakes!"

The British Foreign Office was full of smart people. Hearing this, everyone fully understood. At this moment, the British Foreign Office had a deeper understanding of China's insidiousness.

Hiding China in the shadow of academic institutions and using academics to trap Britain. Darkness under the lamp, dark! This is truly dark!
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On February 14, the first cocktail party was held in the newly established Anglo-Japanese Joint Command. The previous commander of the British Command in India was recalled to the country due to a series of defeats. The newly appointed Lieutenant General Lawrence served as the Commander of the Anglo-Japanese Joint Forces, and the Deputy Commander was Nagata Tetsuzan from Japan.

The headquarters was located in Dhaka, the capital of the Bengal region of British India. The local governor's mansion here was magnificent, with a wide lawn of oily green, trimmed very neatly. Lieutenant General Lawrence and Lieutenant General Nagata each took a glass of wine from the long table where drinks were placed, walking and chatting side by side on the gravel path.

Nagata praised frankly, "Bengal is truly a beautiful place."

Lieutenant General Lawrence nodded. "Yes, Bengal has rich products and beautiful scenery. We must never let the Chinese invade Bengal."

"The purpose of the Anglo-Japanese Alliance is to defeat China's aggression," Nagata said sincerely.

After expressing his gratitude, Lieutenant General Lawrence asked, "I wonder when General Ishiwara will arrive?"

"Lieutenant General Ishiwara is arranging the work of the 15th Army, and he has contracted malaria. Although he is recovering through treatment, it should be a while before he comes to Dhaka," Nagata replied. This time the Japanese Army sent out its elite. Nagata served as the Deputy Commander of the Anglo-Japanese Joint Forces. Three Japanese divisions formed the 15th Army, with Ishiwara serving as the commander and Okamura as the army chief of staff. Ishiwara falling ill indeed made Nagata very worried. Fortunately, the drug treatment was very effective, and nothing bad happened.

The Japanese Navy also sent a squadron. The flagship was the cruiser *Isuzu*, commanding two cruisers and a transport fleet. The squadron commander was Captain Yamamoto Isoroku.

Hearing that Ishiwara had contracted malaria, Lieutenant General Lawrence quickly said, "General Nagata, I will send someone to deliver quinine."

Nagata expressed his thanks and continued to discuss the judgment of the Chinese army with Lawrence. Since Ishiwara had provided an analysis report long ago, after this conversation, Nagata felt very 'regretful' about the British army's mountain combat capability. Although General Lawrence clearly stated that the British army would defend Yangon to the death, as the conversation continued, to a military strategist like Nagata, the statement of defending Yangon seemed a bit like trying to hide something but making it more conspicuous.

The plain area is where Britain can exert its advantages. When Lieutenant General Lawrence mentioned military arrangements, most of what he said was about the defense system arranged on the Indian side along the traditional border between India and Burma. That is to say, Burma is indeed very important, but it is by no means important enough for the British to defend it at all costs. This was completely consistent with Ishiwara's analysis, making Nagata completely sure that Ishiwara's view was correct.

Before leaving the country, the Japanese Expeditionary Force had established the principle of not pulling chestnuts out of the fire for Britain. Now finding that Britain did not have the determination to defend Burma to the death, the Japanese army had even less reason to become a consumed force.

The exchange between the British and Japanese commanders was very frank. The exchange time was not long, but it was very enjoyable. As the two walked back along the gravel path of the vast mansion of the Governor of Dhaka, the capital of Bengal, they heard music playing. The ball at the cocktail party was about to begin. General Lawrence laughed, "General Nagata, let's go back quickly; they are sending us a signal now."

Nagata knew the European rules and followed Lieutenant General Lawrence to the dance floor.

On the morning of the next day, several Chinese envoys came to the Anglo-Japanese Joint Command. The envoys behaved neither humbly nor arrogantly when entering the headquarters, which made Nagata sigh in his heart. The Chinese army had won repeatedly under He Rui's leadership and had accumulated considerable confidence.

Everyone had no intention of a long talk. After delivering the document, the Chinese envoy stood up and left. Everyone in the headquarters soon learned that the content of this document was: 'The Chinese army appeals to the British Command in India to designate the site of the massacre as a demilitarized zone for tribunal investigators to conduct on-site investigations.'

Everyone in the headquarters looked at the map. The terrain of Burma is a plain surrounded by mountains. In the southwest point of the plain by the sea, it is Yangon, the capital of Lower Burma, which Commander Lieutenant General Lawrence said he would 'never give up.' Now the Burmese territory controlled by Britain only remained in the southern part of the Burmese plain. The 'non-combat zone' proposed by the Chinese military was within the range of 50-100 kilometers north of Yangon. If this place was defined as a non-combat zone and left to the Asian International Tribunal for investigation, it would mean Britain had no room to resist at all.

Although Nagata admired He Rui's means very much, he also felt that He Rui doing this was really quite excessive. It even smacked of bullying too much! Looking at the British officers in the headquarters again, each one was quite angry. This made Nagata couldn't help suspecting, were these British officers really angry, or were they pretending? At least Nagata felt a strong provocative meaning from the document sent by the Chinese military.

The area north of Yangon, Burma, is part of the Burmese plain, but it is adjacent to the mountains of western Burma. If the British army tries to seize this area, its retreat path is likely to be cut off by the National Defense Force suddenly killing out from the nearby mountains. If Britain wants to win a victory, at least it needs to mobilize troops of about 200,000.

Listening to the discussion of the British officers, Nagata found that these guys began to form an idea: 'We must not let the Chinese conspiracy succeed!' But based on the record of the British army fighting the Chinese army before, Nagata was really not optimistic.

At this time in Kunming, the Chief of General Staff and Southwest Bureau Committee Member Zhong Yifu were discussing whether to drive the British out of southern Burma. Zhong Yifu became more confident as he fought, "Taking Burma completely at this stage will not affect the intensity of our blow to Britain. And from a military point of view, Britain should be very clear that it actually cannot hold Burma. I think instead of spending so much thought, it's better to cut the Gordian knot."

Cheng Ruofan had a good relationship with Zhong Yifu, so the two communicated very frankly in private. Cheng Ruofan shook his head repeatedly. "Not necessarily. After we take the entire Burma, we give the British a chance to land on the coast. We have no navy at all; how many troops do you plan to deploy for defense? 100,000? Or 200,000? If the British army still maintains a presence, you can completely pin them down with 50,000 troops."

Zhong Yifu felt this was the view of the Central Military Commission, so he followed Cheng Ruofan's train of thought and said, "If you say so, our target of attack is actually here!"

Saying this, his finger pointed to the Siliguri Corridor. Cheng Ruofan did not comment but asked, "How is the road construction going?"

Zhong Yifu answered decisively, "Those Indian prisoners worked very hard under the command of their British masters. Now the road has been completed, but given the precipitation in this area, I don't know who should be responsible for road maintenance."

Cheng Ruofan nodded slightly; this was where the problem lay. China was fighting on exterior lines, and the logistical pressure was very high. And this was under the condition that domestic land reform went smoothly, and a lot of grain did not need to be transferred from Hunan and Hubei but was transported directly from Yunnan, Guizhou, and Guangxi. Even so, this still required a huge cost.

These costs were completely within China's tolerance for now. The biggest problem was exactly what Zhong Yifu said: who should maintain the completed transportation lines in Burma, and how to maintain them. Without exaggeration, as long as this problem was solved, at the current stage of the Sino-British war, the Chinese army could completely beat up the British army however they wanted. That was really fighting however they wanted.

Just then, the Southwest Bureau committee member in charge of civil affairs asked a question, "Chief of Staff Cheng, I wonder how our domestic tea sales are now?"

"What do you mean how?" Cheng Ruofan was confused by this question and looked at Zhong Yifu. Judging from Zhong Yifu's nonchalant expression, Zhong Yifu actually knew what this Southwest Bureau civil affairs committee member wanted to say, but Zhong Yifu did not speak for the civil affairs committee member. So Cheng Ruofan turned to the Southwest Bureau civil affairs committee member, waiting for him to continue to explain clearly.

The civil affairs committee member continued, "If the quantity of tea provided in our supply and marketing cooperatives increases by two times, mainly black tea, I don't know if our domestic market can buy it all."

"Who produces the black tea?" Cheng Ruofan asked.

"The black tea plantations in the Assam region," the Southwest Bureau civil affairs committee member replied.

Cheng Ruofan found this idea quite interesting, and he also felt he understood why this matter seemed a bit strange. Because selling goods is originally the work of civil affairs, but this trade was completed in the war zone. So Zhong Yifu actually managed this, but Zhong Yifu couldn't propose it.

Since the comrades of the Southwest Bureau were so clear about the organizational structure, Cheng Ruofan couldn't let everyone down. He said, "You prepare a little; I will send the report to the central government."

The Central Military Commission manages war, not business. So He Rui entrusted this matter to Premier Wu Youping for discussion. After reading the report, Wu Youping also felt it was strange. The Assam region was now a military control zone. The State Council managed civil affairs, and the civil affairs department ran over there to conduct an international trade, importing black tea from a foreign country to the domestic market. From a normal economic perspective, the domestic market also had to transport goods to the Assam region for sale.

Just such a thing was nothing for current China. In the mountains of Southwest and Northwest China, the Republic government was doing the same thing. But involving foreign countries, it felt very uncomfortable.

Wu Youping convened a meeting of relevant departments. Before people arrived, Wu Youping thought over and over again, trying to extract some key points from it. When the comrades from the Ministry of Commerce, the Ministry of Civil Affairs, and the Ministry of Public Security arrived, Wu Youping asked, "If we implement domestic land reform in the Assam region and Upper Burma region, and establish a government system like ours, what problems do comrades think we will encounter?"

The ministers had to read the news every day. Place names like Assam and Upper Burma were not unfamiliar to the ministers. Everyone looked at Wu Youping. Seeing Wu Youping looking calm, the brows of the participating ministers couldn't help frowning. After a burst of silence, the Minister of Civil Affairs spoke first, "I think the difficulty is not very big. We have indeed accumulated a lot of experience in mountainous areas. Those places have language barriers and backward political forms. Our work teams still pushed the work forward."

Hearing this, Wu Youping was not blindly optimistic. The calmer the previous statement, the more often it means that what follows must be a very sharp question.

Sure enough, the Minister of Civil Affairs asked, "If it is in the Assam region and Upper Burma region, for these regions, who is the central government?"

Hearing this, Wu Youping suddenly realized. Implementing land reform in the Assam region and Upper Burma was only slightly difficult. But legally, and in terms of accountability to the domestic public, the question of 'who is the central government' was a stumbling block lying across all actions.

The meeting lasted for about an hour. Wu Youping immediately went to find He Rui and reported the questions raised by the comrades at the meeting to He Rui. After the report, Wu Youping stared at He Rui, wanting to see if He Rui would be unhappy or give a decisive solution firmly.

Unexpectedly, He Rui was not in a hurry or panic, smiling calmly, "Youping, at such a time, what we have to consider is to stand with those countries that share common values with us."

Wu Youping was stunned. He Rui's understated answer indeed made Wu Youping unable to understand, and he couldn't even think of how to communicate.

He Rui laughed, "Grasping the point of having common values makes it easy to solve foreign affairs."

"...Common values, isn't it developing productive forces?" Wu Youping tried hard to communicate with He Rui.

"That's right. Developing productive forces is our common value. Based on common values, we have to talk reality with the Burmese people! The reality is simple: we can give the Burma region all the facts of independence, but we just can't let Burma be independent! You know why, Youping."

Wu Youping didn't expect 'countries with common values' to appear so quickly, and his heart was greatly shocked. Even so, Wu Youping thought for a moment and replied, "If we let Burma be independent, we are openly challenging the current international order. Even if France is willing to cooperate with us now, as long as we support Burma's independence, France will immediately stand on our opposite side!"

"You are right. Therefore, at this stage, the central government of Assam and Upper Burma is our Republic government. This is the reality that must be admitted at present. After clarifying this point, do you have any other questions?"

Hearing He Rui say this, Wu Youping stood up and replied, "No more questions; I'll go prepare for the next meeting now."
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On February 24, the Asian International Tribunal issued a routine press release. Since the object of this trial was 60,421 criminal suspects, in order not to let the trial drag on for a long time, 7 Chief Judges were set up, including 3 from Britain, and 1 each from France, Italy, Germany, and Austria.

35 judges were set up: 5 from Britain, 9 from France, 5 each from Italy, Germany, Austria, and China, and 1 from Hungary.

A prosecutor team was set up to be responsible for reviewing the criminal facts and filing lawsuits. Since countries around the world had sent legal personnel at this time, each country sent 4 personnel to form the prosecutor team.

A Lawyer Service Center was set up. Anyone who wants to provide lawyer services will obtain defense qualifications as long as they pass the lawyer qualification certification of the Asian International Tribunal. If invited, they can provide lawyer services for specific persons. If the criminal suspect does not apply for a lawyer, the Asian International Tribunal will appoint a lawyer for them.

All the above personnel arrangements were decided by the Presidium of the Asian International Tribunal, valid only for this trial, and did not become the general process of the Asian International Tribunal.

...

After the content was published in the newspapers, the outside world naturally discussed it, but couldn't pick out any special problems. Although the big shots in the legal circle responsible for formulating the process stated that 'justice cannot be influenced by public sentiment,' they privately organized personnel to browse through the snowflake-like telegrams and letters one by one to analyze public comments.

Governments of various countries also had their own channels to communicate with their domestic judicial figures. When the governments of various countries confirmed that the Chinese government really did not manipulate the Asian International Tribunal, but really ran this organization as an academic institution operated by experts from various parties through committees, Britain and France had their own thoughts. However, Britain and France soon found that the scholars didn't buy it.

After several failed attempts by the French department responsible for this matter, they had to submit a report with some annoyance. The general idea of the report was: Since British and French experts are not the leaders in the various committees of the Asian International Tribunal. Although experts from various countries don't say it, they know it very well in their hearts. Therefore, British and French experts cannot obtain dominance.

Because the academic circle hopes to obtain independence, respect, and a relationship with the government that ensures the good operation of the academic organization. At this stage, British and French experts identify with their current status and enjoy the current working environment. They do not want to lose these by strengthening relations with their own governments.

...

The French upper echelon knew the nature of their domestic legal circle and their own strength very well. Now the French Republic couldn't even settle domestic affairs, let alone settle the Asian International Tribunal. At least the Asian International Tribunal was actually striking Britain. As long as this goal could be achieved, the French upper echelon could temporarily be satisfied with this situation.

On February 25, the Asian International Tribunal announced that the investigation team would arrive in the massacre area on March 4 to conduct on-site inspections. As soon as the news came out, the somewhat weary onlookers became excited. It started, finally started!

On February 26, the British army in Yangon began to move north. Outside the British army station, Burmese people avoided one after another, fearing being involved. In the past few decades, Britain had long been accustomed to the appearance of people in the Lower Burma region daring to be angry but not daring to speak. The British army did not pay attention to these Burmese people; their attention was all on the Chinese army they would soon encounter.

The British Command in India did consider that this was a conspiracy of the Chinese army, trying to lure the British army to attack. In this military operation, all troops marched in a rigorous manner, giving the Chinese army no opportunity. In terms of campaign objectives, the British army was not obsessed with regaining the area north of Yangon, but to demonstrate the existence of the British army in this area. By preventing the investigation team from entering the area, breaking the insidious plot of the Chinese government.

Among those fleeing Lower Burmese, most fled out of habit. There were also some members of the Burmese independence movement who had established relationships with local forces, aiming to provide intelligence on the British army to the Republic National Defense Force.

On the side of the Chinese National Defense Force, through intelligence provided by members of the Burmese independence movement, the designation of the British army had been roughly determined. For this offensive, Britain invested about 60,000 troops from 3 British Army divisions transported from the mainland, and about 60,000 troops from 30 regiments transported from India.

The Japanese troops in the Anglo-Japanese Joint Forces moved to higher ground after disembarking at Chittagong and began to build a defense system, not participating in this campaign. This reassured the Republic National Defense Force a lot. The Japanese army and the Republic National Defense Force were both East Asian armies, having that ruthlessness in their bones. There was no lack of cunning in assessing the situation. The Japanese army not participating in the action was a certain attitude.

The British army moved very slowly. It was thought that they should be able to march more than 50 kilometers by February 28, but unexpectedly, the British army insisted on 'crawling' for 4 days to cover these 50 kilometers.

On March 2, when the British army finally arrived 50 kilometers north of Yangon, the Anglo-Japanese Joint Command immediately received two pieces of news. The British army north of Yangon was attacked by the Chinese army, which was expected by Britain. And a Chinese army killed out from the Siliguri Corridor and invaded the West Bengal region, which the British army had also considered. However, the Chinese army killing out from here had ample firepower, especially since they actually found a small path through the mountainous area and launched an attack on the defense system established by Britain from both front and rear directions. Four infantry regiments of the British Indian Army collapsed in an instant, and the two British infantry regiments serving as the core of defense instantly became isolated islands.

The Chinese army left a part of the troops to besiege these two British infantry regiments, and most of the troops began to attack towards the West Bengal region.

Both the south and the north were attacked, and the already tense Anglo-Japanese Joint Command became even more tense. As the deputy commander of the joint forces, Nagata Tetsuzan looked at the flustered British army, and a familiar feeling arose spontaneously. Wasn't this the situation after the Japanese army was attacked in Korea? As the enemy, the Chinese army was large in number, the offensive spearhead was very sharp, and the progress was amazing. Although the Japanese army resisted with all its might, all efforts paid a huge price but were useless. That feeling was too terrible!

Based on Cheng Ruofan's experience, Zhong Yifu, the First Committee Member of the Southwest Bureau, would definitely be sleepless for a few days after the battle started. In order not to increase pressure on Zhong Yifu, Chief of General Staff Cheng Ruofan ran to inspect the Burma Road before the war started.

In the mountains, this road, which had been built for more than a year, wound up in the mountains and was quite complete at this time. The road surface changed from the initial stone roller crushing and rammed earth treatment to layered rammed gravel road. After these treatments, the solidity of the road surface was greatly improved, and the water seepage problem was also greatly improved. Trucks and animal carts traveling on the road walked much more briskly.

What satisfied Cheng Ruofan even more was that bridges had been built in many places. Places that originally required climbing over mountains and walking dozens of *li* of mountain roads now had bridges built. Just a not-so-tall reinforced concrete bridge often saved a dozen or even dozens of *li* of journey.

Following these bridges, Cheng Ruofan went to the destination of his inspection this time: many small hydroelectric stations.
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Small hydropower stations naturally could not drive large equipment. What Cheng Ruofan saw were products made from local materials that were easy to sell. For example, bamboo chopsticks. Compared with factories in the Northeast industrial zone, it might be more appropriate to call the factory buildings in the Yunnan-Guizhou region workshops.

But this did not make Cheng Ruofan feel any contempt. Even during the brief visit, Cheng Ruofan saw those male and female workers wearing local hand-spun coarse cloth, who had a faint awe for the electric equipment processing pillars. However, this did not affect these workers, who had only been in contact with mechanical equipment for about a year, from using these equipments skillfully.

Local bamboo was separated and cut under the sharp cutting knife rotating at high speed. The bamboo skin, branches, and other parts were not mechanically processed but sent to nearby villages and towns, processed into products by locals, and then transported away centrally.

Cheng Ruofan liked seeing such a situation very much. In the Northeast, capital- and technology-intensive factories in cities provided products only they could produce. Workshops under the 'small commodity economy' everywhere in the Northeast provided parts and products they could provide to the million-strong army. The victory of the war against Japan was not the victory of a few people, but the victory of the entire Northeast people.

Now, the Southwest region has joined the frontline of the war against Britain. The employment and productivity level improvement generated by the state's capital injection into the Southwest will definitely allow the Southwest economy to develop rapidly.

When Cheng Ruofan returned to Kunming, it was March 4. Contrary to Cheng Ruofan's expectations, Zhong Yifu did not stay up until his eyes were red. Seeing Cheng Ruofan appear at the headquarters, Zhong Yifu asked with a relaxed expression, "How was the inspection outside?" Judging from his appearance, he wanted to care about Cheng Ruofan's work instead.

Compared with the calmness in the Chinese headquarters, the British headquarters in Yangon found that all they could do was to contain the fleeing British Indian troops. Lieutenant General Macbeth, Commander of the Yangon Command, shouted angrily at his adjutant, "Telegraph the General Headquarters immediately and ask them to send reinforcements! Anyone will do as long as it's not the British Indian Army!"

After the adjutant left with the order, Lieutenant General Macbeth shouted at the brigade commander of the Yangon Defense Command in front of him, "Now, immediately make those British Indian troops dig trenches outside the city. Remember, machine gun positions must be arranged behind the trenches. Anyone who retreats from the position without authorization will be shot immediately!"

After all, he had experienced battles with mountains of corpses and seas of blood on the Western Front. Lieutenant General Macbeth forced himself to calm down and said word by word, "The position is set to only allow entry, not exit. If the enemy breaks into the trench, we must be able to strafe everyone in the trench!"

Listening to this bloody order, the brigade commander's killing intent also rose. As before, the Republic National Defense Force used the Indian army as a breakthrough point again. Even if this batch of British Indian troops received more training, even if this batch of British Indian troops was deployed in positions that shouldn't bear the main attack. But the sudden attack launched by the Chinese army was as fast as lightning, defeating the British Indian Army in a very short time, and began to intersperse and surround along the gap.

According to the British report transmitted by radio, as the British Indian Army collapsed rapidly, 60,000 British troops were isolated and surrounded by the Chinese army. Although the encirclement circle was still fragile, due to the insufficient number of defenders in Yangon, the best way was not to rush to reinforce and relieve the siege, but to guard Yangon first, so that the temporarily surrounded British army could break out with peace of mind.

The brigade commander saluted immediately, "Yes, General, I will execute the order immediately."

Macbeth looked at the brigade commander's back, but felt very uneasy in his heart. This uneasiness was so strong that he ordered the communications officer to contact the British army immediately to hear their views. Three British divisions were besieged in an area about 50 kilometers away from Yangon. From the perspective of rescue, the main force could arrive in about two days for 50 kilometers. Although there was still a reserve division in hand, committing the reserve force to the battlefield now meant that no mistakes could be made in subsequent battles, so Lieutenant General Macbeth must figure out whether the British divisions could hold on.

In Kunming, Cheng Ruofan listened to Zhong Yifu recount the war report up to now and asked, "How much do you think the British learned from the Japanese?"

"The Japanese army should have told the British what they knew. However, the Chairman deduced with us that to deal with infantry squad and platoon tactics, one either uses the same tactics or uses firepower far superior to our army, fighting and retreating, always hanging onto our army, making our army launch attacks continuously. The performance of the British army shows no sign that they have adopted any countermeasures."

After Zhong Yifu finished speaking, he felt that these things were not important. What was important was that he had been considering whether to drive the British army completely out of southern Burma these days. Although the British army theoretically did have the possibility of landing, there were only a few landing sites suitable for large-scale amphibious operations. As long as reserve teams were prepared to go, there was no need to worry that the British army could really win by landing operations.

Most importantly, adding all various British troops together, judging from the intelligence collected now, they did not have the ability to counterattack Burma.

After telling these to Cheng Ruofan, Zhong Yifu waited for his old classmate to express his views. Initially, Cheng Ruofan did not answer until Zhong Yifu added unhappily, "Don't say the General Staff didn't make a comprehensive assessment of these possibilities."

Cheng Ruofan didn't want Zhong Yifu to think wildly, so he could only reply, "The General Staff did make a comprehensive assessment, but the main issue the General Staff has considered recently is how to give the British army continuous blows and increase British casualties as much as possible."

Zhong Yifu looked solemn. "I object. Is the General Staff trying to complete the Chairman's task quickly?"

"There is nothing wrong with this consideration. We all believe what the Chairman said: if Britain suffers 500,000 deaths in battle, it is impossible to continue fighting. If it can be completed earlier, the war can also end as soon as possible."

Hearing Cheng Ruofan answer very frankly, Zhong Yifu also stated his judgment, "The war we initially considered would last for two years, and now it's less than a year. Moreover, the General Staff should have taken the impact of the ANZAC Corps and the Asian International Tribunal on the British public into account recently, right?"

"...This is the biggest variable recently. Without this part, the General Staff would have made a decision long ago." Cheng Ruofan admitted the variable.

Zhong Yifu also felt this was the biggest variable, so he replied, "I think we should stick to the previous strategy. We are fighting a war with Britain now; fighting should be done according to the rules of fighting. Why be so hesitant?"

Cheng Ruofan couldn't help debating with his old classmate, "As a soldier, I didn't want to consider political battles too much. But we are all Central Committee members; the Chairman's view on strategy is the goal we want to implement. Driving Britain out of Lower Burma too early may not be beneficial to us. And politically, will Britain admit that we are a two-ocean country?"

Zhong Yifu replied, "We will only become a two-ocean country in many years."

"Even if it takes 20 years, it will be very fast. Yifu, we are all in our 30s, 1.5 times 20 years old. Looking back at the 20 years since I can remember, I feel it passed very fast. I can tell you one thing: we have already begun to try to build 4,000-ton civilian ships. The engineers of Jiangnan Shipyard have returned to their posts, and they have provided a new plan to the Industrial Bureau, building our 10,000-ton ships based on those few American 10,000-ton ships."

"10,000-ton ships..." Zhong Yifu was shocked by this news.

Since Zhong Yifu was a member of the Military Commission, Cheng Ruofan first let Zhong Yifu fully confirm that the following words belonged to state secrets before saying, "Our sectional shipbuilding design plan has passed the review and will begin soon. Do you know how fast sectional shipbuilding is?"

Zhong Yifu was a bit confused and asked blankly, "How fast?"

"It is 3-5 times that of ordinary shipbuilding. To build a 3,000-ton civilian ship, the theoretical time is only 3 months. And only the final overall assembly will use the dock; at other times, manufacturing is completed in the workshop. The biggest difficulty at this stage is the gantry crane and other transportation equipment manufacturing. Maybe in less than 10 years, we will have a navy with heavy cruisers as the main force."

Hearing this, Zhong Yifu felt that there were no thoughts in his brain because all these changes were too fast, so fast that Zhong Yifu felt if he had made a mistake.

Since he was a member of the Military Commission, Zhong Yifu still tried hard to calm himself down. And the best way to calm down was nothing more than one way; he asked, "Where does the money come from?"

"Money is not hard to get. Do you know how much our trade volume with the Soviet Union is?"

Hearing Cheng Ruofan's very calm tone, Zhong Yifu began to feel that things might really have changed too much, so he guessed towards the highest number he thought reasonable, "Did it reach 500 million yuan?"

"We now use RMB for pricing, and both sides sell on credit. In 1925 alone, our import and export trade volume with the Soviet Union reached 420 million RMB. Calculated in silver dollars, it is 420 million silver dollars. According to the assessment, this year, that is, 1926, imports and exports may reach 540 million, or even possibly 600 million."

This number didn't scare Zhong Yifu. After all, Sino-Japanese trade was about 1.1 billion yen in 1921, roughly equivalent to 1.1 billion silver dollars. Sino-Soviet trade reaching half of the previous Sino-Japanese trade was only half. With just such a trade volume, China indeed didn't worry much about naval construction costs.

Although Sino-Soviet trade was China's light industrial products and a few heavy industrial products in exchange for Soviet minerals, China didn't actually earn cash. But so many minerals could produce massive processed raw materials. China had a population of 480 million and sufficient market to digest these raw materials.

"You... the General Staff has worked hard." Zhong Yifu sighed.

Cheng Ruofan didn't say anything. In fact, it was the Central Conference of the Civilization Party that worked hard; much content was discussed by various departments after many meetings. The General Staff did not need to consider political issues; political issues were responsible by experts in politics and economics.

What really made Cheng Ruofan uneasy was the war situation. A thousand words combined into one sentence: the British army must be consumed as soon as possible to let peace come as early as possible. China had been chaotic for too long, so much so that it was unable to develop sustainably. Only a peaceful domestic and foreign environment could give China a real chance to develop.
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"Start the attack!" the platoon leader ordered.

As a squad leader in the 1st Platoon, Corporal Mark immediately commanded his soldiers to stand up from the trench, bend over, and start advancing towards Yangon. On the company's position, the British machine gun position began to suppress the field positions of the Republic National Defense Force opposite with firepower.

Times have changed. In the Battle of the Somme, the British army once lined up in dense formations and launched an attack against the German machine gun positions, resulting in nearly 100,000 deaths in just one day. Since then, the British army has completely abandoned the tactic of lining up to be shot.

British infantry made full use of the terrain to maneuver, trying not to expose their troops to enemy fire as much as possible. Corporal Mark's heart was in his throat, but he tried hard to forget all this. He had participated in the European War and knew very well what wild thoughts meant.

The Chinese army on the opposite side also did their best to use the terrain for blocking. The only thing left in Corporal Mark's eyes was the small ridge in front. Only by occupying that ridge could they be closer to Yangon.

The Chinese army on the opposite side did not open fire until they were within 100 meters of the ridge. But the bullets were very dense, and screams immediately came from behind Corporal Mark. Looking back, a subordinate had fallen clutching his shoulder. Although not fatal yet, Corporal Mark knew that his squad had lost one member.

Treating the wounded was the responsibility of the medics. Corporal Mark asked his subordinates to lie on the ground and start shooting at the Chinese army's position. Not only Corporal Mark's squad, but other squads were doing the same thing. Amidst the cries of pain from the wounded and the pleas for treatment, Corporal Mark and his subordinates pulled the bolts and fired continuously, hoping to solve the enemy on the opposite side through firepower.

The firefight seemed to last for a long, long time because no matter how Corporal Mark shot, he couldn't solve the enemy on the opposite side. Bullets whistled out from the enemy's muzzle, proving that the enemy was still firmly entrenched behind that ridge, using this advantage to block the British army.

While exchanging fire with the enemy, Corporal Mark commanded his subordinates to crawl forward using the gaps in shooting, trying to shorten the distance between the two sides as much as possible before charging. Moving to a distance of about 50 meters, another subordinate of Mark screamed, stopped shooting, and covered his neck with his hand.

Corporal Mark hurriedly rolled over to his subordinate and saw that his subordinate had been shot in the collarbone, and blood was gushing out. Just as Corporal Mark wanted to call the medic, he heard a muffled groan. Turning his head, it turned out that after he rolled away from his position, another soldier arrived at Corporal Mark's previous position and shot at the Republic National Defense Force.

Now that British soldier had fallen on the ground and stopped shooting. Blood gushed out from his forehead, dyeing his cheek red. Judging from his posture, he should have been killed by a single shot.

If he hadn't moved away just now, the one who died might have been himself. Such a thought popped up in Corporal Mark's mind, making him feel great fear.

But the battlefield did not give Corporal Mark too much time to think. A buzzing sound came from above his head, getting closer and louder. When Corporal Mark looked up, he saw several planes diving down aggressively from above. Just after glancing twice, the machine guns on the plane wings roared. Corporal Mark saw the dirt splashing around him, instinctively closed his eyes, pressed against the ground, and curled up unconsciously.

The impact of bullets hitting the ground around him came. Corporal Mark couldn't help but put down his gun, his arms already protecting his head. Under such irresistible strafing, Corporal Mark had no other thoughts but to hug his head and curl into a ball. When dying screams were all around his ears, he closed his eyes, leaving only fear and the expectation of survival in his heart.

Corporal Mark couldn't remember what happened afterwards clearly. He roughly remembered that when the platoon leader ordered the troops to withdraw, he crawled past corpses and wounded soldiers with one or two or two or three uninjured soldiers. The smell of blood, the smell of smoke, and the heart almost jumping out of his chest made Corporal Mark's mind chaotic. Finally, somehow they withdrew. When Corporal Mark recovered his thinking ability, he found that the seven or eight people including himself were already at a position somewhat distant from the front line of engagement.

The platoon leader in front shouted angrily at a messenger, "We only have these few people left; how does the higher-up expect us to fight? Send us to die?!"

Corporal Mark had a strong resonance with the words 'send to die' at this time. He knew very well that if he launched another attack like the one just now, he would really die.

The three surrounded British divisions were all trying to break out, and the officers and soldiers participating in the breakout experienced the same result as Mark. The firing rate of the Republic National Defense Force rifles far exceeded that of the British army. No matter how the firefight went, the British army could not gain an advantage. Although the Lee-Enfield rifle was powerful, the British army had no advantage in the firefight, and the return fire from the opposite side was swift and precise.

What was worse was that the Chinese Air Force pilots who occupied the sky were daredevils. They dived and strafed again and again. Machine gun bullets fell from the sky like the whip of divine punishment, bringing death to the heads of the British army.

The wet land of Lower Burma was not conducive to building complete fortifications. It was very likely that digging a trench two feet deep would seep out more than half a foot of water. The British army could only fight in such an environment and suffered heavy losses in the multi-directional three-dimensional warfare of the Republic National Defense Force.

The frontline combat report was quickly transmitted back to the division headquarters of the three surrounded British divisions. At this time, it was less than a day since the encirclement. The division commanders still felt there was a possibility of breaking out, so they ordered their troops to change the direction of breakout and continue to break out. With the experience of the European War, the British division commanders knew very well that if their troops could not break through the encirclement of the Chinese army at this time, the possibility of breaking out would be greatly reduced by tomorrow.

This day was March 5, 1926. According to the schedule issued by the Asian International Tribunal, the representatives of the prosecution team began to investigate the massacre site on March 4. Under the protection of the Chinese army, the investigation had officially begun.

Not only legal experts came, but also many coroners. Similar to the composition of the Asian International Tribunal, most coroners were foreigners. More precisely, 20% of the coroners were Chinese related personnel, 50% were from Germany, Austria, and Hungary, 15% were French, 10% were Italian, and the other countries were that half percent. The number of British coroners was very small.

The prosecution team passed through those desolate villages. Judging from the scale of buildings and the number of farmlands, these villages once had a considerable population. Except for the victim witness group who went to China, the remaining local population was less than 20%.

Fortunately, the evidence provided by the Chinese side was quite detailed, and the transcripts and confessions were complete. What the prosecution team admired most was that the Chinese side provided a large number of photos and recordings. In the photos, those corpses lying in disorder left a deep impression on the members of the prosecution team.

Especially returning to the crime scene with photos, although the corpses in the photos were gone, the surrounding environment could easily match. due to the large rainfall and hot climate in Burma, the bloodstains at the time of the massacre could no longer be searched. But comparing the two, the crime scene could be confirmed.

After investigation by criminal investigators, bullet marks were found on bamboos, walls, and mountains. Some bullets were even taken out. These bullets were exactly the same model as the bullets equipped by the ANZAC Corps. At least it could be confirmed that someone fired here using standard weapons equipped by the ANZAC Corps.

Although the corpses in the photos were gone now, they were not destroyed but buried. Funerals in Burma included both cremation and burial. In the area where the crime occurred, cremation was the main method. However, under the persuasion of the Chinese army and the sharp decrease in population after the massacre, the locals agreed to temporary burial.

After the buried coffins were dug out, it was the turn of the coroners to start working. Even without coroners, legal experts who had studied autopsy and crime scene knowledge in law school could see that those corpses did not die naturally.

Gunshot wounds on the skull and chest, and traces of rope binding on the skin of the deceased. It was impossible for local Burmese to create these themselves. The Chinese side provided a large number of photos of corpses. By comparing with the corpses, it could be further confirmed that the people were massacred. And the killing methods were really 'varied': stabbed to death by chaotic knives, disemboweled, chopped into several pieces, shot dead by dozens of guns.

Although legally speaking, the captured members of the ANZAC Corps were all criminal suspects now, and before the trial ended, it could not be stated first that those people did it. But the prosecution team, criminal investigators, and coroners had roughly determined what happened based on what they saw with their own eyes, as well as photos and the grief and indignation memories of local people.

In order to practice courage by killing, the ANZAC Corps arrested the villagers of the Burmese villages they passed through. Commanded personally by company and platoon commanders, they organized items such as 'shooting,' 'bayonet fighting,' 'engineer tool melee,' and 'pure melee.' Different people were used as living test subjects and massacred.

Even if there was inevitably a mentality of white supremacy in their hearts, even if legal experts, criminal investigators, coroners, and reporters were knowledgeable and had a tolerance for criminal acts far higher than ordinary people.

However, seeing evidence of so many crimes with their own eyes, vomiting caused by tachycardia was just commonplace. A considerable proportion of personnel suffered severe mental stimulation so that they could not continue working. By the third day, 20% of the personnel had to leave work and be transported back to the rear.

Even those reporters who were most enthusiastic about urban murder cases and wished they could stick close to the corpse during interviews to record without dead angles looked bad. Most reporters just took pictures silently at a certain distance and no longer rushed to the front to grab news. Compared with those murder cases, the miserable state of these dead was even worse.

Burmese people who were shot dead by a single shot or hanged directly in the hands of the ANZAC Corps could even be considered lucky. Because if such a way of death happened in European and American cities, it would definitely be a case shaking the city. Cases of being tortured to death by a dozen or even dozens of people without exception became sensational torture cases in Europe. But here, being tortured to death collectively by a dozen or dozens of people was just a common way of death for the victims.

When reporters saw some corpses, especially the victimization situation of female corpses, most of them thought of 'Jack the Ripper.' But no one said this name out loud. Disemboweling women and cutting off their internal organs. This case happened in London in 1888. From 1888 to 1925, even though 37 years had passed, this case was always a hot topic in Britain. Any news related to this case, as long as it was reported, would definitely trigger a new round of heated discussion.

However, similar torture could be seen on some women massacred by the ANZAC Corps. Moreover, on some corpses, marks specially painted by the killers could even be seen. These marks were pattern marks drawn by Jack the Ripper on his victims as reported in newspapers. British reporters and some European reporters knew about this. Except for silent photography and recording, no reporter mentioned it, and no one even made a sound.

The sound of gunfire 30 kilometers away basically couldn't reach these places. Even if heard, no one was really frightened. Compared with the tens of thousands of massacred Burmese people, being shot dead by a single shot or blown up by a cannon shell on the battlefield was truly a merciful way to die.
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Sergeant Mark had never considered dying in battle. Although he had brushed shoulders with death several times on the battlefield, he had been promoted from Corporal to Sergeant within these four days. The fighter planes of the Chinese army strafed like the god of death every day. Sergeant Mark, based on the methods he summarized, led his squad to survive the bombing and strafing of fighter planes time and again, continuing to engage in desperate battles.

At 8:00 AM on March 8, the battalion commander's messenger asked Sergeant Mark to rush to the battalion headquarters immediately. Sergeant Mark obeyed immediately. At this time, it was the 'Cool Season' in Burma, and the temperature was not high. The most comfortable thing was that because the dry season was coming, the humidity had indeed dropped a lot. However, walking on the position, Sergeant Mark still wanted to cover his mouth and nose.

The air on the battlefield was already unpleasant, and the closer to the center of the position, the more unpleasant the smell. The stench emitted by rotting corpses was already very disgusting. What was even more disgusting was the stench brought by the water that had soaked the corpses leaking out after they were buried.

The current front of the defensive position was the second defensive line built by the British army four days ago. Sergeant Mark didn't know why they had to treat this as the first line of defense after fighting. If it were before, the smell inside the defensive position would be better because there were fewer dead. Now, because of the constant bombing and strafing by Chinese fighter planes, the wounded and the dead piled up in the core position of the position, gathering a stronger stench.

Just as Sergeant Mark walked into the regimental headquarters, he did not know that he was less than 10 kilometers away from the nearest British reporter in a straight line. In the early morning of March 8, a large number of reporters went straight to the front line on the grounds of 'interviewing the crime scene in the southernmost part.' Since the public reason was to interview the crime scene, although the Republic National Defense Force knew that these reporters wanted to get close to the battlefield, they pretended not to know and still provided transportation protection to the reporters.

Many European reporters had covered wars, and many of them had even been soldiers. They were very clear about the difference between getting close to the battlefield and interviewing on the battlefield. They requested to interview the Chinese army one after another. After being rejected, they proposed whether they could cross the position and interview the surrounded British army.

The request to interview the British army was approved. The Chinese side informed these British reporters that they could only be sent to the edge of the British position, and once the battle broke out, these reporters could only pray for their own blessings. As the saying goes, wealth comes from danger; a few reporters still summoned up their courage, followed the passage provided by the Chinese army, holding their national flags, and set off towards the British position.

Sergeant Mark was standing in front of the regiment commander at this time. The regiment commander dismissed the others, asked Mark to stand in front of him, and asked, "Sergeant, do you remember the corpses placed on the position to increase the infection of the Chinese?"

The Sergeant was stunned; he didn't expect those orders were given by the regiment commander. However, not only corpses were abandoned. During several short-distance retreats, many corpses of British soldiers and wounded soldiers were 'tacitly' left on the positions about to fall. And Sergeant Mark was the one who realized the tacit understanding. The unit he belonged to personally left the severely wounded soldiers on the position, letting them be captured by the Chinese army.

Seeing Mark not answering, the regiment commander was not angry. He asked, "Sergeant, do you know that your platoon leader has been killed in action?"

Sergeant Mark didn't know which platoon leader the regiment commander was talking about. In these four days, three of his platoon leaders had been killed in action. But the Sergeant still nodded, "I know, Colonel."

"Sergeant, ordering the abandonment of wounded soldiers is not glorious. But sometimes such a choice must be made." The regiment commander continued.

Mark nodded, expressing agreement with the regiment commander's view. Since Mark himself was the executor responsible for abandoning the wounded soldiers, he naturally didn't want to think that what he did was wrong.

The regiment commander nodded. "If the Sergeant has such an understanding, he is qualified to become a platoon leader."

Because he had been traversing death these days, Sergeant Mark did not feel very excited. But he still felt a little better about this news. After all, there is a world of difference between NCOs and officers. Platoon leader is the lowest level officer.

Of course, the Sergeant knew that such 'grace' must have a price, so the Sergeant did not answer. If ordered to charge, the Sergeant wouldn't want to either. When the Sergeant first arrived in Burma, he thought about killing Chinese people, not coming to be killed. Now the Sergeant felt that if he could return to his hometown alive, surrendering to the Chinese was not an unacceptable choice.

Seeing Sergeant Mark silent, the regiment commander could only speak his thoughts, "If someone asks Platoon Leader Mark why he abandoned the wounded soldiers, how would you answer?"

"I want them to live," Sergeant Mark replied.

The regiment commander originally had an expression of earnest teaching. Hearing this answer, his face was full of joy. In the regiment commander's view, his teaching enlightened Sergeant Mark. Unexpectedly, Sergeant Mark himself was thinking of surrendering at this time, and what he said was actually his own heartfelt voice.

While Platoon Leader Mark was accepting the promotion order, the British division headquarters received news that European war correspondents requested an interview. The Chief of Staff looked indifferent and decisively asked his subordinates to refuse these European reporters who had nothing better to do.

After giving the order, the Chief of Staff continued to propose his suggestion to the division commander, "General, can we request the power to decide on our own from the General Command?"

The division commander did not answer immediately. The so-called deciding on one's own meant probing whether the higher-ups allowed the British troops to surrender. Although judging from his expression, the division commander looked like he had been whipped. But with a distorted expression, the division commander was still thinking very seriously.

According to the triangular organization, an infantry division has 81 combat platoons. In this division, only 19 platoons suffered no losses, and the remaining 62 platoons all had attrition. Among them, 21 platoons had to be incorporated into other combat units due to excessive losses.

According to military regulations, if a unit suffers more than 30% casualties, it is considered to have completely lost its combat effectiveness. Not to mention more than 30% deaths.

Finally, the division commander just nodded to the Chief of Staff. The Chief of Staff was very familiar with various military regulations. Seeing the division commander's acquiescence, he wrote a telegram and asked the communications officer to send it out.

Almost at the same time, Lieutenant General Macbeth, Commander of the Yangon Command, successively received telegrams from three divisions asking 'Can our unit decide the next move on its own.' This news made the Lieutenant General feel very lost. If there was any chance, Lieutenant General Macbeth wanted the troops of the three divisions to continue fighting, but he couldn't do it.

Just as the Lieutenant General was considering how to answer, the sound of machine gun strafing and explosions came from the peripheral defensive positions of Yangon again. After consecutive days, the Lieutenant General understood just by listening to the sound that the Chinese Air Force had come again. Not long after, another phone call came in. Like the previous days, Indian soldiers fled again, and some Indian soldiers failed to escape and were caught.

The first few times, Lieutenant General Macbeth asked the Indian soldiers in the British Indian Army to line up and watch those Indian soldiers who failed to escape receive flogging in public. Seeing the Indian deserters with naked backs beaten until their skin was torn and flesh gaped, other Indian soldiers were too scared to utter a sound, at least appearing to be deterred.

However, every time the Chinese Air Force carried out an air raid, Indian soldiers continued to flee. This forced Lieutenant General Macbeth to understand that the Indian soldiers had lost their will to fight. So the Lieutenant General had no mood to punish these Indian deserters anymore. If this situation continued to develop, let alone Indian soldiers, Lieutenant General Macbeth would have to consider whether to withdraw the headquarters.

Finally, the Lieutenant General made up his mind, "Send a telegram to the General Headquarters, asking if the Yangon Command can retreat."

Inside the Joint Command, Lieutenant General Lawrence finally met Lieutenant General Ishiwara, Commander of the Japanese Expeditionary Force 15th Army. Just when the senior officers of the Joint Forces finally gathered together, Lieutenant General Lawrence received the message from Lieutenant General Macbeth. After thinking for a moment, Lieutenant General Lawrence sighed and handed the telegram to Lieutenant General Ishiwara.

After reading the telegram, Ishiwara was not surprised at all, and even felt that Lieutenant General Macbeth had made a very wise choice. And revealed his views completely, "General Lawrence, I agree with General Macbeth's view. The current Yangon is completely detached from the defense system. Deploying so many troops in Lower Burma is just a political statement. From a military point of view, this is placing troops in a very dangerous environment. If we had chosen to leave Yangon earlier, we would have at least three more divisions to defend India now."

Hearing such frank criticism, Lieutenant General Lawrence admired Ishiwara a little, because Ishiwara held this view when he was in London. He clearly believed that the main point for the British army now was to defend India and minimize losses. How could Britain at that time accept such a view? Even if someone really accepted it, they dared not say it.

Now Lieutenant General Lawrence did not feel regret either. After all, battlefield reality is not spoken, but fought out. Presumably, other British generals held the same view.

"General Ishiwara, do you still support withdrawing from Yangon now?" Lieutenant General Lawrence asked.

Ishiwara answered decisively, "I think withdrawing all troops from Burma immediately is the wisest choice at present."

Lieutenant General Lawrence thought for a moment, then asked someone to send a telegram to Lieutenant General Macbeth, "Agree that your unit decides on its own according to the current situation."
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Adjusting the troop arrangement of a war zone, or abandoning the entire Burma, was a very significant decision. Watching Lieutenant General Lawrence, Commander of the Anglo-Japanese Joint Forces, busy contacting London via telegram, Ishiwara sighed in his heart, but also felt that London might veto Lieutenant General Lawrence's decision.

The war situation was urgent at this time, and Ishiwara had no time to waste precious time on the British army. He began to communicate with the relevant departments in the Joint Forces about the Japanese army's troop deployment in the Chittagong area. Based on Ishiwara's understanding of strategy, if the British army could hold British India and effectively defeat the Chinese army's attack on India, it would be a strategic victory.

As a member of the Anglo-Japanese Alliance, the Japanese army had no reason to act as a fire brigade on the long border between Burma and India. As long as the Japanese army could withstand the Chinese army's attack in the Bay of Bengal area centered on Chittagong, it would have fully fulfilled its obligations as an ally.

In addition to completing operational and tactical support, Ishiwara did not mind giving strategic support to the Anglo-Japanese Joint Command. As for whether the British Command in India accepted it, or to what extent it accepted it, it was Britain's choice. Ishiwara felt that he had no reason to aim for winning this war, nor did he have a reason to aim for achieving a certain result.

Ishiwara believed that the British army would inevitably fail completely in Burma. The terrain of Burma was not suitable for large corps operations equipped with a large number of artillery. The light infantry adopted by the Republic National Defense Force was the most effective combat method in the Burma Theater with crisscrossing rivers and dense forests.

Lieutenant General Lawrence was also very clear about the situation in Burma. He did not blame the Yangon Command for the setbacks encountered, but requested London to increase rescue troops as soon as possible. This was retreating by advancing. The lords in London didn't care about the officers and soldiers on the front line at all; they cared about the public opinion backlash in the British mainland.

'If we want to hold Yangon, we need at least 50,000 British mainland troops. 200,000 Republic National Defense Force troops surrounded 3 British divisions. We need to invest at least 100,000 British Army troops to launch a relief operation. The number of British Army troops on the front line is only one division...'

Lieutenant General Lawrence skillfully explained the current situation to London. This was all true. Although Britain prepared to send a total of 500,000 British Army troops to fight in India, the current number of British Army troops in India was less than 150,000. Among the 150,000 Army troops, 60,000 were surrounded by China. British Army troops were needed to go to the rescue.

After these honest words were sent to London, London did not respond for the time being. Lieutenant General Lawrence felt that he didn't care anymore. Before setting off, he had explained to the War Office that what he had to do was to hold India. No matter how the group of people in the War Office hinted, Lieutenant General Lawrence stated, 'I can only hold India.'

The War Office did not reply immediately. Lieutenant General Lawrence knew that other generals must have received telegrams at this time, but he didn't care about this matter. Long before agreeing to accept this order, Lieutenant General Lawrence stated to the War Office that he could only ensure India. The Deputy Minister of War asking opposite asked: "What about Burma?"

Lieutenant General Lawrence replied: "May God save the UK."

After saying this, Lieutenant General Lawrence remembered that this was a variant of the 'God bless America' that the damn Yankees were used to. This was what Lieutenant General Lawrence learned from the Yankees when he commanded the American army in the last few months of the European War.

But Lieutenant General Lawrence did not regret it. If someone was willing to save India, let those people go. After all, in the eyes of those people, Burma was just a part of British India. In Lieutenant General Lawrence's view, Burma was just a buffer zone between Britain and French Indochina, and this buffer zone used to be a vassal state of China.

When London fell into silence, Lieutenant General Lawrence had no fear at all. If someone came to replace him, Lieutenant General Lawrence would not be surprised at all, nor would he have any resistance. After all, the gap between the views of those lords in London and reality was too large.

However, Lieutenant General Lawrence was wrong. When the War Office sent the latest news to British Prime Minister Baldwin, Prime Minister Baldwin did not open it immediately. Up to now, Prime Minister Baldwin felt tired.

The attitude of the He Rui government was not difficult to understand. If He Rui stopped at unifying China, Britain could isolate China with various reasons. But He Rui's current choice was to break the game directly and go to war with Britain. And He Rui's purpose was not to seize India, but to start negotiations with Britain.

Creating opportunities for negotiation before negotiation was originally Britain's forte, and it succeeded repeatedly. When the He Rui government adopted the same means to deal with Britain, Prime Minister Baldwin understood how aggrieved the leaders of countries oppressed by Britain with this method were back then.

For a moment, Prime Minister Baldwin felt selfish anger. From 1840 to now, 86 years had passed, and Britain had changed about 20 governments. Why did the results accumulated by the past 20 governments happen to be borne by the Baldwin government? Why couldn't this guy He Rui wait until the Baldwin government stepped down before launching military operations?

When Baldwin came to power, the goal was only to repay war loans for Britain, and he had no intention of invading China at all. But in the past 86 years, the Baldwin government, the only one that did not consider gaining benefits from China, had to shoulder the previous debts.

However, the British War Office did not understand Prime Minister Baldwin's mood at all. The Secretary of State for War continued to ask, "Your Excellency Prime Minister, please give instructions."

Hearing this, Baldwin was extremely unhappy in his heart. Even the War Office dared to force the Prime Minister, pushing the responsibility that the War Office should bear to Baldwin. But Baldwin fell into the War Office's trap. Now all Baldwin's orders would become the War Office's excuse, so Baldwin must not let the War Office get what they wanted and successfully pass the buck.

"This matter will be decided by the War Office." Prime Minister Baldwin ordered.

Politically speaking, a decision made by the War Office is equivalent to a decision made by Baldwin. But Baldwin had a power, which was to change the appointment of the Secretary of State for War. Since the War Office was unkind, don't blame Baldwin for being unjust.

The Secretary of State for War was very sensible. Hearing Prime Minister Baldwin's order, the Secretary of State for War immediately revealed the plan completely, "Your Excellency, there are still some troops that can be sent to Yangon. Although the Chinese Army has certain combat effectiveness, China has no navy, and Yangon can be held."

Baldwin snorted coldly, but was actually quite happy in his heart. The War Office showing weakness was a good opportunity for Baldwin. Baldwin asked, "Can the Army hold Yangon and India?"

"The War Office believes in General Lawrence's ability." The Secretary of State for War replied.

Baldwin sneered, "Hehe, then let's hope General Lawrence can be as judged by the War Office."

The Secretary of State for War knew that Prime Minister Baldwin was also passing the buck, but when the buck reached this point, there was no other choice but to accept it forcefully. So the Secretary of State for War said, "Your Excellency Prime Minister, we believe that Yangon is indeed a target that must be defended."
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The three British infantry divisions besieged 50 kilometers north of Yangon all received a telegram from Lieutenant General Macbeth of the Burma Command: 'Your unit break out as soon as possible.'

The three division commanders varied in age and personality. But after seeing the telegram, without exception, they threw the telegram directly on the ground. If they could break out, they would have broken out long ago; why would they need Lieutenant General Macbeth to babble nonsense?

Just then, the Chinese Air Force came again. After days of fighting, the Chinese Air Force had become unparalleled in arrogance. The planes strafed the ground frantically at a height of about 100 meters. The water seeping from the British trenches had passed the knees of the British officers and soldiers, but they could only hide in the muddy water in the trenches. This was already their safest hiding place.

While the Air Force raged, the light infantry of the Republic National Defense Force launched a ground attack on a broad front. Three-man combat teams crawled across the wet ground, approaching the British trenches. The maximum caliber of artillery equipped by the Republic National Defense Force was only 120mm, much lighter than the 150mm heavy artillery of the British army on the European battlefield. But the land of Lower Burma was not suitable for heavy armored troops, so Chinese light infantry carried 60mm mortars, and battalion-level troops were equipped with 75mm guns.

In contrast, the besieged British troops were also equipped with 100mm caliber artillery when they started to move north. But these artillery pieces had been destroyed by the Air Force of the Republic National Defense Force in the past few days. The remaining shells for the 75mm guns were basically exhausted in the past few days. So the frontline British troops had to retreat after being attacked early.

The firing rate of the Lee-Enfield rifle was inferior to the semi-automatic rifle of the Republic National Defense Force, but if the two sides just exchanged infantry fire, the British army would not be unable to resist. Even if they really ran out of bullets, the British army could still launch a bayonet charge.

However, the 60mm mortars of the Republic National Defense Force made the British army completely lose the ability to confront. Charging under bombardment was suicide. Waiting for shells in the trenches was waiting for death. The only way was to retreat after losing a certain number of troops, so as to save their lives.

In the division headquarters of the three British divisions, from the division commander and chief of staff to the staff officers, everyone knew very well the situation they faced. If this were not Burma but the British mainland, the British army would have to fight to the death. But the British army had done its best these days, and too many people had died in battle. They really couldn't find a reason for the whole army to be wiped out.

So Lieutenant General Macbeth of the Yangon Command soon received a telegram, "My unit is ready to break out. If the breakout fails, my unit considers surrendering."

Lieutenant General Macbeth only felt a big stone fall from his heart. As a commander, he could never order his subordinates to surrender. But as an experienced soldier, Lieutenant General Macbeth hoped that his subordinates could save themselves. Dispatching troops north this time was originally the intention of the British War Office. When the War Office issued the order, it was not because they seized a combat opportunity, but to retrieve political disadvantages and prevent the prosecution team sent by the Asian International Tribunal from confirming the evidence of the ANZAC Corps massacre. Such an idea is not difficult to understand, but after paying such a big price, not only was the goal not achieved, but more was lost.

Lieutenant General Macbeth was not particularly worried about the future of the surrendered troops. The British army did not participate in the ANZAC Corps massacre, and the prosecution team of the Asian International Tribunal and a large number of reporters were nearby. Presumably, the British army would not be massacred after surrendering.

Since the Republic government set up the Asian Tribunal, presumably they would also abide by the Vienna Convention [Note: Likely refers to international norms/Hague Conventions at the time] and give humanitarian treatment to the surrendered British army... Lieutenant General Macbeth, accustomed to battlefield atrocities, expected things to turn out this way.

After temporarily solving the besieged matter, Lieutenant General Macbeth began to consider his own affairs. Yangon probably couldn't be held, but even if retreating, Lieutenant General Macbeth prepared to be the last one to leave Yangon.

On March 10, the three British infantry divisions sent personnel to the Republic National Defense Force to contact regarding surrender matters. The contact parties were two colonels from both armies. After listening to the British attitude, the National Defense Force colonel looked calm, "Since our government has not established diplomatic relations, we can only treat your army according to China's prisoner policy at this stage."

The British colonel was very unhappy in his heart; this was a naked threat. But the British colonel still asked calmly, "Can you let us know about your army's prisoner policy?"

"For surrendered troops, we will retain their personal belongings, but we will not recognize items looted by illegal means. For surrendered officers and soldiers, we will allow them to retain their military ranks. And enjoy personal safety and personal dignity."

After listening, the British colonel felt that wasn't this the content of the Vienna Convention? Moreover, in terms of retaining personal belongings, China's prisoner policy seemed more lenient.

After another exchange, the two sides ended the meeting. On March 11, three British infantry divisions announced their surrender.

At this time, reporters from various countries had gathered near the battlefield. The commanders of the British troops who learned the news felt much more relaxed. A civilized country would not do inhumane things in the presence of reporters from various countries.

The surrender ceremony was simple and brisk. The British army handed over the military flag to the Chinese army, and the division commanders then handed over their swords to the Chinese army receiving the surrender. Most of the reporters present were in high spirits, taking photos and filming this precious scene with cameras and video cameras.

After receiving the swords of the British division commanders, the Chinese major generals receiving the surrender handed them to the guards beside them. Immediately, they pulled out the military daggers carried by individuals and gave them to the British division commanders as return gifts.

Although the British reporters in the reporter group felt the shame of defeat, they were also moved by the politeness of the Chinese army. Among more reporters, French reporters gloated, while reporters from former Central Powers such as Germany and Austria involuntarily substituted themselves into the Chinese army. If the loser of the European War was Britain...

After the surrender ceremony, reporters went to the specific surrendered troops for interviews. The British army had been in a state of combat and had no time to implement looting. So after the British army handed over weapons, the search by the National Defense Force was only to ensure that the prisoners did not hide weapons on them.

As for other items carried by individuals, they were not taken away. Even if it was found during the search that a very small number of people carried several pocket watches, the National Defense Force did not interrogate such abnormal things specially. Instead, they let the prisoners follow their original units to the POW camp.

On the second day of the surrender ceremony, Admiral Zhong Yifu, Commander of the Burma Theater, arrived at the front line. Before the plane landed, Admiral Zhong Yifu had already seen through the porthole that the outside of the airport was full of people. Even from a long distance, Zhong Yifu could still vaguely distinguish the cameras and video cameras carried by those people. Before setting off, Zhong Yifu had asked the National Defense Force to release the news. Seeing so many reporters waiting outside the airport, Zhong Yifu felt that his hard trip was worth it.

When the plane landed on the runway and stopped steadily, Zhong Yifu walked off the plane, and reporters from various countries swarmed up. Requesting Zhong Yifu to accept an interview. The National Defense Force press spokesman shouted loudly, "Quiet! Please be quiet!"

When the reporters were no longer noisy, the press spokesman said, "We can hold a brief press conference at the airport."

As soon as the voice fell, the reporters shouted, 'I am a reporter from the New York Times!', 'I am a reporter from Le Figaro!', 'I am a reporter from the Hungarian Free Press!'...

The press spokesman knew who the reporters were. He first pointed to the reporter from the French *Le Figaro*. The reporter immediately asked, "General Zhong, what are your thoughts on the victory of this campaign?"

Zhong Yifu took the microphone and said in a steady voice, "The outbreak of this campaign is unreasonable from a military perspective, but has its reasons from a political perspective. The purpose of the British army's offensive was to prevent the prosecution team of the Asian International Tribunal from investigating the ANZAC Corps massacre. My thoughts on this campaign lie not in the outcome of the campaign, but in the improvement of Britain's civilization level. If it were before, the British army's attitude towards massacre was: I massacre, I am right. Because of the backwardness of British civilization, they claimed that massacre is a means of promoting civilization, massacre is right, massacre is advanced, glorious, and great. Now, Britain has begun to try to stop the investigation of the massacre, proving that the British government finally understands that massacre is barbaric and evil. It is shameful."

Reporters from France and former Central Powers countries burst into laughter, while British reporters looked indignant.

Zhong Yifu looked calm because he had long prepared how to answer these questions. So after the reporters finished laughing, Zhong Yifu pressed down his hands to silence the reporters. "Reporters, I am not mocking Britain. Because in the early days of human civilization, massacre was a very common thing. As an ancient civilization, China has had many historical records in thousands of years of history. Precisely because Chinese civilization developed earlier, China also got rid of the stage of barbarism and ignorance earlier, realizing that any massacre is wrong. And passed down this cognition and judgment standard for thousands of years. If this campaign can make China's understanding of civilization more deeply rooted in the hearts of the people, it is also a positive effect brought by the unfortunate war."

The press spokesman then pointed to the reporter from the *Hungarian Free Press*. The Hungarian reporter asked excitedly, "Your Excellency General, will this campaign affect the operation of the Asian International Tribunal? That is to say, will the captured British army be tried by the Asian International Tribunal?"

"I have been engaged in military command work and don't know much about the Asian International Tribunal. From the scope of my responsibility and authority, the war between us and the British army is just a war. At least up to this stage, we have not found any actions by the British army against civilians outside of acts of war, so British prisoners of war will not be tried by the Asian International Tribunal."

The press spokesman then pointed to the reporter from *The Times*. With the questions from previous reporters, the *Times* reporter asked, "General, now the Chinese army occupies part of British India. I know this part of the land was once part of the Kingdom of Burma, a vassal state of China. How will the Chinese government deal with the land of the former vassal state Burma?"

Zhong Yifu's face became serious. "When China established relations with the Burma region, the ones ruling Britain were still Romans."

Hearing this, among the reporters, especially French reporters laughed out loud.

Zhong Yifu continued, "The stable relationship between China and Burma has been maintained for thousands of years, so the Chinese government will handle the relationship between China and Burma based on the traditional stable relationship in history."

The *Times* reporter immediately pursued, "Do you mean that China will let Burma re-establish a state?"

Zhong Yifu answered decisively, "How to deal with the Burma issue is the work of the Chinese government. As a soldier, I completely obey the government's decision."
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After the press conference of Burma Theater Commander Zhong Yifu ended, reporters from various countries immediately began to write articles and sent them back to their affiliated newspapers as soon as possible. Various newspapers published different reports according to the needs of their target audience.

The readers of *The Times* wanted to see in-depth analysis, so *The Times* published a report related to traditional Sino-Burmese historical relations. In the report, the British reporter wrote, '...In the past thousands of years, China built the Celestial Empire Tributary System. Unlike the colonial system based on economic ties and the treaty system based on common enemies, the foundation of the Celestial Empire Tributary System is cultural cognition.

As the core of the entire tributary system, China is located at the political and cultural center. The vassal states recognize the leadership of the Chinese government in culture and morality. Correspondingly, when these countries face external military invasion, the Chinese government has the obligation to send troops to help based on culture and morality.

Since the Celestial Empire Tributary System is not based on economics, vassal states have full independence in the economic field...

After the war, Burma may restore its statehood. But this only returns Burma to the norm of nearly 2,000 years of history.'

Professional knowledge comments satisfy readers' evaluation of professional knowledge, while professional emotional incitement satisfies readers' emotional needs. Newspapers targeting populism claimed that China was trying to retake its own vassal states. Newspapers targeting entertainment focused on various gossip news and mockery of unfriendly countries.

On March 12, 1926, the 208 Large Lecture Hall of the University of Berlin was packed. The lecturing professor was Karl Haushofer, Doctor of Geography, Geology, and History from the University of Munich, Professor of Geography and Military Science at the University of Munich, Visiting Professor at the University of Berlin, Geopolitics Master, and former Major General of the Bavarian Army of the German Empire.

After the end of the European War, Professor Karl Haushofer was invited to teach geopolitics at the Army College and Northeast University in the Northeast. With the rise of He Rui, Professor Karl Haushofer's fame rose, and he was considered the top master of geopolitics in Europe.

After the outbreak of the Sino-British War, Professor Karl Haushofer toured famous German universities to give lectures, and every class was extremely popular. At this time, students, teachers of the University of Berlin, and German officials interested in the Sino-British War held their breath and listened to Professor Haushofer's course.

"...The reason for the outbreak of the Sino-British War is not that China is trying to retake its sphere of influence. From a political and economic perspective, China does not need to expand its sphere of influence at this stage. But this war broke out, and we need to understand the reason for this war from a geopolitical perspective.

From a historical perspective, British expansion broke China's dominance in East Asia, causing China to lose its sovereignty. The He Rui government unified China and restored complete sovereignty domestically. However, this did not change the geopolitical threat China faced.

Britain's specific interests in China do not come from the normal economic and trade activities of British merchants in China, but from the privileges seized through war and the excess profits brought by privileges. Once the He Rui regime is recognized, no government can account to the public, so they cannot recognize the He Rui government.

But this is not a geopolitical threat. The threat at the geopolitical level lies in the fact that as the leader of the East Asian region, Britain can impose economic blockades and security threats on China through various alliances. If He Rui cannot break Britain's dominance in the Far East, other countries will think China is an unsafe country and give up recognizing China. China will be continuously isolated.

Clausewitz believed that war is the continuation of politics. In order to solve the geopolitical dilemma faced, the He Rui government can only force the British government to negotiate with the Chinese government, thereby solving the geopolitical dilemma currently faced by China.

This is the reason for the outbreak of the Sino-British War."

Hearing this, the listeners in the classroom sighed. In the past few months, the Sino-British War was the most watched major event internationally. From the beginning of the war, various news and comments occupied a considerable space in newspapers. Since the establishment of the Asian International Tribunal preparing to try the ANZAC Corps for the massacre in Burma, the military and political struggle between China and Britain had become a gimmick for many newspapers to attract readers.

The views in those newspapers were strange and varied. But listening to Professor Haushofer's course, the people in the classroom truly felt the clouds parting to see the sun. This distant yet not distant war, which seemed to have little to do with Germany but had a profound relationship, began to present a relatively clear context.

"By winning the campaign in Burma, the He Rui government can make the British government understand that if it does not negotiate peace with the He Rui government, Britain may lose India. Once India is lost, the British Empire will become an ordinary European power, and not the strongest one. Losing India or accepting China's geopolitical security needs, I think Britain will choose to ensure India.

From now on, China is trying hard to make Britain fully understand this matter. Now there is a good opportunity to serve as a judgment standard. Britain already knows very well at this time that it cannot hold Yangon with its own strength, so the Republic National Defense Force will not seize Yangon at this time but will begin to carry out aggressive propaganda. Based on my contact with Your Excellency He Rui, I think he is a very excellent master of geopolitics. He has outstanding abilities in choosing strategic goals and how to end wars."

Everyone in the classroom could understand the Sino-British War from the perspective of geopolitics but could not imagine the specific execution steps. Professor Haushofer did not expect university students to have strategic implementation capabilities, so he skipped this question. However, Professor Haushofer intuitively believed that He Rui already possessed the ability to execute great power strategies when he studied at the Japanese Army War College.

The course was not complicated. When it came to the Q&A session, the students of the University of Berlin, as Professor Haushofer expected, raised the question, "Why did the British government fail to respond earlier?"

Professor Haushofer replied, "Geopolitics is based on reality, but the British government's ability to understand reality has not reached the level of Your Excellency He Rui. So the British government focuses on shallow realistic interests, not deep geopolitical strategies. This is not a war between equals, but a war dominated and launched by a strategic master. The sense of incongruity you feel is based on the gap in strategic capabilities between the two sides. If the Manchu Qing government, the Yuan Shikai government, or the Duan Qirui government were in power now, you would see another incongruous situation. The reason for that incongruous situation is that the British government's strategic capability is far superior to the Chinese government."

Speaking of this, Professor Haushofer tapped the blackboard and wrote a sentence on it: 'An era where top geopolitical masters compete on the same field is extremely rare.'

After writing, Professor Haushofer emphasized to the students again, "Geopolitics is a discipline that studies the objective world. Anyone who wants to engage in such research must maintain an objective and rational materialist attitude. Remember not to make it utilitarian, treating geopolitics as a tool to realize personal ambitions. Once separated from the materialist perspective, all geopolitical conclusions drawn will be wrong, at least vague and ambiguous."

However, Professor Haushofer did not expect these young students to truly understand this. Among the people he had met, only He Rui could do this. Moreover, He Rui himself also possessed an advantage that others did not possess: China is a large country with a long history of civilization. As long as he seized political power in China, he would naturally become a huge force capable of influencing the world.

In today's world, countries with such endowments can be counted on two hands. Unfortunately, although Germany is a major power in Western Europe, there is still a considerable distance from such a natural great power. To bridge this gap, one can only rely on a strong leader with geopolitical vision to become the German leader.

The current German Weimar government has absolutely no possibility worth looking forward to. This was also the reason why Professor Haushofer lectured, ran magazines, and explained geopolitics to students and the general German public. If there is no hope in the upper class, one can only hope that someone who understands geopolitics will emerge from the lower-class German people to lead Germany out of the current predicament.
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British prisoners of war marched towards the POW camp under the photographs of a large number of reporters. Some reporters went north with the POW team, while others went south to Yangon. Originally, one could take the railway to Yangon, but now the railway section to Yangon was suspended due to the war. Reporters found a local traditional means of transportation, a light small bamboo sedan chair carried by two people—a litter. Carried by locals, they went straight to Yangon.

On March 13, the garrison in Yangon was in a state of panic. Although there was still a British brigade and more than 20,000 British Indian troops here, capable of resisting for a few days. However, none of the defenders wanted to fight to the death here. If it weren't for Commander Lieutenant General Macbeth not giving an order to evacuate, the defenders would probably have run away.

Lieutenant General Macbeth received reporters in the headquarters. Unlike those subordinates with anxiety in their expressions, Lieutenant General Macbeth looked quite calm. Hearing the reporters ask, "General, what do you think of the possible Battle of Yangon?"

Lieutenant General Macbeth waved his hand and answered decisively, "We are ready for battle. This is Yangon, and also the Verdun Fortress of the East!"

Verdun was a famous battlefield during the European War, also known as the 'Verdun Meat Grinder.' The Verdun Fortress never fell under the fierce attack of the German army. Lieutenant General Macbeth called Yangon the Verdun Fortress, and the reporters felt from the literal meaning that Lieutenant General Macbeth wanted to live and die with Yangon.

The reporters who came this time had stayed in China for at least a few months and had some familiarity with the Chinese army, believing that the Chinese army would not kill innocents indiscriminately. So they waited in Yangon to interview the siege.

Waiting from March 13 to March 15, big news came. He Rui held a press conference in the Chinese capital. At the press conference, a reporter asked He Rui about his opinion on Lieutenant General Macbeth. He Rui waved his hand, "I haven't heard of this person. This time, at the request of the traditional friendly country Burma, we sent troops to suppress bandits. The British bandit gang resisted stubbornly and was annihilated one by one by our army. If the British bandit gang continues to entrench on Burmese land, we will uphold the attitude of eliminating evil thoroughly and destroy them all. In addition to destroying the British bandit gang in Burma, we will also destroy the British bandit gang in India, and restore the Mughal Empire, Maratha Kingdom, and Dravidian Kingdoms of India! This day will definitely come, and I am very confident about it!"

As soon as these words came out, the news effect exploded. The next day, *Le Figaro* published the news with the headline "India, the Next Burma?".

As for British newspapers, they were even more uncompromising: "China Declares to March into New Delhi", "War Escalates, Battle Sweeping South Asia May Erupt".

No matter how dangerous the newspapers said the war situation was, the war in reality did not break out. On March 18, the captured British troops had been sent into China.

On March 24, after the Chinese army entering the West Bengal region of India struck the local British colonial government, police stations, and tax system, they began to withdraw with the captured British, Indian upper class, and 'Zamindar landlords' responsible for local tax collection in India, returning to the Assam region.

On March 27, the Chinese army withdrew from the West Bengal region.

On March 28, the prosecution team of the Asian International Tribunal ended the on-site evidence collection and announced their departure from the evidence collection area north of Yangon, returning to Shanghai.

On March 31, the prosecution team of the Asian International Tribunal entered China.

On the same day, Lieutenant General Macbeth drank black tea leisurely in the headquarters in Yangon. According to reconnaissance, when the prosecution team of the Asian International Tribunal completely left the evidence collection area, the Chinese army also began to move north. The evidence collection area was located within 50-100 kilometers north of Yangon. That is to say, compared with half a month ago, the distance between the Chinese and British armies changed from 50 kilometers to 100 kilometers. Yangon was temporarily safe.

On April 1, the new Soviet Ambassador to China Molotov arrived in the Chinese capital. The next day, according to the process, Molotov went to the National Assembly Hall to present his credentials to the President of the Republic He Rui.

Presenting credentials is a diplomatic activity. When a head of state wants to appoint or recall a diplomatic representative stationed in a foreign country, he must notify the head of state of the receiving country in writing. This document is called credentials.

Credentials are the official documents sent by the head of state to the head of state of the receiving country when a country sends or recalls an ambassador or minister. It is divided into credentials of dispatch and credentials of recall. Credentials of recall are generally submitted together when the new ambassador or minister presents credentials of dispatch. Diplomatic envoys can generally perform their duties officially only after presenting credentials.

Molotov was born in 1890, the same year as He Rui. Not only that, Molotov became the Secretary of the Central Committee of the AUCP(B) at the age of less than 30, and was a loyal comrade of Comrade Stalin. Sending him to China as an ambassador had a profound meaning.

After presenting credentials, as one of the only two countries that formally recognized China at this time, He Rui invited Molotov to have a meal together. If it were a formal occasion, He Rui and Molotov could only talk about official business. As a private banquet, although the two also talked about official business, they could be completely open.

Both were 36 years old this year, which was somewhat cordial. Molotov said frankly at the beginning, "Chairman He, some articles in *Red Star* and *Labor* do not represent the views of the Central Committee of the CPSU."

He Rui nodded slightly but said nothing. *Red Star* defined the Sino-British war as 'a dog-eat-dog war of imperialism.' Although many committee members in the CPSU certainly thought so, this did not represent the collective view of the Central Committee of the CPSU. If the Central Committee of the CPSU expressed its position directly and offended the He Rui government, it would damage the interests of the Soviet Union.

*Red Star* wrote such articles not for He Rui to read, but for the Comintern to read. As the leading core of the Comintern, if the Soviet Union did not publish the views of the Comintern, it would be equivalent to not doing proper business.

How to choose and how to communicate is a very skillful job. Since Molotov brought the message personally, it was considered to show Comrade Stalin's attitude, and it was also an explanation to He Rui.

Afterwards, the two chatted while eating, and talked about the domestic economic construction of China and the Soviet Union. Agricultural problems had plagued the AUCP(B) since the Red Army era. Molotov himself was in charge of diplomacy and did not manage agricultural problems. However, Comrade Stalin had his own views on China's land reform, so Molotov naturally wanted to ask He Rui for advice.

"The biggest problem of China's agriculture is insufficient land per capita. A family of four with one hectare of land is considered a very good family. Many people and little land is the biggest contradiction in Chinese agriculture. But China has a large population, which leads to the advantage of smooth sales channels for agricultural products. The per capita land in the Soviet Union is one hectare. In Russia, it is not uncommon for a farmer to own 5 hectares of land. Farmers having a lot of land is the advantage of the Soviet Union. But because of the small population, lack of sales channels, and excessively low grain prices, these are the characteristics of Soviet agriculture."

Even if Molotov didn't understand agriculture, he agreed with this dialectical materialist view and couldn't help nodding slightly.

"Through land reform, our country averaged land use rights, realized sufficient assets, and solved the rural debt problem. Now we are transforming part of the rural population into an industrialized population through intensive breeding and developing China's small commodity economy. This will reduce the number of Chinese agricultural population, and the increase in industrial population will increase the demand for agricultural products, which in turn promotes agricultural production efficiency."

"Many people think China is a capitalist country, not a socialist country." Molotov did not hide it either. So far, the Soviet Union's evaluation of He Rui himself believed that He Rui was magnanimous and would not avoid problems.

"Market economy and capitalist country are not the same thing. China chooses to develop the economy through a market economy. With China's industrial development, China will become an industrial country within the next 30 years. After entering the industrial age, even if the small commodity economy does not completely disappear, it will at least become insignificant in China's economic structure. Due to social development, the proportion of state-owned economy, collective economy, and public economy in the national economy will also undergo huge changes."

Molotov was a bit unsure how to answer due to He Rui's bearing. As a politician, one must aim to solve immediate problems first. In this regard, whether it was Comrade Stalin or Comrade Trotsky, it was the same.

He Rui's attitude towards the future, especially the smooth and natural attitude when He Rui talked about things in the next 30 years. If it were in the CPSU, it would be considered very unserious.

But Molotov had absolutely no intention of underestimating He Rui, because He Rui's achievements so far were enough to prove that he had strong ability to solve short-term problems. This was not an ability that people with high ambitions but low abilities could possess. So Molotov asked, "If I want to ask Chairman He to make some suggestions for Soviet agriculture, what are your views?"

"The Soviet Union is carrying out industrial construction, and the appearance of the price scissors between industrial and agricultural products is inevitable. If the Soviet Union can build an intensive breeding industry based on local agricultural output and increase the purchase price of feed, farmers' income will increase, and their production enthusiasm will also increase a little. However, intensive breeding has high risks, large investments, and requires many supporting technologies. Also, there are issues like meat storage equipment and refrigerated transportation. The temperature in the Soviet Union is relatively low, and cold storage etc. require much shorter time annually than in China. In this regard, there are some advantages."

Molotov was stunned. He could hear some expert flavor from He Rui's words. But this answer exceeded the Soviet agricultural economic policy. Judging from now, it had no reference significance. However, Molotov also rated He Rui a little higher because of this, so he asked, "Chairman He, if *Pravda* invites you to publish some articles in it, I wonder if Chairman He is willing to accept the invitation?"

He Rui would not refuse anything that could expand China's influence. Even knowing that the articles published in Soviet newspapers were more of a diplomatic gesture by the Soviet Union, He Rui accepted readily.
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There is a small hill called Chiltern southeast of Aylesbury, Buckinghamshire, England. At the foot of the hill stands a historic building. This building has been built since the 16th century, but the exact year is not accurately recorded. The name of this building is Chequers.

On April 2, the current owner of Chequers, British Prime Minister Baldwin, was standing with his hands behind his back in the small garden in front of this Gothic building, looking at the lush flowers and plants. Since March 28, Prime Minister Baldwin had been vacationing in this manor 41 miles from Downing Street.

After four days of rest, his depressed mood had calmed down a lot. Prime Minister Baldwin even had the leisure to look at the budding flower buds, enjoying the breeze and quietness.

However, when he looked up to gaze at the sky, Prime Minister Baldwin saw a car speeding towards him on the country road in the distance. Instantly, the Prime Minister's mood became terrible again.

Sitting in the car was the British Foreign Secretary. Unlike the Prime Minister who had begun to tire of politics, the Foreign Secretary was in a good mood. Compared with the terrible situation before, the diplomatic pressure was much less. So when going to the Prime Minister's private manor Chequers, the Foreign Secretary also wanted to hand over this matter quickly, and then temporarily withdraw from the damn Sino-British war to solve other diplomatic problems.

When the manor appeared in sight, the Foreign Secretary thought of the most famous room in Chequers. Who the original builder of Chequers was, like the construction time, has no precise information. Moreover, this manor changed hands several times. In 1917, Sir Arthur Lee donated this ancient manor to the British government. Since 1921, it has served as the official country estate of Britain and the private villa of the Prime Minister.

Chequers truly won its place in British history after it became the prison of Lady Mary Grey, the great-granddaughter of Henry VIII. Upon learning that Mary Grey married without family permission, Queen Elizabeth I personally ordered her imprisonment there. The room where Mary Grey was imprisoned has been kept as it was.

The current Prime Minister Baldwin was imprisoned by the Sino-British war like Mary Grey. As the Foreign Secretary of the Baldwin government, he hoped to solve this matter at least within his term, rather than leaving a bad name for accomplishing nothing.

The car stopped at the gate of Chequers. The Foreign Secretary took a document to Prime Minister Baldwin. He thought the Prime Minister would return to the manor, but unexpectedly, the Prime Minister pulled a simple chair and sat outside to read the document.

Regarding Prime Minister Baldwin's response to this war, the internal evaluation of the Foreign Office was 'okay.' At least, after He Rui made the statement of 'annihilating the British bandits in Burma and restoring the traditional kingdoms in Indian history' at the press conference, Prime Minister Baldwin immediately accepted the suggestion of the British Foreign Office and made a tit-for-tat response: 'Britain will definitely destroy the He Rui government and choose a reliable new government for the Chinese people.'

In the rich diplomatic experience of the British Foreign Office, if He Rui just simply talked tough, or the Republic National Defense Force simply retreated, it wouldn't show anything. After talking big and then retreating troops, diplomatically, this was an 'explicit hint' seeking détente and negotiation.

At least that group of diplomatic masters would use this method to 'communicate.' If the other party did not make a corresponding response but used the retreat of one side to press step by step, it would be regarded as having no intention of compromise, and the war would continue. If the other party did nothing, it would be considered not wanting to accept détente and not wanting to negotiate, and the other party would continue to adopt means to force the war towards negotiation.

The Foreign Secretary could not make decisions for Prime Minister Baldwin, but seeing that Prime Minister Baldwin did not seek the House of Commons to pass larger-scale military expenditures, the Foreign Secretary knew that Prime Minister Baldwin no longer wanted to fight. Since the Prime Minister had a tendency to make peace, and the Foreign Office also believed that this war was indeed meaningless, the Foreign Office naturally completed its work of promoting peace.

Prime Minister Baldwin didn't think about how the Foreign Office viewed him. After reading the information of several people on the document, Prime Minister Baldwin relatively approved of Jackson Martini on the first page.

Jackson Martini, Morrison's classmate, currently Professor of Surgery at the University of Edinburgh Medical School. His father was a British official, and his mother came from a noble family. Professor Jackson came from a reliable background and a wealthy family. The qualities required for the medical profession, as well as the evaluation obtained from archives and investigations, all indicated that this person was very steady and knew that some things should not be said indiscriminately.

Of course, the British side would not bet all chips on a private visit. Jackson Martini was just one of many auxiliary personnel. What was truly important was the meeting of official personnel between China and Britain in the future. The British Foreign Secretary knew very well that at this time, neither Britain nor China could, nor should, communicate through official channels. Any communication at present meant showing weakness, meaning occupying an inferior position in future negotiations. Since they couldn't fight anymore, they had to prepare for negotiations.

Prime Minister Baldwin asked the Foreign Secretary, "Has He Rui sent anyone?"

"Not for the time being," the Foreign Secretary replied.

This answer disappointed Prime Minister Baldwin, but these diplomatic contents were trivial matters compared to the British Empire. Prime Minister Baldwin firmly believed that Britain's work for a long time in the future lay in developing the economy and repaying the debts incurred during the European War. If it weren't for the shameless attack by the He Rui government, Prime Minister Baldwin should have fully implemented the program he proposed in the election campaign.

But the war must end. Baldwin handed the document to the Foreign Secretary, "Go do it."

After receiving the order to leave, the Foreign Secretary just bowed slightly and walked towards the car. When sitting in the car, the Foreign Secretary looked at Prime Minister Baldwin sitting by the small garden of the manor, seeing his solemn and thin body looking like a withered old tree. Withdrawing his gaze, the Foreign Secretary didn't want to stay any longer and ordered the driver to return to Downing Street as soon as possible.

At 7:00 AM on April 4, all students of the University of Edinburgh Medical School sat in the classroom. The school had long known that young students originally planned to skip class on a large scale and go to places with radios to listen to the BBC broadcast program. The British Broadcasting Corporation (BBC) set up a special radio communication system this time to broadcast live news from Shanghai, half a world away, to Britain immediately.

The University of Edinburgh is the highest institution of learning in Scotland. When alumnus Morrison became the Minister of Commerce of the He Rui government, the University of Edinburgh's interest in China increased a lot. Especially after the outbreak of the Sino-British War, the University of Edinburgh had become the center of China studies in Scotland.

On April 4, the prosecution team of the Asian International Tribunal decided whether to prosecute the ANZAC Corps. The students of the University of Edinburgh would rather skip class to hear the news immediately. Not only students but teachers were equally concerned. The school simply notified teachers and students that the radio in the classroom would be turned on simultaneously to broadcast BBC news.

Sure enough, as expected by the school board, students who originally submitted leave requests all appeared in the classroom. All teachers and students sat in their seats, with no one absent or skipping class.

With a burst of short and powerful music, the voice of the BBC announcer came from the radio, "Ladies and gentlemen, welcome to listen to the BBC program. It is now 7:00 AM British time, and 15:00 PM China time. Our reporter is interviewing at the Asian International Tribunal. Starting from 9:00 AM China time on April 2, the prosecution team began to present the investigation results to the Hearing Committee of the International Tribunal and decide whether to file a lawsuit. Now, all presentations have ended. A total of 504 members of the prosecution team and the Hearing Committee are voting, and the results will be obtained soon."

Hearing this news, students at the University of Edinburgh began to discuss in low voices. This matter had been publicized for so long. Even though the reports in British newspapers were very conservative and implicit, the reports in other European newspapers were enthusiastic. The 60,000 ANZAC troops massacred more than 40,000 local Burmese, almost one life per person. Even British newspapers could only 'question the specific numbers' of this fact, but never denied whether a massacre occurred.

Although university students supported Britain in their hearts, they did not think that the ANZAC Corps 'killed well, killed wonderfully, should sing praises for the ANZAC Corps massacre, reward everyone with medals, and erect monuments.' Influenced by British media propaganda, university students believed that Britain had judicial jurisdiction over the ANZAC Corps, and this army should be sent to Britain to be tried by British courts, rather than by the 'Asian International Tribunal.'

But with the situation as it was, university students could only wait for the result. After all, the process of the Asian International Tribunal also conformed to judicial principles. Some university students hoped in their hearts that the prosecution team and Hearing Committee dominated by Europeans would decide not to prosecute this case. Students with this idea told their expectations to the classmates around them. The classmates who heard this just sighed softly. In fact, everyone knew that saying this was the same as not saying it. Anyone with a little sense of justice knew that not prosecuting was impossible and unreasonable.

Professor Jackson Martini and other teachers sat in the small conference room listening to the radio. Adults' moods were more complicated. Everyone considered good and evil less, and more felt unhappy about the humiliation Britain suffered. In the past nearly 100 years, Britain had implemented countless massacres globally. Every massacre was not tried, so that although British locals also felt massacre was wrong, it was just that. Those in Britain who publicly declared opposition to massacres would be regarded as disloyal to the country and persecuted.

Now, the situation has changed greatly, and Britain has to pay the price for the massacre. This price is not just simple blood revenge, but being liquidated in the name of civilization and justice after international trial. This makes British people have to think of a possibility: since the current massacre is liquidated, will previous massacres be liquidated?

Just then, the announcer's voice, which was introducing the composition of the prosecution team and the Hearing Committee members, changed. He interrupted the introduction and said loudly, "Ladies and gentlemen, the voting results are out! 502 votes in favor, 2 abstentions. The prosecution has been passed!"

Sighs echoed in the classroom and corridor. The situation that university students did not expect to see appeared. Suddenly, a fierce shout came from the corridor, "This vote must have been rigged!" That voice was 40% anger, and the other 60% was basically despair.
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At 12:00 PM on April 4, in Budapest, the capital of Hungary, newspaper extras were being sold at various newsstands, and Hungarian people bought them one after another. In addition to the news that the Asian International Tribunal's Prosecutor Team and the Hearing Committee jointly voted to pass the prosecution application, the extra also featured the name of Professor Bakó Ferenc of the Law School of the University of Budapest, Hungary.

Professor Bakó Ferenc was one of the seven Chief Judges of the Asian International Tribunal. The extra directly called Professor Bakó Ferenc a Hungarian national hero. After the end of the European War, as a defeated country, Hungary was forced to accept the *Treaty of Trianon*. More than 70% of its territory was carved up, and its population plummeted from more than 20 million to more than 6 million.

Hungary had no intention of joining the European War and thought it could muddle through by soy-saucing [staying on the sidelines]. Unexpectedly, it suffered such losses after the war, so it naturally hated the Allied Powers incomparably. Now Hungary joined the Asian International Tribunal and was qualified to try the massacre case of the ANZAC Corps. At this time, the prosecution request was passed, and the emotions of the Hungarian people were greatly vented.

Although Hungary constantly mixed blood with local Europeans, the naming method of this country was the same as that of Asia, with the surname first. Since China's rejuvenation, coupled with the shock caused by the Asian International Tribunal in Europe like huge waves, Hungary's enthusiasm for its own history had risen even more. The Hungarian government had decided to establish diplomatic relations with China. With the superposition of several factors, the pro-China atmosphere in Hungary reached an unprecedented level. Under the ceaseless propaganda of the media, Professor Bakó Ferenc had become a national hero in the hearts of the Hungarian people.

Standing on the side of human civilization and justice to try the evil Britain, if such a person is not a Hungarian national hero, who can be called a national hero?

In Paris, France, joyful people almost went to the streets to parade. French newspapers had long forgotten that the view 'Anglos don't thank France' was first proposed by China. This view had long become a common view in France. The British, who should have suffered divine punishment long ago, finally had to face their retribution. The joy of the French people was beyond words. Beside the open-air tables and chairs of French roadside cafes, French people were full of confidence in practicing human civilization and justice. Everyone discussed, sipped, and laughed.

Moreover, the British Broadcasting Corporation (BBC) could broadcast news live at the fastest speed. The French *Le Figaro*, together with the French media, also completed the same work. The latest news from French reporters in China came from the radio. In addition to the prosecution being passed, more new news followed.

On April 6, all members participating in the Asian International Tribunal were about to take an oath. After the oath, the Asian International Tribunal was about to begin its work. The damn British would accept the trial of civilization and justice.

The economic conditions of Italy, Germany, and Austria were average, so the governments of the three countries chose to inspire national emotions by publicizing the effective work of their own legal experts, coroners, and criminal investigators. According to the tradition of European civilization, defeat means moral backwardness. Nothing is more moral work than standing on the winner's side to judge the loser.

What's more, standing at the height of civilization and justice to judge massacres against civilians, although somewhat inconsistent with the tradition of European civilization. But opposing massacre, after all, belongs to a relatively recognizable moral category. The governments of the three countries also decided to seize this opportunity to increase government support in the country.

Even in Japan, the Japanese government hurriedly sent a 'Special Kempeitai' to British India to ensure that the Japanese army did not do anything out of line. Lieutenant General Ishiwara Kanji, who was eating with the Japanese Navy, snorted coldly after hearing this news, and said to Captain Yamamoto Isoroku, the commander of the Navy squadron of the British India Expeditionary Force, with a bit of drunkenness: "Brother Yamamoto, it is the Army that understands politics."

Lieutenant General Nagata Tetsuzan and Major General Okamura Yasuji couldn't help laughing after hearing this. The Navy officers of the Expeditionary Force hesitated to speak one by one. They all knew what Army 'idiots' meant. He Rui was the top student of the Japanese Army War College and had countless supporters in the Japanese Army. The so-called 'Army understands politics' actually meant He Rui understands politics.

Expeditionary Force Navy Fleet Commander Yamamoto Isoroku was forthright. After hearing this, he couldn't help laughing, "Haha, He-kun is indeed admirable. My Great Japanese Empire, accumulated for decades since Emperor Meiji, is actually not as high in international prestige as He-kun achieved in one year. Those wastes in the Ministry of Foreign Affairs should be demoted and fined!"

Hearing Yamamoto cleverly shift the spearhead to the Ministry of Foreign Affairs, the face of the Navy officers was maintained to a certain extent, and they also criticized the incompetence of the Ministry of Foreign Affairs a few words.

Nagata Tetsuzan could only sigh, "We are indeed inferior to He-kun's talent." This remark came from the heart. Nagata Tetsuzan knew very well that Britain was still the world hegemon and the biggest beneficiary of the Versailles system. But in the propaganda war, Britain was rubbed on the ground by China and actually had no power to fight back.

Okamura Yasuji followed, "He-kun's ability to seize opportunities is admirable."

Hearing this, Japanese Army and Navy officers nodded one after another. The Japanese army completely didn't expect the ANZAC Corps massacre in Burma before. Knowing their own family affairs, the Japanese army actually knew very well that in terms of civilization level, the Japanese army was not much better than the ANZAC Corps. But He Rui accurately grasped this opportunity, plus exquisite operation, directly stepped on the British head and stood on the moral high ground.

Now the powers of the world have committed atrocities no less than the ANZAC Corps in the colonies. If other powers engaged in this kind of international tribunal, it would only add to the laughingstock. It just happened that China restored its status as a power, and China had been repeatedly invaded by other countries before and belonged to the massacred side. This led to China being exceptionally innocent in this regard. Led by the He Rui government to lead the Asian International Tribunal, other countries couldn't find a reason to oppose it. It was really time and fate.

Just as everyone was sighing, Lieutenant General Ishiwara Kanji, Commander of the 15th Army of the Japanese Expeditionary Force in the Anglo-Japanese Joint Forces, said with a serious expression, "Gentlemen, with the current situation, Britain probably can't fight anymore. As long as Britain prepares to make peace with China, we may face the situation of being abandoned by Britain. I hope you all can be vigilant about this."

As soon as these words came out, the Japanese officers were all astonished. After a moment of silence, those officers with sharper minds understood that what Ishiwara said was not simple intimidation, but a calm prediction of reality. For a time, no Japanese officer dared to take over the conversation. They could only think silently in their hearts.

Okamura Yasuji looked at Nagata Tetsuzan and saw that Nagata looked calm, just falling into contemplation. This made Okamura Yasuji feel uneasy in his heart. Now the recognized 'Three Crows' in the Japanese Army were Nagata, Ishiwara, and Okamura. Okamura had been a Major General for four years. Because of his civilian background, Okamura never thought he could become a Marshal. As long as there were no problems, Okamura could become one of the Three Chiefs of the Army in the next ten years and retire as a General of the Army. For Okamura, this was the best military career he could think of.

However, if Ishiwara's prediction became reality, Okamura's future fate might change. And for Ishiwara's prediction, Okamura never dared not to take it seriously.

Just then, Ishiwara drained his glass of wine and said immediately, "The faster the Asian International Tribunal executes, the sooner this day will come. With He-kun's way of doing things, there will definitely be no delay."

As Ishiwara expected, on April 6, led by Professor Zhao Tianlin, Chairman of the Asian International Tribunal Committee, hundreds of selected executive personnel of the Asian International Tribunal took an oath in the Ministry of Justice building in Shanghai.

Among the observers, the most eye-catching was He Rui. Although other observers couldn't compare with He Rui, they were also famous figures. Republic Minister of Commerce Morrison, famous figures in the legal circles of various countries around the world, and presidents of famous Chinese universities. Even several famous people from the religious circle came. There were Taoists from Mount Qingcheng and Wudang Temple. The monks of Shaolin Temple, because they were targets of crackdown in land reform and defined as landlord bullies, were naturally not qualified to come. But the monks of White Horse Temple came, and famous monks from the Burma region also came.

In addition to Chinese religious figures, bishops from Hong Kong, archbishops from Germany and Hungary, and even the Vatican sent a cardinal at the request of the Italian government. Plus an Orthodox archbishop. In addition to legal experts, religious figures from Buddhism, Taoism, Catholicism, and Protestantism came to observe.

He Rui himself didn't like religious figures very much, but under the suggestions of Wu Youping, Zhao Tianlin, and Morrison, he still had to let this group of people appear. After all, in today's Europe, the moral influence represented by religion was great.

Zhao Tianlin walked to the front stage and took out the oath. 'I swear!' Professor Zhao Tianlin led the oath loudly facing the legal experts participating in the oath.

A group of legal experts followed and recited the oath, "I swear!"
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The oath-taking venue of the Asian International Tribunal was located in the newly built headquarters of the Asian International Tribunal. Due to limited time, a 4-story building was constructed using a reinforced concrete frame model based on the concept of 'sturdy, practical, and fast completion.'

The emblem of the Asian International Tribunal hung in the oath-taking hall. He Rui never felt any shame in borrowing other people's wisdom; the emblem adopted the United Nations emblem from another space-time.

A map of the world representing an azimuthal equidistant projection centered on the North Pole. The pattern is supported by a wreath of crossed gold olive branches, set against a light blue background with white water areas. The projection range of the map extends to 60 degrees south latitude, and the latitude lines consist of five concentric circles.

Every oath-taker, as well as observers of the Asian International Tribunal, wore a unique Asian International Tribunal chest badge. The oath-takers made their own oaths following Zhao Tianlin, the Chairman of the Presidium of the Asian International Tribunal.

'I swear that I will follow the civilization and justice of all mankind, and fight against barbarism and evil. I will adopt views that I believe are beneficial to mankind, without discrimination based on religion, nationality, race, politics, or status, and dedicate my knowledge and judgment to the whole human society without discrimination. Even in the face of threats, my knowledge will never violate humanity.

I hereby solemnly and independently swear the above oath with my personality.'

After the oath, He Rui applauded first. Immediately, applause rang out from the observing crowd. Some people, such as the Hungarian Foreign Minister who had arrived in China, applauded particularly loudly, while the British personnel seemed very helpless when applauding.

He Rui did not want to steal the show. He had to come this time, but only to come. Led by Professor Zhao Tianlin, the group of sworn legal experts walked along the aisle in the middle of the observer seats towards the gate of the Asian International Tribunal. When the legal experts passed by, all observers of unusual status stood up and applauded the legal experts walking in the aisle. Some people even cheered, expressing their respect to these warriors about to set foot on the battlefield and braves about to charge at the devil.

During the oath, the gate of the oath-taking hall was closed to the outside. At this time, the guards opened the gate, and the legal experts passed through the hall and walked out of the building gate. The steps outside the gate were already crowded with people, and the guards tried hard to keep the enthusiastic crowd outside. In the front row were reporters, holding cameras and video cameras in their hands. Seeing the legal experts walk out, they struggled forward, wanting to get first-hand news from these experts.

Professor Zhao Tianlin stood in front of the podium above the steps and announced loudly to the crowd below the steps, "The personnel participating in the Asian International Tribunal have completed the oath ceremony. The trial officially begins. The committee will inform the outside world of the latest process news according to the previous regular releases, and also welcomes others to supervise our work and make suggestions."

After Zhao Tianlin finished speaking, the guards slightly relaxed the blocking of the crowd. Reporters swarmed up the steps and began to ask questions to this group of legal experts.

French reporters surrounded the French legal expert Professor Louis, "Professor, what do you think about the official start of the trial?"

Professor Louis pushed his glasses. "In the oath, we no longer represent the interests of various countries, but the civilization and justice of mankind. However, the concept of justice created by our French civilization is not unique to our France, but a model for the entire human civilization. My work is not to seek benefits for the French Republic, but to spread this concept of civilization to the entire human civilized society. I believe that human civilization will definitely make greater progress through understanding France."

German reporters asked the same question to Professor Junker of the Berlin Law School. Professor Junker looked serious and calm, "The rational spirit of German civilization has always guided Germany forward. I will devote myself to this trial with Germany's serious and earnest rationalist thinking, so that the crime receives a trial consistent with human civilization and justice."

Mitsuko was the chief representative of the Japanese reporter group. She walked up to Professor Taira Toyomori, "Your Excellency, the content published by the Asian International Tribunal shows that you are the convener of the Economic Reparations Committee. Besides this position, have you been appointed to other new duties?"

Professor Taira Toyomori smiled and replied to the Japanese reporters, "The Asian International Tribunal is an academic institution. There are no appointments in this institution, but a nomination system is adopted. So far, I have only passed the nomination of the Economic Reparations Committee."

"What does this economic reparation cover?" Mitsuko hurriedly pursued.

"Economic reparation is an economic assessment of the losses caused by the massacre. Since the Asian International Tribunal does not have jurisdiction over Britain, the assessment is more of an academic discussion and academic innovation. I can only state two points now. First, the ANZAC Corps must compensate the massacred people and their families. Second, the Chinese government provided a large amount of advance payment for the operation of the Asian International Tribunal to pay for the travel and accommodation expenses of legal experts from various countries to China. After the war ends, this part of the expenses should be borne by Britain."

Many Japanese reporters were somewhat stunned, while other reporters laughed out loud. For reporters, they could understand that there was no principled error in this view, but from a realistic perspective, this view was indeed a bit funny.

Mitsuko continued to ask, "Your Excellency, what kind of Japan do you think the world can see in this trial?"

Professor Taira Toyomori replied frankly, "We Japanese legal professionals will definitely let the whole world see Japan's views and research on justice and righteousness [Giri], and show Japan's understanding of civilization and justice to the whole world."

Reporters from various countries interviewed legal experts from their own countries first, and then began to interview legal experts from other countries. Countries with strong industrial strength like Britain, France, and the United States, reporters set up wireless relay systems to transmit information back to their own countries as soon as possible. Within an hour, the interview content was sent back to these countries and disseminated through radio stations.

American newspapers and media expressed considerable dissatisfaction with China in these few months because China not only organized the Asian International Tribunal to try the ANZAC Corps but also criticized the barbaric nature of American genocide condescendingly. Although in terms of wording and phrasing, the Asian International Tribunal's modest words and phrasing were very elegant, the content announced in such elegant language was very sharp: 'Because of its low level of civilization, the United States is not qualified to participate in the Asian International Tribunal organized by the civilized world.'

After suffering such contempt, the American public who felt insulted showed considerable dissatisfaction with China and the Chinese. Therefore, in cities like New York where Chinatowns existed, police stations received orders that if there were attacks on the minority Chinese in the United States, American police needed to maintain order. Ensure the personal safety and property safety of Chinese people.

Because of the "Chinese Exclusion Act," the number of Chinese in the United States was small, and they could only engage in very marginalized professions. So Chinese people lived together in cities. When angry Americans who felt insulted began to gather outside Chinatown and began to curse at the Chinese who closed their doors and windows, the police moved out.

In the past, when American police moved out, it was to blackmail, extort, and beat Chinese people. Now the eyes of this group of police looking at the Chinese were still unkind, but American police had to shoulder the responsibility of protecting the Chinese.

European reporters had long been prepared for interviews. Some of them rented houses inside or outside Chinatown, holding cameras ready to shoot.

Sure enough, although the American police stared at the white mob, they did not implement dispersal. Seeing signs that the gathered white people were dispersing, the police also evacuated. Just then, several groups of white people joined the ranks of angry American whites who had not completely dispersed. Seeing that there were few police left, the newly arrived white people carried sticks and stones and attacked Chinatown.

European reporters immediately became excited. They constantly took photos of the mob smashing glass with stones and attacking Chinese people with sticks. Reporters might sympathize with the experience of Chinese Americans, but what excited reporters more was that they got big news.

In the past, mobs attacking Chinese people would not be stopped by the police. American police would regard this kind of beating as a pastime, often waiting until the attack ended before going up to kick the Chinese a few times and taking the Chinese Americans to the police station for fines.

Even American police with a sense of justice would not participate in the beating and attack, but would say something like 'Chinks get out of America.'

But this time, the American police actually turned back to maintain order, which surprised the American mobs accustomed to bullying Chinese people. Although these guys who bullied the weak and feared the strong dared not beat those police who wore guns and shot frantically at police assailants. But they didn't think they had to leave. The white mob expressed that they had no malice towards the American police while asking in confusion, "Why can't we beat the Chinese?"

To their surprise, the American police actually told these white people to 'get lost quickly.' Wise men do not fight when the odds are against them; the white mob indeed dispersed again. Seeing this, European reporters wrote news reports while preparing to shoot the next attack by American mobs against Chinese Americans.

The judgment of European reporters was correct. When the police dispersed again, the white mob suddenly gathered again and began to act. However, the mob indeed felt some different feelings from before, so they adopted a quick-fix method this time. Beating, smashing, looting, and burning became 'beating, smashing, burning.'

Glass windows were smashed, Chinese men and women were beaten, and houses were set on fire. After the white mob finished, they evacuated immediately. Before the police arrived, they ran away without a trace.

But all these were faithfully recorded by cameras and sent to Europe at the fastest speed. On April 6, this news was published in European newspapers. Since the film needed to be developed and could not be transmitted at the speed of light like radio, even if sent on the fastest ship departing from the US East Coast port to Europe, it would take several days to arrive. So after reporting the news of the start of violent anti-Chinese activities in the United States with gloating, European newspapers added a paragraph, 'News photos of violent anti-Chinese activities in the United States will be published in N days.'

Especially the British media was very active in this regard. Everyone was in the media business and knew very well that the best way to divert a big news story was to create another bigger news story. Currently, China undoubtedly stood at the center of the world media. So use the news of the start of violent anti-Chinese activities in the United States to drive China down from the center of world news media.

The US President at this time was John Calvin Coolidge. The White House advisory team and the American academic circle had suggested to President Coolidge to prevent attacks on Chinese people. These elites had noticed that if the Chinese side just 'slandered' the United States as a barbaric, uncivilized country full of racism and genocide, and the United States immediately erupted in violent attacks and even massacres against the already small number of Chinese, and the US government turned a blind eye to such actions and was completely unable to stop them. That would confirm that the United States was not qualified to call itself a civilized country.

President Coolidge was the 30th President of the United States, and he naturally had enough understanding of the United States. Regarding the essence of the United States, President Coolidge actually didn't think there was any problem with the Chinese accusation. The United States was a barbaric country full of racial discrimination and happy to commit genocide.

So President Coolidge was helpless about the suggestions of these elites. The federal system of the United States determined that there was no subordinate relationship between the governors of various US states and the US President. Let alone removing a governor, the US President couldn't even remove a mayor. Since the voters elected their own government, only the voters could remove the elected government officials.

If the President wants governors to make decisions in the national interest and earnestly implement them. For example, to truly protect Chinese Americans at this crucial moment, support from the Senate and House of Representatives in Congress is needed. Otherwise, even if the presidential order is issued to various states, the governors of various states do not have to execute it.

There is another problem. The US federal system determines that the United States can only react to what has already happened. The President has no way to issue preventive orders for things that haven't happened in the United States. However, the United States was currently in the era of Coolidge Prosperity, and President Coolidge was very popular, so President Coolidge, who came from the Republican Party, still made some preparations through Republican connections.

The US Republican Party in 1925 was a relatively reformist northern party, while the Democratic Party was a conservative party dominated by southern states. Most Chinese lived in the northern United States, so President Coolidge felt that since he had greeted them, nothing big should happen.

In terms of the barbaric tradition of the United States, attacks on Chinatown could not be considered a big deal. But the White House and the American academic circle had keenly discovered that the European media was adding fuel to the fire, wanting to publicize such a matter into a big event.

Early in the morning of April 7, President Coolidge woke up. The US Secretary of State and the Republican whips of both houses had arrived at the White House. President Coolidge was woken up; although his clothes were neat, his spirit was listless. Drowsiness made President Coolidge feel unable to concentrate.

President Coolidge's Secretary of State Frank B. Kellogg was a senator and a famous lawyer. Seeing the President listless, the worried Secretary of State Kellogg chose a very stimulating speech, "Mr. President, if we cannot effectively deal with this crisis, the international image we built at such a great cost in the European War is likely to come to naught."

Hearing international image, the Senate Whip looked a bit disdainful. Just some Chinese Americans getting beaten; how could it destroy the international image of the United States? Chinese people were not discriminated against only now, but had been discriminated against and persecuted for a hundred years.

Before the Senate Whip could speak, the House Whip laughed, "Will China declare war on the United States?"

The US Senate is the House of Elders; Senators are all highly respected and powerful people in various states. The House of Representatives is the House of the People, elected according to population proportion. In terms of voter proportion, that small number of Chinese Americans was meaningless in the eyes of House members. There was absolutely no reason to offend the vast number of voters for the persecution of Chinese.

President Coolidge became a bit spirited after hearing this. He somewhat understood Secretary of State Kellogg's view. The United States was originally a nouveau riche in the eyes of the European public. The Chinese government accused the United States of being very barbaric, engaging in a massacre against blacks in 1921, and now anti-Chinese actions occurred. The image of the United States in the eyes of Europe would become a barbaric nouveau riche.

So President Coolidge said, "Now the scale of cities is expanding rapidly, and the urban population is exploding. Every city faces the problem of insufficient police force. We can't use the National Guard to protect the Chinese! Kellogg, this takes time!"

Kellogg nodded, but told history to the Republican whips of both houses. Through its efforts in the European War and its strong national power, the United States harvested the results of the *Washington Naval Treaty*. In the Washington Naval Treaty, the United States possessed the same share of naval ratio as Britain. Since then, the United States became a world naval power and possessed strength recognized by the world powers.

"Gentlemen, if Chinese people are massacred and the federal government is powerless to deal with it. The European public's view of the United States will return to the level before the Civil War. At that time, the United States was a country where slavery was legal."

The whips of both houses were fully capable of understanding this, but their perspective was different from that of the Secretary of State presiding over diplomacy. The current United States was in the era of 'Coolidge Prosperity.' The two whips knew very well that the Coolidge administration advocated small government politically and was famous for classical liberal conservatism. In terms of government functions, it implemented policies of saving government spending, tax cuts, and unrestricted support for the development of large private enterprises. This governing philosophy of small government cutting government undoubtedly weakened urban security construction, resulting in a shortage of police.

Moreover, the United States had the *Chinese Exclusion Act*. If national resources were spent specifically to protect Chinese people, such actions would be opposed by both houses of Congress. In this regard, President Coolidge's own view was the way to conform to the domestic political situation in the United States.

Seeing that the international vision of the two whips was so short-sighted, Secretary of State Kellogg simply made it clear, "Gentlemen, if the US government completely ignores trade with China, we can certainly ignore the new round of anti-Chinese activities. If the United States still wants to enter the Chinese market, the anti-Chinese actions in the United States must be terminated. I personally suggest that if you two gentlemen want to discuss this matter in the Senate and House of Representatives, you might as well propose this view to the members."

Hearing the Secretary of State link domestic anti-Chinese activities with Sino-US trade, the two whips fell silent temporarily. President Coolidge felt that things were indeed somewhat unexpected. He certainly supported the United States expanding Sino-US trade, so he asked, "Kellogg, do you think the He Rui government will restrict Sino-US trade?"

Secretary of State Kellogg answered decisively, "Mr. President, I hope not. But the He Rui government is completely different from previous Chinese governments. I think he might take actions that surprise us greatly."
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After observing the Asian International Tribunal, He Rui did not return to the capital immediately but continued south. There were reporters accompanying him on this trip, and a news report "Chairman He Rui Inspects Fujian Military Region" made the headlines.

Most Chinese readers only learned about He Rui's actions through newspapers, knowing that Chairman He Rui did not just stay indoors in the capital every day. But a small number of people felt that this news itself was a military gesture. In the newspaper, when He Rui inspected the troops of the Fujian Military Region, he put forward the requirement of 'be prepared to fight a big war at any time!' to the troops of the Fujian Military Region. At present, the Anglo-Japanese Alliance had been established, and British and Japanese troops were fighting Chinese troops in Burma. Opposite Fujian was Taiwan, and it was not impossible for war to break out.

After inspecting the Fujian Military Region, He Rui flew back to the capital Zhengzhou. Just after returning to the urban area from the airport, He Rui immediately ordered a Central Committee meeting. At the meeting, He Rui told the comrades, "I am preparing to announce the holding of a judicial trial in Shanghai regarding the confiscation of foreign assets during the unification war."

Xu Chengfeng's handsome face was full of confusion. Since Xu Chengfeng was asked to participate in a meeting discussing the economy, it proved that there was a reason for the military to participate. So Xu Chengfeng asked, "Haven't we already finished the trial?"

He Rui shook his head. "That was called an announcement, not a trial."

Xu Chengfeng was a little dazed, feeling that he still didn't understand He Rui's idea. Wu Youping asked, "Chairman, can you describe the specific work?"

"Previously, we announced the disposal plan for foreign personnel in China, and tried the criminals among foreign personnel in China according to our laws, and disposed of foreign assets in China. Now, we are going to open another special tribunal, allowing legal experts from various countries to participate, and requiring personnel from various countries involved, especially those whose property has been affected, to come to China for judicial trial regarding their asset issues."

Speaking of this, He Rui strengthened his tone, "This is not to confirm our confiscation action through judicial activities, but a real judicial trial. If the trial result is that the confiscation was unreasonable, we must return the confiscated legal foreign assets."

Hearing this, Xu Chengfeng frowned. "This is inappropriate, Chairman!"

Although other Central Committee members were not as excited as Xu Chengfeng, they were not so accepting either. When He Rui first returned to China in 1915, not many people chose to follow He Rui; it could even be said to be very few. Whether it was Xu Chengfeng and others from the Baoding Military Academy, or intellectuals represented by Zhao Tianlin and Wu Youping, they all placed their hopes on He Rui.

More radical comrades hoped to abolish unequal treaties and take back concessions. More moderate comrades hoped to re-sign treaties and abolish excessive content.

When He Rui marched south to unify China, the policy he adopted was more radical than the comrades' most radical ideas. Not only did he completely refuse to recognize various treaties and recover all concessions, but he also launched attacks on foreign garrisons in China and concession managers.

After that action, after screening and review, barely less than 20% of foreign soldiers were kept in POW camps until now because they really did not participate in criminal actions punishable by death. Almost 100% of the concession personnel of various countries were executed for participating in various criminal crimes. About 30% of foreign merchants in China were executed or sentenced for participating in drug trafficking and killing Chinese people.

Even as radical as Xu Chengfeng, after executing such a thorough action, he felt that He Rui's means were very ruthless. While feeling very satisfied, he also felt that there would inevitably be some unjust cases in so many killings.

As for the less radical comrades, they felt that it seemed inappropriate for He Rui to take action on these cases at the moment when the Asian International Tribunal was created.

Seeing the expressions of the comrades, He Rui felt that everyone was thinking wrong, so he explained, "If there really are unjust, false, and wrong cases, why can't we rehabilitate those who were killed? Is our face bigger than justice? Moreover, whether there are unjust cases or problems with the review, I think we must take advantage of the current situation to conduct a trial or retrial in front of legal experts from all over the world. If our laws are inappropriate, we should invite excellent legal experts from various countries to participate in the formulation and revision of our laws. Comrades, the opportunity is rare. It is impossible to invite so many world-famous legal experts to China in normal times. Since they are here, we certainly hope that the world's top legal experts can contribute to China's judicial construction."

For a time, the Central Committee members were silent. Finally, Xu Chengfeng asked frankly, "Chairman, what exactly is the reason?"

He Rui replied seriously, "What I just said is the purpose. As for the reason you think might exist, it is because the world does not understand our diplomatic principles. Through this trial of foreign assets in China, conducting the trial when there are so many reporters from all over the world, we can prove to the world through case by case what our diplomatic principles are."

Xu Chengfeng understood He Rui's view but felt that it was indeed unnecessary. Not only Xu Chengfeng, but quite a few members felt it was somewhat unnecessary.

He Rui had already made a decision, so he asked, "I want to ask now, who opposes this plan?"

At a meeting, if asking who supports, it is actually not easy to get support. But when asking who opposes, there may not be anyone who really opposes. This was the case this time. The committee members lowered their heads to think, then looked up at other committee members. Seeing that others were also unwilling but no one clearly opposed it, they could only let it go.

Just when He Rui decided to discuss the next issue, Xu Chengfeng spoke, "Chairman, I don't oppose. But I think there will definitely be many foreigners and foreign governments trying to use this opportunity to launch a counterattack against us. I think the Chairman knows this very well."

He Rui nodded. "Of course I know. If they all obediently say nothing, I would be disappointed instead."

Seeing He Rui admit this readily, Xu Chengfeng said nothing more, waiting for He Rui to start the next topic.

On April 8, the Chinese government announced to the world, 'The Chinese government establishes a special tribunal to accept appeals for foreign-related cases involved in China's unification war, especially cases involving foreign assets.'

The content was short, but the reaction triggered was huge! US Secretary of State Frank B. Kellogg had ordered his assistants to send him news from China at any time. Getting up at 5:30 AM, Secretary of State Kellogg immediately got this news. After reading it once, Secretary of State Kellogg immediately ordered the car to be prepared and went to the White House.

At 6:00, Kellogg was invited into the small reception room by the White House presidential security personnel. President Coolidge appeared in the reception room in his pajamas. Being woken up so early, President Coolidge was still sleepy. But he felt that Kellogg would never do this without reason.

When President Coolidge finished reading the briefing, the servant had brought coffee. President Coolidge picked it up and took a sip, feeling a sourness rushing straight to his forehead. His brain cleared up a lot immediately, but his face wrinkled involuntarily.

Secretary of State Kellogg thought this matter was very serious and hurriedly explained, "Mr. President, the He Rui government did this to prepare for establishing formal diplomatic relations with various countries. Now, apart from Britain and Japan, the only country with strategic conflict with China is the Netherlands. Besides that, the contradiction between most countries in the world and China is mainly assets in China. Through this trial, He Rui should be able to solve the issue of assets of various countries in China. This sweeps away the stumbling block for He Rui to establish diplomatic relations with countries around the world."

Listening to the Secretary of State's explanation, Coolidge took another sip from the teacup. This time it was not as pungent as the last sip, so President Coolidge's expression smoothed out. Putting down the coffee cup, Coolidge asked, "Can American interests in China be fully guaranteed?"

"Mr. President, after the He Rui government came to power, our trade with China has expanded a lot. Moreover, I have previously entrusted the Department of Justice to assess the damage to American interests in China, and the result is quite surprising."

"Oh?" President Coolidge's brows raised slightly.

Secretary of State Kellogg continued to report, "Mr. President, China has proposed two of their principles in diplomacy. The first is not to recognize the interests in China obtained by foreign countries through war."

President Coolidge thought of the American War of Independence and nodded slightly.

"The second principle is that they recognize the interests of legitimate merchants in China and protect legitimate trade activities. After investigation by our Department of Justice, the executed American merchants indeed violated the laws and regulations of the Northeast Government. Moreover, China's judicial system belongs to the Continental Law System. The Department of Justice's investigation and assessment believe that the Republic government's trial of American merchants in China is basically fair and reasonable from the perspective of the Continental Law System."

"Oh?!" Coolidge was stunned. If what Kellogg said was true, it meant that He Rui not only verbally claimed that China was a civilized country but was also civilized in actual actions. This made President Coolidge feel incomprehensible.

This time Secretary of State Kellogg did not answer immediately. He picked up the coffee poured by the servant and took a sip, waiting for President Coolidge to understand. The President has to consider US domestic issues, so his thinking is quite different from the Secretary of State responsible for diplomacy. But the Secretary of State has no reason to cooperate with the President's thinking and choices.

Before becoming Secretary of State, Kellogg was a famous American lawyer. He knew very well what legal warfare was. He Rui's method of applying judicial struggle to international political struggle made Kellogg appreciate it very much and also feel very difficult to deal with.

The Asian International Tribunal publicly stated that there would be no discrimination based on religion, nationality, race, politics, or status. And the United States was a country with serious discrimination and a tradition full of racial violence. So it was very passive politically. Especially...

Just then, Coolidge asked, "Mr. Kellogg, do you have any suggestions for protecting Chinese Americans?"

Secretary of State Kellogg was happy in his heart. The President is the President after all; at this time, he can still distinguish priorities. He immediately put forward his opinion, "We don't need to have any agreement with the Chinese government politically. So let's launch a protection operation on the grounds of cracking down on crime and strengthening public security."
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By April 10, European journalists were very satisfied. They conducted comprehensive reports on the anti-Chinese actions launched in the United States through various means. The attacks on Chinese Americans by white American mobs and the consistent disregard of these atrocities by the American police were all filmed. Combined with interviews with Chinese people, the atrocities of the racist country, the United States, were confirmed.

Especially British journalists, when the newspapers made requests to them, they knew their mission very well. Moreover, British journalists didn't even need to fabricate anything; as long as they reported the facts, they could expose the true face of the United States, a racist country more evil than Britain, to the public. Dispersing part of the pressure Britain was currently under.

British journalists knew very well that genocide was a crime committed by all powers. As long as the people of various countries knew that their own country's butt was not clean either, other countries would be much more honest.

However, on April 11, the Federal Bureau of Investigation (FBI) under the Department of Justice suddenly appeared near various Chinatowns and actually took over local security. The FBI was established in 1908. As a federal agency, although it encounters state power confrontation during law enforcement, legally speaking, the FBI indeed has legal authority.

With the intervention of the FBI, white American mobs who continued to attack Chinese people were arrested one after another, and the security near Chinatown improved immediately. In the following days, with the reluctant cooperation of local police, the FBI began to arrest white mobs who had beaten, smashed, and burned Chinatown before. Some white mobs who fled after hearing the news were wanted.

European journalists knew the US federal system very well. They thought the FBI's intervention would trigger a power conflict between the federal government and the local government. As soon as the FBI left, the attacks on Chinese people by white American mobs would intensify. So European journalists waited with interest for the day the FBI left.

However, the situation did not develop to that point. The Chinese Exclusion Act imposed extremely harsh restrictions on Chinese people, resulting in a sparse number of Chinese people in the United States, who also gathered in a few large American cities. After meeting with President Coolidge, the state senators of the states where these cities belonged immediately returned to the cities with Chinatowns in their states and met with the mayors of those cities.

The attitude of the American city police changed somewhat, and they finally began to pretend to crack down on the white American mobs persecuting Chinese people. A few days later, the state police arrived in cities with Chinatowns. The city police were not afraid of the FBI, but they still had to give face to the state police. Soon, wanted lists began to appear in local newspapers. For the first time in more than a hundred years, US officials cracked down on anti-Chinese atrocities. This not only astonished Chinese Americans but also surprised American society.

European journalists saw such changes with their own eyes. Although they also conducted interviews, they tacitly refused to report on it at all. Moreover, due to the delay allowed by sea travel, news of white American mobs persecuting Chinese people in the United States continued to appear, and photos were published accordingly.

Not only these, but massacres of blacks in the United States, especially several massacres after 1920, were also reported in European newspapers. For a time, the image of the United States and Americans in the hearts of Europeans fell back to the appearance before the Civil War.

At this time, *Le Figaro* reporters in China, as well as left-wing reporters from France, Germany, Hungary, and other countries, received an invitation letter. The inviter was Bai Zhantang, the editor-in-chief of the Shanghai station of China's *National Daily*. Everyone met often on weekdays, so everyone accepted the invitation.

Bai Zhantang didn't exchange pleasantries blindly. After asking everyone to sit down in the conference room of the newspaper office, he asked straight to the point, "I wonder how much you know about modern invisible cotton slavery?"

Reporters were all sharp people. Hearing this, they understood that China wanted to criticize the United States. Although European reporters were also criticizing the United States, reporters from the powers felt they had some status and were unwilling to be used by Chinese media.

Only the reporter from the Hungarian newspaper asked with great interest, "Didn't the United States abolish slavery after the Civil War?"

Hearing this question, a trace of mockery appeared in the eyes and expressions of the reporters from the powers looking at Bai Zhantang.

Bai Zhantang nodded seriously and replied to the Hungarian reporter, "Yes. The United States abolished slavery legally, but picking cotton is still very hard work, so white American farm owners like to adopt black children from Africa very much."

Hearing this, the expressions of the reporters from the powers changed. Reporters indeed had a very low evaluation of the United States, but they always felt that since the United States had abolished slavery, it wouldn't be so naked. But what Bai Zhantang said clearly indicated a problem, that is, even if the United States no longer engaged in slavery, it engaged in 'domestic slavery.' White people adopting black children could be said to be due to personal compassion.

White farm owners adopting black children, if reporters insisted on saying it was out of compassion, it would be too unserious.

The Hungarian newspaper reporter quickly understood and asked in surprise, "I wonder how big this number is?"

Bai Zhantang originally didn't know that such things existed in the United States, nor had he been to the United States for investigation. However, this was a task assigned to him by the higher-ups, and they also gave Bai Zhantang some data. So Bai Zhantang tried hard to look serious as if he had investigated, "According to known situations, it is between 20,000 and 40,000 annually. As for the specific number, we are not sure either. And everyone knows very well that because of the Chinese Exclusion Act, we Chinese are restricted everywhere in the United States, and it is very difficult to conduct investigations."

Hearing this, the left-wing reporters immediately stated, "If you can provide us with specific directions, we are willing to conduct investigations!"

Bai Zhantang thought this group of reporters would make excuses, but he didn't expect them to be interested so quickly. So Bai Zhantang took out a few documents but didn't give them to these left-wing reporters immediately. Instead, he asked, "Conducting such an investigation may encounter life-threatening dangers."

The left-wing reporters did not answer this question which obviously required them to state their position, but just looked at those documents. Bai Zhantang didn't intend to ask reporters to make any guarantees, just to whet their appetites. Seeing that the reporters were really interested, he picked up the documents and gave one to each interested reporter.

The *Le Figaro* reporter saw that he didn't get the information, and his heart was filled with mixed feelings. France was not afraid of the United States, but the French government had recently reached a statement with the United States that both countries became 'cooperative countries that do not solve foreign problems by war,' meaning the United States and France reached a cooperative relationship. Undermining it now would put pressure on *Le Figaro*.

But seeing other reporters stand up to leave, the *Le Figaro* reporter could only leave together. He decided in his heart to report this matter to the editor-in-chief of *Le Figaro* to see if *Le Figaro* had the intention to follow up.

As time entered mid-April, Tianjin began to enter spring. Zhang Xiluan sat in the glass flower room, feeling only warmth. Two years ago, Zhang Xiluan thought he would die in Beiping. Unexpectedly, it was just the deteriorating living environment that affected his health. Recuperating in Tianjin for these two years, although his health hadn't changed, it hadn't deteriorated either.

Zhang Xiluan still didn't let his family move the coffin placed in the warehouse. Out of the traditional mystical view of warding off evil spirits, Zhang Xiluan's family just sealed that warehouse and dared not mention moving the coffin again. The old man was now the protector of the Zhang family, and the Zhang family did not want any changes affecting the old man's health. For every day Old Master Zhang Xiluan lived, the status of the Zhang family was stable for one more day.

Just as the old man was enjoying the warmth in the glass flower room, Mrs. Zhang came in and said, "Master, Speaker Duan and Director Xu are here."

"Invite them in." Zhang Xiluan replied calmly.

With the sound of footsteps, Duan Qirui and Xu Shichang entered the glass flower room. Seeing Zhang Xiluan preparing to get up, Duan Qirui hurried to stop him, "Brother Zhang, just sit."

Xu Shichang pulled two chairs in the flower room to Zhang Xiluan, and sat down in front of Zhang Xiluan with Duan Qirui.

Zhang Xiluan looked at Duan Qirui and Xu Shichang and laughed, "Two brothers, looking at your expressions, is there any happy event?"

Duan Qirui sighed, "Alas, presumably Brother Zhang has long heard about the current ruler setting up the Asian International Tribunal. To be honest, brother, I previously thought that the current ruler was young after all, inevitably a bit whimsical. Looking at it now, it turned out that I was short-sighted."

Speaking of this, seeing Zhang Xiluan's expression unchanged, Duan Qirui hurried to add, "Brother, I came here not to complain. But seeing the atmosphere of our China today, I feel like I am in a dream. I couldn't help visiting you with Brother Xu. I also want to hear what you think."

Zhang Xiluan could understand Duan Qirui's feelings because Zhang Xiluan also felt that the world changes made him overwhelmed. It's just that Zhang Xiluan had long lost the desire to intervene in anything and just retired at home peacefully. So he didn't understand the purpose of Duan Qirui's visit.

Xu Shichang saw Zhang Xiluan's expression and knew exactly what the old man was thinking. He immediately said, "Brother Zhang, in terms of knowing people, you are the number one in our Beiyang. Now Beiyang brothers want to hear Brother Zhang's view on future matters?"

Zhang Xiluan thought for a moment before speaking, "Brother Duan, Brother Xu, recalling the time when Brother He entered the Pass, I clearly know that was only two years ago. But I always feel like a lifetime has passed, as if more than a decade has passed. Am I old and confused?"

Duan Qirui sighed, "Brother Zhang, you say it feels like a lifetime away; that is exactly my feeling. Since Duke Yuan passed away, I have been in the capital for several years, feeling persecuted by foreign countries every day, unable to sleep peacefully for a single day. The current ruler's military achievements are prosperous, beating Britain to turtle in a corner of Burma, spreading national prestige overseas. The civil rule is prosperous, making scholars from various countries gather in China to judge Britain. I, Duan, never flatter people, but the current ruler is indeed capable in both civil and martial arts; I, Duan, am convinced."

Xu Shichang was also quite emotional. "Brother Zhang, having seen the talent of the current ruler, I know what the heroic ruler mentioned in history books is. I came here this time to congratulate Brother Zhang."

Hearing this, Zhang Xiluan knew he had to say something, so he replied, "I read in the newspaper that the little kid Zhao Tianlin just returned to Tianjin. This little kid has made great contributions this time. If you two brothers don't mind the trouble, please invite Zhao Tianlin to my house for a potluck on my behalf."

Duan Qirui and Xu Shichang looked at each other and stood up immediately. "Then please wait a moment, Brother Zhang; the two of us will go now."

"Why bother? Just call this little kid Zhao Tianlin." Zhang Xiluan laughed.

Zhao Tianlin was now the Vice Premier, holding a high position and power. However, Duan Qirui was the Speaker of the Parliament, representing the nationals, and his theoretical status was actually above Zhao Tianlin. But given that Zhao Tianlin was already a world-renowned big shot at this time, and was exactly 40 years old this year. Looking at the whole world, probably only Zhang Xiluan dared to call Zhao Tianlin a kid without worrying about being inappropriate.

So Duan Qirui and Xu Shichang answered immediately, "No need, we two will go to see Vice Premier Zhao in person."

After speaking, the two left together. Zhang Xiluan ordered his family to prepare a banquet. He stretched lazily and comfortably. With life like this, what more could one ask for?
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Hearing that Duan Qirui and Xu Shichang had arrived, Zhao Tianlin stood up and said to Hu Shi and others, "Gentlemen, please wait a moment."

Hu Shi smiled slightly and said, "Brother Zhao, why not invite the two to come in for a chat, so that we can also meet them?"

Hearing this, other scholars echoed one after another. Zhao Tianlin thought for a moment before replying, "Let me go see the two first."

Seeing Zhao Tianlin's back disappear out the door, the scholars felt mixed feelings. Someone sighed in a low voice, "Beiyang is of the same breath and branches after all." Hu Shi and others couldn't help sighing upon hearing this. They finally met Zhao Tianlin, ostensibly to congratulate him on obtaining the title of world-famous scholar, but actually to take the opportunity to seek a formal position for themselves. This sentence 'Beiyang is of the same breath and branches' spoke everyone's heart.

With outstanding diplomas and world renown, becoming the Vice Premier of the Republic of China at the age of 39, and being elegant himself. In the minds of many literati, this is a character walking out of a novel. It happened that Zhao Tianlin, just like a character in a novel, had quite a personality. As soon as he returned to China, he became the President of the National Peiyang University, which already made many people envious. He performed well in office, but because he disagreed with the Beiyang central government, he resigned in anger and went to Siping to follow He Rui.

Most scholars who failed to join the He Rui government believed that the gap between themselves and Zhao Tianlin did not stem from insufficient knowledge, but because they never had the opportunity to display their talents. Whether it was Beiyang leader Yuan Shikai or Beiyang rookie He Rui, they both entrusted heavy responsibilities to Zhao Tianlin, a talent with 'red roots' in Beiyang. In the past ten years, other scholars had always been depressed and unsuccessful, while Zhao Tianlin continued to sharpen himself in high positions. The difference between clouds and mud today is entirely due to different origins.

Originally, this group of scholars adopted a wait-and-see attitude because the He Rui government went to war with Britain. Although the war was undecided at this time, the Asian International Tribunal won a complete victory, making them unable to continue to have scruples, and they all decided to get a job in the He Rui government no matter what.

At this time, Duan Qirui and Xu Shichang had already met Zhao Tianlin who came out to welcome them. Having not seen each other for more than half an year, the two Beiyang seniors saw that Zhao Tianlin was more steady and calm in his gestures, and they were both happy in their hearts. Duan Qirui didn't like joking, and from a political principle, National Assembly Speaker Duan Qirui, representing public opinion, was the number two figure in the Republic. If He Rui died suddenly, Duan Qirui would temporarily act as the Chairman of the Republic. Facing Zhao Tianlin's greeting, Duan Qirui just nodded slightly.

The Director of the National Archives of Culture and History was an extremely noble and leisurely position. Xu Shichang was not restrained at all, looking at Zhao Tianlin with a smile, "Premier Zhao, I came here to bring a message for Duke Zhang."

Everyone knew who 'Duke Zhang' was who could ask Xu Shichang to bring a message. Zhao Tianlin asked hurriedly, "I wonder what instructions Duke Zhang has."

"I relay Duke Zhang's original words." Xu Shichang replied, "Regarding the Asian International Tribunal, this little kid Zhao Tianlin has made great contributions. Since he has returned to Tianjin, please ask Premier Zhao to come to my house for a potluck."

Being called a 'little kid' by Zhang Xiluan, who was over 80 years old, Zhao Tianlin, who was still a few months away from turning 40, didn't feel anything inappropriate. He answered immediately, "Since Duke Zhang has an order, I should naturally obey. I wonder when I should go?"

"Duke Zhang said choosing a day is not as good as hitting the day. If Premier Zhao is free today, how about today at noon?"

Zhang Xiluan had lived in seclusion for two years and ignored worldly affairs. There were very few figures in the Republic whom he would actively invite to a family banquet. Zhao Tianlin didn't decline either and agreed directly, "I am meeting with some scholars right now. After the talk, I will go to Duke Zhang's place."

Hearing the word 'scholars,' Duan Qirui felt a burst of disdain in his heart. Locals from all provinces across the country served as officials in the central government to ensure domestic political unity. Then government officials ranging from Communists to Royalists existed, which could only mean that He Rui indeed had magnanimity.

Being just a 'scholar' in such a loose environment, Duan Qirui really didn't want to see those people. Since the message was delivered, Duan Qirui took his leave, "We will wait for Premier Zhao at Duke Zhang's residence."

After sending the two off, Zhao Tianlin returned to the reception room. Before the scholars could speak, Zhao Tianlin took the initiative to say, "At present, the country is in need of people, and personnel are especially needed in three aspects."

Seeing that they finally got the opportunity, the scholars' moods were lifted. Someone immediately said impassionedly, "Even if our virtue is thin and our talent is shallow, we know that every man has a share of responsibility for the fate of his country. At this time of war with Britain, we should naturally serve the country."

Zhao Tianlin knew the speculative nature of this group of people very well, so he pretended not to hear this and said directly, "The country has three things at present. The first is the capture of tens of thousands of British prisoners. These people are different from the criminals of the ANZAC Corps. if they have not committed crimes after screening, their legitimate rights and interests should be protected. Moreover, for these people, someone must teach them China's advanced civilization and help them liberate themselves from the poisoning of immature and backward European philosophy."

Hearing such a job, although the scholars all felt they understood Chinese culture, conducting training for British prisoners of war was quite different from the official positions in the government that scholars expected.

After a moment of silence, Hu Shi said, "Propagating Chinese culture is our bounden duty. However, Chairman He has learned five cartloads of books. If we display our slight skill before an expert, it would be unseemly."

"Someone will arrange it," Zhao Tianlin replied.

Other scholars heard that Hu Shi meant to accept the job directly from He Rui, and felt that Hu Shi was too cunning.

Zhao Tianlin continued, "The second thing is that Japan has always considered itself Huaxia. In the future, I'm afraid there will be debates with Japan, so preparations should be made for this."

Immediately, many scholars said, "How can the vast China allow the Japanese to display their slight skill before experts? If the Japanese dare to come, we will definitely make them convinced."

Seeing these people so confident, Zhao Tianlin mentioned the third thing, "Strong economy means strong national power. Gentlemen should explain the country's future policies to the outside world, so that the world knows China's direction."

The scholars were stunned. Zhao Tianlin's words were meaningful. In the eyes of scholars, engaging in economics meant making money. If they had the ability of Tao Zhugong [Fan Li], they would naturally do it. But although they couldn't be Zhao Gong Marshal (Martial God of Wealth) themselves, many of their relatives engaged in business. However, scholars were not clear about what the He Rui government's policy was.

Just as everyone was considering how to ask, Zhao Tianlin stood up and said, "Just now, Speaker Duan and Director Xu came because Duke Zhang asked them to call me to Duke Zhang's place. It's almost noon, gentlemen, I have to prepare."

Hearing that Zhang Xiluan invited Zhao Tianlin, the scholars dared not say more and could only stand up to take their leave. Leaving Zhao Tianlin's place, those scholars who had already made a choice were happy in their hearts, waiting to be notified. Scholars who hadn't made a decision calculated in their hearts which path was most beneficial to them.

Outside the door, some people wanted to ask everyone to have a meal together, and everyone also felt it was necessary to talk. So they found a private room in a nearby restaurant. After sitting down, someone said sourly, "Duke Zhang lives in seclusion. This time he must have heard about the Asian International Tribunal and specially invited Premier Zhao. Premier Zhao's face is truly enviable."

Everyone felt that Beiping was of the same breath and branches externally, but internally it was also severely divided. Among the Beiyang seniors, only Zhang Xiluan bet all his fortune on He Rui, so everyone wanted to go through Zhang Xiluan's channel. But what kind of person was Zhang Xiluan? Except for working hard to promote major events, he never recommended anyone because of personal relationships. Those who couldn't get through this path, although dissatisfied verbally, actually admired Zhang Xiluan in their hearts for never getting carried away.

The news of Zhang Xiluan inviting Zhao Tianlin at this time spread, which became a beautiful story. It seemed that even at this age, the old man was still not confused.

Zhao Tianlin had always admired Zhang Xiluan and knew that the old man never accepted gifts in recent years. But going empty-handed was inappropriate, so he took a set of Four Treasures of the Study from home and wrapped it up. Welcomed into the back garden of the Zhang family, seeing Zhang Xiluan, he presented the gift. Zhang Xiluan held Zhao Tianlin's hand and laughed, "Premier Zhao, my Zhang family has never produced a scholar. I hope to borrow Premier Zhao's Four Treasures of the Study to encourage the descendants of the Zhang family to produce a few scholars like Premier Zhao."

Everyone knew that Zhang Xiluan himself could write poetry, and Zhang Xiluan had recently compiled his poems into a volume at his own expense and printed a small batch to give to old friends. So he laughed, "I have long heard that Duke Zhang's poetry has the style of the generous and tragic songs of Yan and Zhao, but I was busy with official duties and failed to see it. I wonder if Duke Zhang could be generous enough to give me a copy?"

Zhang Xiluan laughed, "Just doggerel. Premier Zhao, a great scholar, will definitely laugh after reading it. But an ugly daughter-in-law is not afraid to see her parents-in-law. I printed some the day before yesterday to give to old friends. Because no one read them, and too many were printed, there are many left at home. Since Premier Zhao doesn't mind, come, take one and send it to Premier Zhao's residence now."

Xu Shichang was originally a *Jinshi*, and he also printed his own poetry collection and calligraphy, so he didn't feel much about this. Duan Qirui was a student studying in a German military academy, a standard soldier. Seeing Zhang Xiluan and Zhao Tianlin giving Four Treasures of the Study and returning poetry collections as gifts. How was this 'the family never produced a scholar'? This was clearly the style of a scholar. Seeing that he could leave articles and poems in his life, he even felt a little jealous in his heart.

While talking, the banquet had been delivered. Zhang Xiluan invited Zhao Tianlin to come with absolutely no intention of doing business, but was very interested in the Asian International Tribunal. Everyone took their seats, and after just the first drink, they asked Zhao Tianlin for advice.

Zhao Tianlin did not hide anything. Moreover, Duan Qirui and Xu Shichang had made considerable contributions in the unification war, and presumably they didn't know the strategic intention of this matter. So he told them the ins and outs.

Initially, everyone chatted while eating. After two rounds of wine, Zhang Xiluan sighed, "I really can't keep up with the situation. If I hadn't heard Premier Zhao tell it personally, I actually thought that China controlling the International Tribunal in its own hands was the best policy. truly short-sighted."

Seeing that Zhang Xiluan was truly happy about China's diplomatic victory, Zhao Tianlin replied, "Duke Zhang, this matter was originally an accident. We didn't expect the ANZAC Corps to commit such beastly acts. Chairman He was able to guide the situation according to circumstances. This breadth of mind was not understood by the comrades of the Central Committee at first. Everyone participated in this matter, and even with Chairman He's command, it took more than a month for everyone to understand."

Duan Qirui was convinced, just sighed softly, picked up the teacup, and took a sip. Xu Shichang was quite emotional, "I was worried before that European countries would collude. I didn't expect Chairman He to have seen through that European countries are not only disunited but will not miss any opportunity to undermine each other."

Hearing this, Zhao Tianlin couldn't help laughing, "The comrades of the Central Committee also said similar things. At that time, Chairman He replied, if European countries could collude on this matter, Europe would have been unified into one country long ago."

The other three were stunned, thought for a moment, and all laughed loudly. Zhang Xiluan slapped the table and praised, "Hit the nail on the head, striking the crucial point! Indeed Brother He's style. Ten years ago, Brother He was ordered by Brother Duan to take a small team to outside the Pass. I still remember that small team, including Brother He, was only 50 people. Just arriving in Fengtian [Mukden], Brother He went to the Kwantung Leased Territory alone and made the Kwantung Army causing trouble in Shenyang withdraw voluntarily with his own strength. At that time, I felt that Brother He's vision was so high that this old man couldn't understand it at all. Now it seems that there is nothing in this world that Brother He can't understand. Brother Duan entrusting heavy responsibilities to Brother He is China's fortune. It is also the disaster of Japan and Britain. Come, Brother Duan, I toast you!"

Duan Qirui waved his hand hurriedly, "Brother Zhang, don't make fun of me."

Zhang Xiluan said seriously, "Brother Duan, when Brother He returned to China, there were two thousand if not three thousand field officers of his age in my Beiyang. Why did you choose him? Just as Brother He established a foothold outside the Pass, you sent him another 10,000 ocean [silver dollars]. Brother Duan, don't be modest; Brother He doesn't say it, but he remembers it in his heart. For Brother He to reach today, our table of people also has some credit. Come, Brother Duan, drink this cup!"

Duan Qirui certainly remembered giving He Rui 10,000 ocean, but he relied on his status and never told outsiders. Hearing Zhang Xiluan speak sincerely at this time, and Zhao Tianlin and Xu Shichang also raised their wine glasses. Duan Qirui wiped the corners of his eyes, raised his tea, clinked glasses with everyone, and drank it in one gulp.

Xu Shichang finished his wine, ate a piece of glutinous rice lotus root, and asked, "Regarding the books and documents of the Asian International Tribunal, I don't know how many bookshelves are needed to hold them. I am anxious to see Chairman He's next stroke of genius."

"It has already begun," Zhao Tianlin replied.

"Ah?" The other three were truly surprised hearing Zhao Tianlin say this.

Zhao Tianlin explained, "This trial is the first counterattack of the oppressed colonial people against the colonial countries. There are probably 1 billion oppressed people on this planet. Their voices were not heard internationally before because no one spoke for them. I have communicated many times with legal experts from various countries and left-wing figures from various countries who came to China. Everyone intends to establish an International Criminal Court and form an International Human Rights Council. Various branches of the International Human Rights Council will regularly publish human rights reports of various countries, and investigate and expose various crimes against humanity. Although the capture of the ANZAC Corps may not happen again for a long time. However, the International Criminal Court can accept reports of crimes against humanity, and through means such as organizing investigations, pressure countries, requiring those countries to investigate and file cases on such crimes, and conduct trials."

Hearing such a plan, Zhang Xiluan, Duan Qirui, and Xu Shichang were stunned. This plan exceeded their understanding ability, so much so that the three could not imagine what this matter would look like specifically. But the three knew that if this matter could really be done, it would definitely have a great impact on the whole world.

After a moment of silence, Xu Shichang sighed, "Summer insects cannot talk about ice, well frogs cannot talk about the sea, ordinary people cannot talk about the Dao. Compared with Chairman He's strategy, I am just a frog in the well; even if I hear it, I don't understand. Ashamed!"

Duan Qirui didn't understand either, but he still asked, "Premier Zhao, I don't know Chairman He's strategy either. But hearing this, I can't help worrying, if we openly provoke a group of powers like this, will the powers go to war with us in desperation?"

Looking at the reactions of Xu Shichang and Duan Qirui, Zhao Tianlin couldn't help recalling his reaction when he first heard this plan. Initially, Zhao Tianlin didn't understand either, and then worried whether it would trigger tense relations with the powers, eventually prompting the powers to join hands to deal with China.

An analysis by He Rui at that time calmed Zhao Tianlin's mood. Since this judgment fit the situation so well at this time, Zhao Tianlin said it, "If the powers could collude on this matter, they would have unified into one country long ago!"

This was the second time Zhao Tianlin said this sentence. At this time, the three people at the same table didn't laugh loudly again, but the anxiety and confusion in their eyes disappeared. They all experienced the days when China was bullied by the powers together; that was truly a feeling of despair. But the current China defeated Japan and occupied the advantage in the war with Britain. As long as the powers cannot unite to deal with China, China indeed has nothing to fear.

Zhang Xiluan saw that the atmosphere at the wine table was really a bit depressing, so he laughed, "Premier Zhao, I wonder if you have encountered any interesting things recently; tell us."

Zhao Tianlin knew Zhang Xiluan wanted to enliven the atmosphere, so he laughed, "The British side has been having a headache about the ANZAC Corps matter, but unexpectedly, some Indians came to China. They held up banners demanding the Asian International Tribunal to try Britain for various atrocities in India. Those Indians also knew several foreign languages, so the banners held up in front of the hotel where British reporters stayed were written in English. That English should be taught to Indians by schools run by the British colonial government in India."

Duan Qirui and Xu Shichang couldn't help smiling. Although the joke Zhao Tianlin held back urgently was not very funny, it was at least a story of shooting oneself in the foot. It was considered worth a laugh for now.

The atmosphere at the dinner table began to be harmonious and happy again.
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Since boarding the train to Siping in 1916, Zhao Tianlin had only returned to his home in Tianjin twice. He came back this time to complete the property transfer procedures with his family. Although Zhao Tianlin didn't need to go through the trouble at all, as a jurist, handling procedures was also an academic habit.

Sitting in the bedroom where he lived as a teenager, Zhao Tianlin could no longer find the appearance of the room in his memory. Moreover, the new construction of Tianjin's urban area had begun. Before long, the old houses here would be demolished, and brand-new residential buildings would be built. Next time he came, this place would look different.

He thought his thoughts would be immersed in the past, but unexpectedly, after sighing for a moment, his train of thought jumped back to work. Various numbers floated in Zhao Tianlin's mind, numbers concerning China's future education system. As well as those familiar and unfamiliar people who were listed.

As a scholar, Zhao Tianlin could clearly feel He Rui's views on those figures of the old era. Scholars outside the Beiyang clique believed that the He Rui government was the new Beiyang clique, and both were Beiyang like the old Beiyang clique. But in He Rui's view, the education received by the figures of the old era was the set to be abandoned. Whether Beiyang or non-Beiyang, they were birds of a feather. It was impossible for future China to give these people a place.

Zhao Tianlin's work was how to make the transition smoother and more thorough in the fault line between the old era and the new era as effectively as possible. Zhao Tianlin felt that this was a very arduous job. In comparison, the seemingly tedious work of the Asian International Tribunal was as easy as picking something out of a pocket.

Just thinking about it, the secretary outside knocked gently on the door, "Premier Zhao, Beiping is asking when you will set off."

Zhao Tianlin stood up and replied, "Tell them I'll arrive today."

Saying this, Zhao Tianlin looked around the old residence of his youth. Although the room furnishings and layout had long changed, the position of the window had not changed. Zhao Tianlin still remembered that when he sat by the window doing his homework, he would see the clear sky outside the window when he looked up. At that time, he only wanted to go to the wider world to see. Now he had traveled the wider world, only to find that the vast world was even more hopeless than China.

The car parked outside the door had started. Zhao Tianlin walked out of the door of the old residence and was about to get into the car. He stopped again and looked around. That old courtyard, the narrow passage, the clotheslines tied to the trees outside each house, and the washed clothes swaying in the wind.

Zhao Tianlin's new home in the capital Zhengzhou was temporarily in a 7-story building. The house had complete water and electricity, and heating. The balcony was connected to the laundry room, and the washed clothes could be dried on the balcony between bright glass windows through the lifting drying rack.

He Rui said that in the future China, everyone could live in such buildings. Since He Rui said it personally, Zhao Tianlin was willing to believe it. He hoped that when he returned here next time, what he saw would be such residences.

Seeing the reluctance in Zhao Tianlin's eyes, the secretary stepped forward and whispered, "Premier Zhao, many photos have been taken here. Even after demolition, this alley can be restored from the photos."

Zhao Tianlin nodded slightly, but stepped forward to pat the mottled courtyard wall, and stroked the rough bark of the big tree in front of the old residence courtyard for a while. Zhao Tianlin got into the car. The street scene flowed outside the car window, but Zhao Tianlin never looked out the window again.

That night, Zhao Tianlin arrived in the capital together with the President of Tianjin University (formerly National Peiyang University). Welcoming them were not only the new Minister of Education but also Minister of Commerce Morrison. Zhao Tianlin first agreed on a meeting time with the Minister of Education, and then went to the hotel with Morrison. At this time, the western restaurant was ready. The President of Peking University was already waiting here. The President of Tianjin University stepped forward to chat for a few words. Morrison led two officers wearing British Army general uniforms out. Then he introduced these two British division commanders to the Chinese side.

Zhao Tianlin did not look down on them because these two British division commanders were prisoners of war, nor did he look up to them because these two were British nobles. Everyone ate and chatted like normal friends gathering. They talked about British culture, history, law, etc., without mentioning the war that led to the capture of these two people.

After the meal, several people went to the reception room. Black tea was served, and only then did Zhao Tianlin ask, "Do you two have any opinions on the employment contract?"

The cold faces of the two British division commanders with British aristocratic style finally showed a little embarrassment. In the European war, noble generals like them would be treated preferentially. So they felt that even if Chinese culture was different from Europe, it was logical to be treated preferentially as a civilized country.

But they didn't expect that they actually received invitations from the Foreign Language Departments of Beiping University and Tianjin University (formerly National Peiyang University). Major General Somerset asked, "Your Excellency Premier, we graduated from military academies. Can't your country find suitable English teachers?"

Zhao Tianlin replied frankly, "What I want to invite you to teach is Heraldry."

"Heraldry?" Somerset was even more puzzled. As British nobles, they learned heraldry from a young age. This course was a piece of cake for them and was a basic course in the aristocratic circle. But the Chinese wanted to learn heraldry, which made Somerset and the other division commander feel very abrupt.

Zhao Tianlin explained, "Now part of our country's diplomats will be selected from the Foreign Language Departments opened by Beiping University and Tianjin University. Heraldry is a very important part of general European history. In the past Qing Dynasty, jokes were made in diplomacy because of not knowing this part of knowledge. You two gentlemen have accomplishments in this field."

This explanation resolved the doubts in the hearts of the two British division commanders. Major General Somerset asked, "May I ask, according to the agreement given to us by Your Excellency Morrison, if we accept this employment, we will no longer be subject to surveillance at any time, right?"

Zhao Tianlin nodded. He had also seen that agreement, so he replied, "Your personal freedom is subject to certain restrictions. But it is only limited to the fact that if you leave the city where the teaching school is located, you need to apply. And when there are some things about your subordinates that need to be inquired about, you have to cooperate. Other than that, no one will monitor you. Including normal rights such as your family coming to visit, you also enjoy them normally. Oh, by the way, the remuneration for your teaching has to be taxed according to China's tax law."

Major General Somerset looked at the other division commander, and both saw the emotion of agreement in each other's eyes. Turning back, Major General Somerset asked, "I've read the oath; why isn't the part about God in it?"

Zhao Tianlin replied frankly, "Because China is an atheist country. Freedom of religious belief is the right of the people, but the Chinese government does not recognize the existence of those supernatural objects described in religious classics in the real world."

Hearing this, Major General Somerset nodded. "Then, I swear in the name of the Earl of Glamorgan that I will abide by the agreement." Seeing Major General Somerset express his acceptance, the other British division commander also made the same statement.

After both sides reached an intention, the atmosphere relaxed. While chatting and laughing, the President of Peking University asked what kind of title the 'Earl of Glamorgan' was. This question aroused the interest of the current Earl of Glamorgan, who explained it to everyone. This explanation made the Presidents of Peking University and Tianjin University a bit dizzy.

The land of Glamorgan does exist, and this land is also an earldom. However, the one who truly holds the Earldom of Glamorgan is not the Earl of Glamorgan, but the Earl of Gloucester.

It turned out that the Earl of Glamorgan was not an independent title, but an earl title established under the title of Duke of Beaufort. And the owner of the title of Duke of Beaufort is surnamed 'Somerset,' not Beaufort.

The Earl of Glamorgan can be said to exist, or can be said not to exist. After the legitimate son of the Duke of Beaufort named 'Somerset' comes of age, he will obtain the title of Earl of Glamorgan. When the previous Duke of Beaufort passes away, the Earl of Glamorgan becomes the Duke of Beaufort, and the title of Earl of Glamorgan is granted again after the legitimate son of the new Duke comes of age.

Many people listened with half-understanding. Morrison saw the Earl of Glamorgan, Major General Henry Somerset, talking with interest, and could only interrupt temporarily. He asked frankly, "Mr. Somerset, our Chinese academic circle welcomes you. But do you believe what I said before now?"

Major General Somerset fell silent now, and even the British division commander next to him looked a little lost. Morrison re-emphasized, "Chinese academia believes that Britain is a powerful country in military and technology, more advanced than China. But Chinese academia also believes that Britain is much more barbaric in culture and politics than Chinese culture and politics. The barbaric acts that Chinese culture opposed two thousand years ago, Britain is not only doing now but also takes pride in. Therefore, you are very likely to be regarded as barbarians by Chinese academics. If you don't have the confidence to accept this fact, I personally don't suggest you accept this invitation."

The two British division commanders fell silent; they seemed a bit embarrassed. Morrison, Zhao Tianlin, and others were also silent. And Zhao Tianlin and others gave Morrison a big thumbs up in their hearts. After a long silence, Major General Somerset said, "I am willing to accept such an appointment, and I am very interested in exchanges with Chinese academia on civilization and politics."

Since the other party still accepted the employment in the face of such a situation, everyone relaxed. Zhao Tianlin had run for a day and was exhausted, so the meeting ended here.

Morrison didn't go to rest. After leaving here, he went to another reception room. Waiting inside was Morrison's old friend, Bassett, the brother-in-law of the former British Governor of Australia.

Bassett had a close relationship with Morrison, who was then the Deputy Director of the Northeast Department of Commerce, during World War I. Through military procurement for China, Bassett made a lot of money. In this gathering of old friends, Bassett didn't exchange pleasantries either, but took out a few glass bottles and handed them to Morrison.

Morrison took them and looked; the labels were all in Italian, completely unintelligible. Bassett said somewhat gloomily, "My dear friend, those Jews pitted us with fake medicine! I want to ask you to help me determine what ingredients are used in this medicine!"

Hearing the old friend's complaint, Morrison asked, "What medicine is this?"

"Those Jews guaranteed us that this is artemisinin they bought from China, and then changed the bottle and sold it to us in the name of an Italian pharmaceutical company! But this medicine is not only useless for malaria but also caused dozens of deaths. Now the British logistics department is investigating this matter! Morrison, you have to help me. You owe me this!"

Morrison sighed in his heart; business partners are so difficult when they cause trouble. Indeed, when Morrison pulled orders for the Northeast Government, he used his connections in Australia to obtain orders for ANZAC military supplies through bribery. Those orders also helped the Northeast Government gain recognition from Britain and France, opened up sales channels, and thus imported a lot of complete sets of equipment and technology for producing military supplies from Britain and France.

However, Morrison did not treat Bassett badly. In addition to benefits, Bassett's brother-in-law, the former British Governor of Australia, took a fancy to a French artist, but the Northeast Government found a way to sponsor that artist to perform in Australia. Letting the former Governor of Australia get what he wanted.

Business is business. It really can't be said who owes whom.

However, Morrison felt that this was also a business opportunity, so he asked, "Is this an Italian pharmaceutical company? How did it get involved with Jews? Are Jews the owners of this company?"

"It's the legal person!" Bassett replied angrily. Looking at him, if that Jewish legal person appeared in front of Bassett now, he would be eaten alive by Bassett.

But Bassett also knew that being angry was useless. He tried his best to calm down before continuing, "This war broke out too fast. The pharmaceutical company we established in Australia hasn't passed the application yet, so we can only let Italy transship!"

Speaking of this, Bassett thought of being deceived by the Italian Jewish dog thief and was speechless with anger. He could only pick up the coffee and drink it first to ease his emotions and not be rude in front of Morrison.

Morrison also wanted to continue maintaining the channel that had been cooperating for many years, so he gave a suggestion, "Is the application for the pharmaceutical company in Australia completed?"

Bassett nodded.

"If you have prepared the label style, you can let the Chinese pharmaceutical factory stick the label directly. As long as the route is open, it can be transported to Burma."

Hearing Morrison agree to help so readily, Bassett first thanked him, then pursued, "Can you send a batch of penicillin?"

Morrison found it interesting and asked with a smile, "Penicillin has not applied for sales to countries other than China. Can the British side accept it?"

Bassett smiled, "Mr. Morrison, don't you know how much of this medicine France has bought now?"

Of course, Morrison knew exactly how much penicillin France had bought. After the news spread that Morrison saved the son of the French Minister of Commerce, the French side imported a small batch for experimental treatment. Soon, French doctors discovered that penicillin had special effects on treating syphilis. Thus, the romantic French people's demand for this drug began to skyrocket. The European Navy also began to buy penicillin in large quantities through Swiss and French channels.

In high-temperature areas like India, inflammation and syphilis are huge threats to life. Morrison felt that this guy Bassett really dared to think and act, and was quite able to grasp the market.

As a business cooperation channel, naturally there is give and take. Morrison asked, "What does the Governor of the Malaya region think about rubber trade now?"

Bassett had actually prepared this line long ago. He replied confidently, "I have set up a trading company in Hanoi. Not only the Governor of Malaya, but the Governor of the Dutch colony also agreed to sell rubber to Hanoi."

Hearing this news, Morrison called his secretary and asked the secretary to take Bassett to solve the drug procedures tomorrow.

After sending off Bassett, Morrison felt much more relaxed. China's artificial rubber is progressing rapidly now, but there is still a considerable gap compared with natural rubber. And the Soviet Union is fully promoting heavy industry and has a large demand for high-quality rubber. A considerable part of the rubber imported by China is to be resold to the Soviet Union.

Now there is good news. In tomorrow's negotiation with the Soviet Import and Export Delegation, there is some content to talk about.

It was late at this time. Morrison didn't go home either; he just called home and rested in the hotel. Just lying on the pillow, Morrison didn't think about anything and fell asleep deeply. In the past half year, he had been running around abroad. After returning to China, he had to go to Kunming to recruit people. He was really exhausted.
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Two gray-painted military transport planes landed in Dhaka, the capital of Bengal, British India. The British officers receiving the plane seemed not to see the Asian faces in the cabin, but only directed their Indian subordinates to take over the boxes of goods in the cabin.

When the ground crew refueled the plane, they noticed that there were no markings on the plane to prove its nationality, only patches of paint used to cover the markings, which looked quite abrupt. After the two planes were refueled, they took off quickly and flew towards the east.

At this time, the sky over Burma had been occupied by the Chinese. East of Dhaka was Burma. The ground crew very sensibly did not discuss this matter, but some of them had seen some latest pictures of aircraft. These two transport planes looked quite similar to the planes of the Chinese Air Force no matter how one looked at them.

Two days later, Rear Admiral Yamamoto Isoroku, Commander of the Japanese Expeditionary Force Navy Squadron, went to the Japanese headquarters in Chittagong to find Lieutenant General Ishiwara, Commander of the Japanese 15th Army, for a drink. Both were wearing short-sleeved shirts, but they were still sweating a little in the headquarters. Fortunately, Ishiwara had an electric fan here, which made the summer heat of the Indian Ocean bearable.

Ishiwara saw Yamamoto's gaze fixed on the label 'Tianjin Electric Fan Manufacturing Factory' on the electric fan, so he simply told the truth: "Subordinates said this is smuggled goods."

Hearing the word 'smuggling,' Yamamoto showed a helpless look on his face. "Britain is smuggling drugs from China."

Ishiwara was not surprised because the Army in the Expeditionary Force actually smuggled a large batch of anti-malarial drugs from China through the channel of the Mitsui family. The British India region was said to be rich in cinchona bark, also known as quinine. Quinine hydrochloride used to be a specific drug for treating malaria until China produced artemisinin. Quinine's strong side effects, relatively slow effect, and high price were quickly replaced by artemisinin.

Seeing Ishiwara's calm expression, as if turning a blind eye to this, Yamamoto wanted to probe Ishiwara's opinion even more. "Ishiwara-kun, why does China export scarce drugs to the British army? Isn't there a war going on right now?"

Ishiwara thought this question had some value. Tropical malaria was rampant, and soldiers could easily lose combat effectiveness on a large scale. Specific drugs for treating malaria appeared extremely important. If Britain obtained a large amount of cheap specific drugs, it could guarantee combat effectiveness. Therefore, in general opinion, these drugs should be prohibited from being sold to enemy countries, especially to enemy frontline troops.

But this is just a general opinion.

Ishiwara wiped the sweat from his forehead. The average daytime temperature in Chittagong in May was 32 degrees Celsius, and 25 degrees at night. It wasn't particularly hot, but the humidity here was too high, making it very uncomfortable. At least for Japanese people, it was very uncomfortable.

Picking up the green tea and taking a sip, Ishiwara asked, "Yamamoto-kun has been to the United States; you should know how large the production capacity of the United States is."

"Hmm." Yamamoto recalled the dense factories in the industrial zone he saw in the Great Lakes region of the United States, feeling very emotional.

"When the economy develops to that stage, what is contested is no longer land, but raw materials and sales markets. The Sino-British war is by no means a war for hegemony, nor is it a campaign to fight for spheres of influence. It is a war based on economics. He-kun does not accept the status quo of being excluded from the world trade system, and insists on forcing Britain to negotiate with him on this matter. Since the purpose of the war is economics, what does smuggling some drugs count for?"

Yamamoto was obsessed with military affairs and had little interest in economics. But Yamamoto could still understand what Ishiwara said. As a naval officer, Yamamoto's tolerance for heat was much higher than Ishiwara's. After all, when the navy trained, the warship deck temperature could burn feet. So Yamamoto didn't drink tea to relieve the heat, but lit a cigarette, trying to fully understand Ishiwara's meaning.

According to Ishiwara's analysis and the current war situation, Britain was already in a comprehensive disadvantage on the battlefield. China did not intend to strike Britain's core interests either. Under such pressure, Britain was very likely to compromise with China. More importantly, Ishiwara clearly identified China's war purpose. And this purpose did not exceed the range Britain could bear.

Thinking of the result once China and Britain made peace, Yamamoto felt as uncomfortable as a cat scratching his heart. "Ishiwara-kun, if China and Britain negotiate peace, where should the Empire go?"

Ishiwara had long reached a conclusion about the future and answered in a calm tone, "In 1921, Japan sold 1.1 billion yen of goods to China annually. Now Sino-Japanese trade has completely stopped. Britain and Japan re-concluded the alliance, and Britain opened part of the Southeast Asian market to the Empire, and military supplies were also purchased from the Empire's mainland. As far as I know, the increased trade volume in a year is at most 100 million yen. For the Empire, it is just a drop in the bucket. If the Empire still wants a future, it must find a new market! If the market scale is too small, the Empire will not have the opportunity to continue developing. If the Empire cannot develop for 30 years... Hehe..."

After sneering, Ishiwara picked up the teacup and drank green tea again. Two years ago, after Ishiwara reached such a conclusion, he almost couldn't sleep or eat for two months. Now seeing He Rui's strategy moving towards realization step by step, Ishiwara was calm instead.

Yamamoto was stimulated to stand up by the future blueprint of Japan's complete sinking. But Yamamoto was also a sensible person. He just hadn't learned to look at problems from an economic perspective. He walked back and forth in the headquarters a few times but couldn't find a possibility to break the game. As a naval general, Yamamoto knew very well that Japan's markets were just a few: China, the Soviet Union, Southeast Asia, and the United States.

US industry is powerful and has low demand for Japanese goods. Southeast Asia is the forbidden territory of the equally powerful industrial country Britain; how could it let Japanese goods be sold freely? The population of the Soviet Far East is sparse, and the relationship between the Soviet Union and Japan is very poor, so the trade volume is negligible.

China has vast land, rich resources, and a large population. China and Japan are close, and trade costs are low. The Chinese market should be Japan's real reliance.

Sitting back in the chair somewhat dejectedly, Yamamoto said helplessly, "There is a saying in China called lifting a stone only to drop it on one's own feet. If those rulers of the Empire after Prince Ito could maintain relations with China instead of aggressively focusing only on immediate petty profits, how could there be today's predicament?"

Ishiwara had heard such lamentations too many times. Those members of the Japan Future Society, only after truly understanding the basics of 'He Studies,' that is, the basics of political economy, would issue such lamentations. And every time Ishiwara would tell these comrades who seemed to understand, "This is impossible! Cutting off people's wealth is like killing their parents. Japan will never give up the excess profits brought by privileges in China."

For Yamamoto Isoroku, Ishiwara didn't bother to waste this breath. Because the Navy belongs to a technical branch, the treatment of officers and soldiers is much higher than that of the Army. So the development of the Japan Future Society in the Navy was not so smooth.

Yamamoto didn't think so much. He thought in a mess for a while and asked helplessly, "Ishiwara-kun, do you think His Majesty the Emperor should know about the recent call among the imperial people for building Japan's domestic market?"

"Both you and I know; how could His Majesty the Emperor not know?" Ishiwara replied coldly. Although his expression looked cold, in fact, this matter was promoted by Ishiwara and some people. The Rice Riots were not a revolution. The promotion of Japanese social progress by the Rice Riots stemmed from the struggle carried out by Japanese workers and peasants united after the Rice Riots.

What the Japan Future Society promoted was the awakening of the Japanese people. Only when the Japanese people realized where Japan's way out lay could they move towards that road...

"Ishiwara-kun..." Yamamoto could no longer suppress the panic in his heart, "...I think someone will stop this matter. What do you think?"

Ishiwara hoped Yamamoto could wake up as soon as possible, so he said very bluntly, "Yamamoto-kun. Even if His Majesty the Emperor is willing to promote the construction of Japan's domestic market, can His Majesty the Emperor promote it?"

Yamamoto certainly knew it couldn't be promoted. Carrying out land reform in Japan, even if it was a redemption-style land reform, could not be accepted by the Japanese upper echelon. Thinking of this, Yamamoto said hatefully, "Those parasites of the nation!"
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Two gray-painted military transport planes landed in Dhaka, the capital of British Bengal. The British officers receiving the aircraft seemed to look right through the Asian faces in the cockpit, merely directing their Indian subordinates to unload crate after crate of cargo from the cabin.

As the ground crew refueled the planes, they noticed there were no markings to identify their nationality, only patches of fresh paint that looked rather incongruous, clearly used to cover something up. After refueling, the two planes took off quickly, heading east.

By this time, the skies over Burma were already dominated by the Chinese, and Burma lay just to the east of Dhaka. The ground crew, knowing better than to ask questions, kept their silence. However, some of them had seen the latest aircraft identification charts, and these two transport planes looked suspiciously similar to those of the Chinese Air Force.

Two days later, Rear Admiral Yamamoto Isoroku, Commander of the IJN Detached Squadron, arrived at the Japanese Army headquarters in Chittagong to share a drink with Lieutenant General Ishiwara Kanji, Commander of the Japanese 15th Army. Both men wore short-sleeved shirts, yet they were still sweating profusely inside the headquarters. Fortunately, Ishiwara had an electric fan, making the summer heat of the Indian Ocean somewhat bearable.

Noticing Yamamoto's gaze fixed on the brand plate of the electric fan—which read 'Tianjin Electric Fan Manufacturing Plant' in Chinese characters—Ishiwara decided to be frank. "My subordinates tell me it's smuggled goods."

Hearing the word 'smuggled,' a look of resignation appeared on Yamamoto's face. "The British are smuggling medicine from China."

Ishiwara was not surprised. In fact, the Expeditionary Army's ground forces had also smuggled a large quantity of anti-malarial drugs from China through Mitsui channels. British India was rumored to be a major producer of cinchona bark, or quinine. Quinine hydrochloride had once been the specific remedy for malaria, but ever since China produced Artemisinin, Quinine—with its severe side effects, slow action, and high price—had quickly been replaced.

Seeing Ishiwara's indifferent expression, as if turning a blind eye to the matter, Yamamoto decided to probe Ishiwara's views further. "Ishiwara-kun, why does China export critical medicine to the British Army? Are we not currently at war?"

Ishiwara felt the question had some merit. Tropical malaria was rampant, and soldiers could easily lose their combat effectiveness en masse. Specific remedies for malaria were therefore critically important. By obtaining large quantities of cheap, effective medicine, Britain could maintain its combat strength. Thus, the general view was that the sale of such drugs to an enemy nation should be prohibited, especially to their frontline troops.

But that was merely the general view.

Ishiwara wiped the sweat from his forehead. The average daytime temperature in Chittagong in May was 32 degrees Celsius, dropping to 25 degrees at night. It wasn't exceptionally hot, but the humidity was unbearable. At least for the Japanese, it was extremely uncomfortable.

Taking a sip of green tea, Ishiwara asked, "Yamamoto-kun, you have been to the United States. You must know how vast their production capacity is."

"Mn." Yamamoto recalled the dense clusters of factories he had seen in the Great Lakes region, a sight that had left a deep impression on him.

"When an economy develops to that stage, the struggle is no longer for land, but for raw materials and sales markets. The Sino-British War is absolutely not a war for hegemony, nor is it a battle for spheres of influence. It is a war based on economics. He-kun refuses to accept the status quo of being excluded from the world trade system and is forcing Britain to negotiate with him on this matter. Since the purpose of the war is economic, what does smuggling a little medicine matter?"

Yamamoto was obsessed with military affairs and had little interest in economics. However, he could still understand what Ishiwara was saying. As a naval officer, Yamamoto's tolerance for heat was much higher than Ishiwara's. After all, during naval training, the deck of a warship could become hot enough to burn one's feet. So, instead of drinking tea to cool down, Yamamoto lit a cigarette, trying to fully grasp Ishiwara's meaning.

According to Ishiwara's analysis and the current war situation, Britain was already at a comprehensive disadvantage on the battlefield. China also had no intention of striking at Britain's core interests. Under such pressure, it was highly likely that Britain would compromise with China. More importantly, Ishiwara had clearly pinpointed China's war objectives, and these objectives did not exceed what Britain could tolerate.

Thinking about the outcome once peace was established between China and Britain, Yamamoto felt a gnawing anxiety in his heart. "Ishiwara-kun, if China and Britain negotiate peace, where does the Empire go from here?"

Ishiwara had long reached a conclusion about the future and answered with a calm tone. "In 1921, Japan sold 1.1 billion yen worth of goods to China annually. Now, Sino-Japanese trade has completely halted. Britain and Japan have renewed their alliance, and Britain has opened a portion of the Southeast Asian market to the Empire. Military supplies are also procured from the Empire's homeland. As far as I know, the increased trade volume amounts to at most 100 million yen a year. It is a drop in the bucket for the Empire. If the Empire wants a future, it must find new markets! If the market scale is too small, the Empire has no chance to develop. If the Empire cannot develop for thirty years... heh heh..."

After a cold chuckle, Ishiwara lifted his teacup and sipped his green tea again. Two years ago, when Ishiwara first reached this conclusion, he had been unable to eat or sleep for two months. Now, seeing He Rui's strategy moving step by step towards realization, Ishiwara felt strangely at peace.

Stimulated by the bleak blueprint of Japan's total sinking, Yamamoto stood up. He was a sensible man, but having never learned to view problems from an economic perspective, he paced around the headquarters a few times, unable to find a way to break the deadlock. As a naval admiral, Yamamoto knew very well that Japan's markets were limited to a few: China, the Soviet Union, Southeast Asia, and the United States.

American industry was powerful, and demand for Japanese goods was low. Southeast Asia was the forbidden preserve of Britain, an equally powerful industrial nation; how could they allow Japanese goods to be sold freely there? The Soviet Far East was sparsely populated, and relations between the Soviet Union and Japan were extremely poor, making trade volume negligible.

China had vast land, abundant resources, and a huge population. China and Japan were close neighbors, meaning low trade costs. The Chinese market should have been Japan's true reliance.

Sitting back down in his chair somewhat dejectedly, Yamamoto said helplessly, "There is a saying in China: 'Lifting a rock only to drop it on one's own foot.' If those in power after Prince Ito had maintained relations with China instead of aggressively focusing only on immediate, petty profits, how could we be in this predicament today?"

Ishiwara had heard this lament too many times. Members of the Future of Japan Society, once they truly understood the basics of 'He-ology'—that is, the basics of political economy—would all express such sentiments. And every time, Ishiwara would tell these comrades who seemed to have understood, "That is impossible! Cutting off a man's source of wealth is like killing his parents. Japan would never have given up the excess profits brought by its privileges in China."

For Yamamoto Isoroku, Ishiwara didn't bother wasting his breath. The Navy was a technical service, and the treatment of its officers and men was much higher than that of the Army. Consequently, the development of the Future of Japan Society within the Navy had not been smooth.

Yamamoto, however, wasn't thinking that far ahead. His mind was in turmoil for a while before he asked helplessly, "Ishiwara-kun, do you think His Majesty the Emperor is aware of the recent calls among the populace for the construction of a Japanese domestic market?"

"Both you and I know about it; how could His Majesty not know?" Ishiwara answered coldly. Although he looked indifferent, this matter was actually being pushed by Ishiwara and others. The Rice Riots were not a revolution; the impetus they gave to Japanese social progress stemmed from the struggle waged by the united Japanese workers and farmers in the aftermath of the riots.

The Future of Japan Society was pushing for the awakening of the Japanese people. Only when the Japanese people realized where Japan's path lay could they march towards it...

"Ishiwara-kun..." Yamamoto could no longer suppress the panic in his heart. "...I believe someone will stop this. What do you think?"

Ishiwara hoped Yamamoto would wake up sooner rather than later, so he spoke very bluntly. "Yamamoto-kun. Even if His Majesty were willing to push for the construction of a Japanese domestic market, *could* His Majesty push it?"

Yamamoto, of course, knew it couldn't be pushed. Land reform in Japan, even a redemption-style land reform, would never be accepted by the Japanese upper class. Thinking of this, Yamamoto said with hatred, "Those parasites of the nation!"
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Major General Okamura Yasuji, Chief of Staff of the Japanese 15th Army, returned to the bamboo building housing his office after inspecting the barracks. Covered in sweat, he stood directly under the electric fan. His orderly quickly brought water, and after washing his face, Okamura felt much better.

Amidst the creaking sounds, someone arrived outside the bamboo building and spoke, "Your Excellency, may I come in?"

Okamura allowed the lieutenant colonel to enter and ordered the guard to close the door. The lieutenant colonel took a stack of papers from his canvas satchel and placed them before Okamura. "Your Excellency, this is what we retrieved."

Looking down, Okamura saw the first page of the leaflet bore the title *How to Build and Develop Japan's Domestic Market*. Although Okamura wanted to read on, a sense of unease stopped him. He continued to flip through the pages; amidst the rustling of paper, Okamura finished reading the titles on the leaflets. The titles were all political, and many were very familiar: *Japan's Destiny*, *The Future of Asian Civilization*. These were all works written by He Rui during his time studying in Japan. There were also parts concerning current Japanese politics: *Analysis of Capital Ownership in Japan*, *Analysis of Japanese National Expenditure*.

If one had to find fault with the content of these leaflets, one could indeed argue there was nothing wrong with them. But the very appearance of such leaflets was a huge problem. When the lower classes begin to seriously think about how their country is constituted, when they begin to discuss what their motherland ought to be, that is the beginning of great chaos.

Seeing Okamura's grim expression, the lieutenant colonel before him took out another document. "Your Excellency, this is a list of some of the ringleader officers and soldiers. To know the detailed list, we would need to conduct an interrogation."

"I understand. You may leave." Okamura ordered after taking the list.

Soon, Okamura flew to Dhaka, the capital of the Bengal region, under the pretext of making a regular report to the Allied Command. From the plane, Okamura looked down at the vast Bengal plains, seeing crisscrossing rivers and lush greenery. It showed no signs of being affected by the war.

Although Okamura did not like Ishiwara, he had to admire Ishiwara's strategic judgment. When the Japanese Army Ministry accepted Ishiwara's suggestion and proposed to the British Army that Japanese forces garrison the Chittagong region, the British agreed happily. In the British plan, after retreating from Yangon, the Chittagong region defended by the Japanese would become the front line, and these Japanese troops could be put to use, sharing the pressure for Britain on the battle line.

Ishiwara had anticipated this, but what the British had not anticipated was that although from a military perspective, Yangon, isolated beyond the mountains and lacking in troops and generals, was like a ripe fruit that would fall into one's hand with a light touch, He Rui simply would not take Yangon. Instead, he dispatched troops several times through the Siliguri Corridor to invade the West Bengal region of British India. The Chinese army moved in and out quickly, leaving after fighting, and did not occupy British India territory, putting the British army in a dilemma on two fronts.

Okamura agreed with Ishiwara's judgment: this was He Rui's method of using war to promote peace. Under such repeated pulling and mobilizing, the British army was exhausted and unable to cope. To end this torture, Britain would either have to expand the scale of the war regardless of the cost, or choose to compromise.

With a strategist like Ishiwara present, Japan was garrisoned in the Chittagong region amidst Britain's eager expectations. The Japanese army was indeed in the war zone, yet they were as leisurely as if they were on vacation. Okamura originally thought this was fine, but now he felt that perhaps if the troops were placed on the front line, the lower ranks of the Japanese army would not have time to study Japanese domestic politics.

After the plane arrived in Dhaka, Okamura went straight to Nagata. He reported the situation in the army to Nagata. After finishing, Okamura observed Nagata's expression but could see nothing in Nagata's deep gaze. After a good while, he heard Nagata praise, "Ishiwara-kun accepting the position at the Army New Technology Training Bureau really has He-kun's style."

Okamura was shocked internally and became even more nervous. After the Northeast War, Ishiwara's ideology was a minority view within the Japanese Army's upper echelons, and he had never been valued by them. They arranged for Ishiwara to work at the Army New Technology Training Bureau. The New Technology Training Bureau had neither personnel power nor decision-making power. It was responsible for the training of low and middle-ranking officers of the Japanese Army. It had high status but was purely a working agency.

Originally, Okamura appreciated the power tactics of the higher-ups, but now within the 15th Army, middle and lower-ranking officers, as well as some sergeants and young soldiers, had actually formed various small internal groups. Among the leaders of those small groups, some were organizing officers to study 'He Learning', while others were organizing soldiers to study.

Because all low-ranking officers of the Japanese Army had to undergo training at the New Technology Training Bureau, this group of low-ranking officers had all attended Ishiwara's classes. In a sense, Ishiwara had become the person with the widest network in the Japanese Army over the past two or three years. If...

Before Okamura could think further, Nagata said, "The climate in Chittagong is not suitable for the Expeditionary Army. We should adjust some of the soldiers and let those who are not suited to the climate here return to Japan first, so as not to affect the combat effectiveness of the Expeditionary Army."

Okamura understood immediately and replied instantly, "Yes! This subordinate will handle it immediately. Does Your Excellency have any other orders?"

"The Ministry of War has ordered me to return to Japan to report on my duties. During this period, I have recommended Ishiwara-kun to temporarily take over my work. The affairs of the 15th Army must be shouldered by you, Okamura-kun."

Hearing this, Okamura's heart was like a clear mirror; the Japanese upper echelon had already begun to act. So Okamura stood at attention, "This subordinate will certainly fulfill his duty!"

Nagata stood up from his seat and bowed slightly to Okamura, "Then I will trouble you, Okamura-kun!"

This matter proceeded very quickly. That same day, Ishiwara received the order to come to Dhaka. The next day, May 7th, Nagata boarded a ship and began heading south. If possible, Nagata would have very much liked to take the route through China. As long as China's ruler was He Rui, Nagata would not worry at all about his safety traveling through China.

However, the current war situation made it impossible for Nagata to apply for entry into China, so he could only take a ship south first. He arrived near the Kra Isthmus in Thailand to dock and disembark, then crossed the short Kra Isthmus, boarded a ship on the Pacific side, and headed straight for Tokyo.

During the time waiting for the ship in Thailand, the Japanese Ambassador to Thailand sent personnel as agreed, delivering thick stacks of newspapers to Nagata. There were Japanese ones, and also foreign ones. The headlines on various Japanese newspapers were mostly reports on Professor Taira Toyomori, Chairman of the Asian International Tribunal's Damage Compensation Committee. The reports were full of praise: "The Japanese scholar most watched by the world", "The Light of Japan, the Soul of Yamato Culture, Lord Taira Toyomori!"

Various enthusiastic headlines were very inciting. Nagata had met Professor Taira Toyomori and felt that Professor Taira Toyomori could live up to such praise. From another angle, this was also a means for the upper echelon to try and divert domestic attention.

But nothing can have only one side. After praising Professor Taira Toyomori, many newspapers introduced that after Professor Taira Toyomori investigated and studied China's land reform, he wrote a report.

It is not difficult to take a report's meaning and make it contradictory by taking it out of context. But what Nagata saw was that the newspapers very seriously and earnestly explained Professor Taira Toyomori's report quite clearly. Professor Taira Toyomori believed that China's land reform was indeed a policy proposed and implemented by the Chinese government. The core of this policy was not to grant favors, but to conduct an 'asset restructuring' targeting the effectively bankrupt Chinese countryside.

The purpose of this asset restructuring was to rebuild the rural economic order. Through the method of equal distribution of land, more than 400 million Chinese peasants would regain the ability to support themselves, thereby catalyzing an internal consumer market.

Precisely because this was an 'asset restructuring', those whose interests were damaged in the asset restructuring would oppose it. The Chinese government dispatching troops to every county was to suppress rebellion and deter those with damaged interests who had not yet risen to resist.

With the praise for Professor Taira Toyomori upfront, these later parts appeared very persuasive. A report written by Professor Taira Toyomori, crowned as 'The Light of Japan, the Soul of Yamato Culture', naturally appeared very persuasive. Moreover, Lieutenant General Nagata Tetsuzan himself felt that Professor Taira Toyomori's report had a very high standard.

After finishing the domestic newspapers, Nagata found that most Japanese newspapers, whether left-wing, right-wing, or centrist, were mostly supporting Professor Taira Toyomori. Although there were many opponents, they could only express their attitude with words like 'dangerous thoughts', 'possibility of subverting the national polity', 'the nation will no longer be a nation', 'endurance is a traditional virtue of the Yamato people'.

Nagata put down the newspapers; the turmoil in the domestic situation exceeded his imagination. Closing his eyes to think for a moment, Nagata organized the sequence of what he needed to do after returning to Japan once more. This was a difficult choice, but a choice that had to be made. Nagata himself already had the resolve; he could only hope that those people back home had the same resolve.

His heavy heart needed relief. Nagata opened his eyes and looked for news about the Asian International Tribunal. This was destined to be news full of entertainment value. Even if the atrocity of massacring civilians was cruel and heavy, given Nagata's understanding of He Rui, He Rui would inevitably make the trial have a strong reading effect.

Sure enough, in recent reports, Chinese newspapers published the opening statement of the defense lawyer for the ANZAC Corps: "...Any war will have collateral damage; this is unavoidable. Because war itself is a tragedy. Let us take China's wars as an example. 2000 years ago, the Kingdom of Qin and the Kingdom of Zhao in China fought the famous Battle of Changping. Later, the Kingdom of Qin, which established the Qin Empire, massacred 400,000 captured Zhao Kingdom troops after the war.

"During the war between the Chinese Qing Empire and the Ming Empire, countless massacres were carried out. The most famous include the Ten Days of Yangzhou, where 800,000 people were massacred. The Three Massacres of Jiading also saw a slaughter exceeding 60,000. In the subsequent Guangzhou Massacre, tens of thousands were similarly massacred.

"By 1852, the Taiping Rebellion, which lasted for ten years, broke out. China's God-worshipping rebels and the Manchu Qing Imperial Army fought a fierce war. Massive massacres were carried out by both sides. It caused the death of 100 million people in China at that time. 100 million people is 1,600 times 60,000 people.

"War is tragedy, a tragedy where collateral damage inevitably appears. This is the original sin of mankind, an original sin that every person must bear. We sympathize with the dead, but we must sympathize even more with the living. For the dead, the tragedy has ended. For the living, the tragedy has just begun..."

Nagata felt that this lawyer defending the ANZAC Corps was quite skilled. He clearly grasped the core point of 'regarding massacres, everyone is the same, no one should say they are nobler than anyone else'. Since China wanted to organize an international tribunal, Britain would talk about China's history of massacres. Due to China's abundant historical records, the massacre figures were truly shocking. Although this was useless for this trial, at least in the media, it could mold China into the image of a 'Nation of Massacres'.

Looking at these words, Nagata could even imagine the lawyer in court, compassionate yet righteous, with a humble demeanor. With a relaxed mood, Nagata continued reading.

The prosecutor's statement was not as brilliant, because the prosecution naturally had a harder time being brilliant on this topic. But the prosecutor's opening statement was indeed very serious: "...Massacre is a scar in the memory of human history. As long as one substitutes oneself into the role of the victim, no one can still smile. This is the essence of humanity. Human civilization has developed to this day, and massacre is behavior intolerable to human civilized society. This kind of behavior is called a crime!

"The actions of the ANZAC Corps were not military operations, nor were they accidental injuries caused by Burmese civilians not fleeing the war zone. Without any reason or evidence, the ANZAC Corps first subjected the Burmese people to physical confinement, and then, with the intent to massacre, carried out a massacre of people who had lost the ability to move under confinement.

"The crimes of the ANZAC Corps include two parts: illegal confinement and massacre.

"What we demand now is to judge and convict the massacre behavior of the ANZAC Corps. To learn from the past and save the future, to let the butchers in human society understand that such crimes will be reckoned with. Through deterring them and increasing the cost of crime, we aim to reduce the recurrence of massacre crimes.

"Our goal is to let massacres happen as little as possible, and even, as human civilization reaches new heights, to ensure that the crime of massacre no longer appears. Therefore, today is the new beginning of the chapter of human civilization, today is the history of human civilization..."

After reading this, Nagata felt a bit bored. In Nagata's view, judging the losers was not justice, but violence. The victor judging the loser in the name of justice was the truth of the Asian International Tribunal. But Nagata soon discovered that his heart did not lighten because he had expressed contempt for the Asian International Tribunal.

If China continued to grow stronger and maintained its current attitude, although massacres could not be completely avoided, they would indeed be punished. Under the rules set by China, it would be the Great Powers who would be punished.

Did China have such strength? Nagata was unwilling to believe it, but also dared not completely deny it. Carrying various thoughts, the cruise ship Nagata took sailed on the sea for five days and arrived at Keelung Port. Nagata disembarked and boarded a Japanese warship that should have departed for Japan three days ago but had waited three extra days to pick him up, and sped all the way to Tokyo.

On May 24th, Nagata finally arrived in Tokyo. Facing Major General Obata Toshishirō who came to welcome him, Nagata asked, "Is there any news from Burma?"

Obata Toshishirō led Nagata into the waiting car and replied, "There is no change in Burma. But the changes domestically are huge. Students from several Imperial Universities have started posting posters on campuses and have even gone to the streets to give speeches. Nagata-kun, although it was the Ministry of War that summoned you back this time, there are very many people concerned about when you would return."

"I understand." Lieutenant General Nagata Tetsuzan straightened his military cap and replied decisively.

With the roar of the engine, the car began to vibrate, carrying the two towards their first destination, the Ministry of War building.
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Night had fallen as Nagata Tetsuzan and Obata Toshishiro emerged from the Army Ministry building. It had been nearly three years since the Great Kanto Earthquake, and the rubble in Tokyo's urban areas had largely been cleared away. However, construction of new buildings had not yet begun on the ruins. In the darkness, the once densely populated and vibrant city of Tokyo seemed rather desolate.

Obata had originally intended to just see Nagata out, but when he saw Nagata take out a cigarette case and offer him a cigarette, he knew Nagata had a question. Sure enough, as soon as Obata lit his cigarette, Nagata asked, "Obata-kun, your father is a member of the House of Peers, so you should understand the House of Peers well. If Baron Obata has time, I would like to pay him a visit."

"What does Nagata-kun want to know?"

"How many people in the House of Peers agree with the plan for building the Empire's domestic market?" Nagata answered decisively. Japan was currently experiencing surging undercurrents, triggered by the 'Japan Land Restoration Outline' proposed by two members of the House of Representatives who had died mysteriously. With the subsequent brewing, the newspapers had already proposed the *Outline of the Construction Plan for the Domestic Market of the Great Japanese Empire*. According to newspaper reports, this 'Outline' was a plan proposed by a certain MP, or a group of MPs.

Nagata believed what the newspapers said was nonsense. If a member of the House of Representatives had the ability to write such an 'Outline', the Ministry of Finance would certainly have invited that MP to become a key official within the ministry. The so-called outline was a synthesis of 'He's Philosophy', the practice of China's land revolution, and Professor Hira Toyomori's inspection report, written based on Japan's current situation. The person who penned it must be an excellent economist and an experienced official. Nagata even suspected that perhaps He Rui had finally made his move.

In the night, Obata Toshishiro looked at Nagata, who was puffing heavily on his cigarette. The light of the cigarette flickered, and combined with the dim streetlights, Nagata's expression looked slightly ferocious. After thinking for a moment, Obata asked, "Why is Nagata-kun worried about the House of Peers?"

Nagata answered very decisively, "Going forward, there cannot be any enemies within the House of Peers."

Obata felt Nagata's ruthless mood and was somewhat surprised. Although he felt the pressure within Japan was immense, he didn't think it had reached the point where one had to clearly distinguish between friends and enemies and have a showdown. He looked carefully at Nagata's expression again. Before he could decide how to broach the subject, he heard Nagata say, "Please convey my request to visit to your father, Obata-kun."

"Alright," Obata replied. He then saw Nagata throw down the half-smoked cigarette, bow, and get into the car. The car, which had already started, immediately drove off and disappeared into the pitch-black night. Obata didn't return to the Army Ministry building until he couldn't see anything anymore. He continued to smoke slowly, recalling Nagata's speech at the Army Ministry today: "The differences between the Imperial Way Faction and the Control Faction are now insignificant. What is important is to preserve the Imperial Polity. There are indeed some heartless rich people in the Empire. If we want to improve the domestic market, we should reprimand them. But land reform is absolutely unfeasible."

Obata had learned from his eldest brother that someone in the House of Peers had actually proposed a House of Peers version of land reform. Even after hearing the introduction of the version from his brother, Obata understood that this version was just an attempt to make a painless reform to give the people an explanation. One couldn't say this version of land reform had zero changes, but it really only had a tiny bit of change.

However, in Nagata's view, no compromise could be given. Such a tough attitude was vastly different from the flexible attitude Nagata usually left on people. Obata didn't think Nagata had any problems, so there was only one reason left: Nagata had seen some danger that Obata hadn't seen at all.

What kind of danger could it be? Obata threw down the cigarette butt and walked towards the Ministry of War building. Many thoughts turned in his mind along the way, but he couldn't make a determination.

The night grew deeper. Saionji Kinmochi had already taken a short nap in the rocking chair in his study. Old people slept lightly, so when footsteps sounded in the corridor, the Genro Saionji Kinmochi had already woken up. By the time he stood up, the servant had gently opened the door. Seeing Saionji, the servant said, "Master, Nagata-kun is here."

The old man and the young man didn't stand on ceremony. They sat on either side of the Western-style tea table under the large glass window of the study. Nagata said straight to the point, "Excellency, the domestic situation has reached a point where we cannot make the slightest concession. Those seemingly reasonable plans will only drag the Empire into chaos."

Saionji Kinmochi wasn't surprised at all. He asked calmly, "Are there no redeeming qualities in those views?"

In recent days, the Japanese upper echelons hadn't been idle. Not only had the upper echelons studied the outline for Japan's domestic market construction, but Prince Regent Hirohito had also consulted Saionji. Even the 'sick' Emperor Taisho had called Saionji in and consulted him in the royal family's unique 'implicit' manner, as if he hadn't asked anything.

Saionji naturally felt this plan was very radical and its feasibility was very, very low. As Japan's only remaining Genro, Saionji had to admit that this plan was not without merit. In particular, the theoretical basis of this plan was very solid, and its application goals were quite clear. According to intelligence obtained from China, China's economy had also begun to become active again due to successful 'asset restructuring'. Therefore, a very small number of the upper echelons began to feel that perhaps they could give it a try to some extent.

Facing Nagata's clear-cut opposition, Saionji really wanted to see what the man upon whom high hopes were placed as the smartest man in the Japanese Army was thinking. When Saionji was ready, Nagata answered, "Excellency, you have always assisted Prince Ito. What Prince Ito won for Japan was Japan's voice in East Asia. Building the domestic market looks like an economic issue, but it is actually a strategic choice of where the Empire is heading. Once implemented, even if only a small opening is made, Japan's national policy will inevitably turn inward. At that time, the voice in East Asia that Prince Ito put his heart and soul into obtaining for Japan will be lost."

Hearing Nagata mention his teacher Ito Hirobumi, ripples still rose in Saionji's calm heart. Back then, Saionji Kinmochi had followed Ito Hirobumi to win the First Sino-Japanese War, and from then on possessed a voice in East Asia. Since then, Japan had embarked on a completely new path. But after Ito Hirobumi died, Japan had become accustomed to such a status domestically, and no one mentioned the importance of the voice in East Asia to Japan anymore. It was as if Japan naturally should possess such power.

Nagata threw this question out straightforwardly, and Saionji Kinmochi felt he was moved. His originally high evaluation of Nagata was raised even further. But this question concerned Japan's national policy, so Saionji Kinmochi pressed, "Nagata-kun, do you think China will win in the future?"

"The current Japan no longer has the ability to organize a million-strong army to fight a national war with China. Even if it did, even if it went to war with China and both sides had two million dead, it still wouldn't change anything. But this is not the reason for Japan to change its national policy from now on." At this point, Nagata's emotions became agitated. His throat moved a bit, and finally he took out his cigarette case and lit one for himself.

Saionji thought for a while before continuing to ask, "Nagata-kun, you haven't answered my question."

"Excellency. With Japan's current economy, it can still cause very big trouble for China. For a considerable time in the future, the Japanese Navy can still suppress China. Then, any country that wishes for Japan to balance China will recognize Japan's voice in East Asia. However, once Japan's national policy turns inward, how many people will still support Japan spending huge financial resources to support the military to balance China's policy? Once the domestic front does not support it, Japan will have to give up holding on to its voice in East Asia. The voice in East Asia will become a bargaining chip for economic cooperation with China. First, it will be abandoned little by little, and finally, it will be completely abandoned. Excellency, are you willing to accept such a future?"

Saionji naturally didn't want to give up Japan's voice in East Asia, but he also felt things might not be that bad. After thinking for a while, he asked, "Will it really develop to that step? Are there no variables in between?"

Nagata looked back at Saionji Kinmochi's gaze without fear, "He-kun is still very young, and He-kun has already organized a very outstanding government. If we want to wait for variables to appear, it will take a long time. If we give up the right to speak, Japan will likely have to give it up within a few years. Excellency, I think you can understand."

Hearing Nagata so firmly believe that Japan would completely give up its voice in East Asia within a few years, Saionji Kinmochi did suspect Nagata was exaggerating. But Saionji Kinmochi also indeed understood Nagata's meaning. So Saionji Kinmochi said, "Nagata-kun, let's stop here for today. There may be a gathering in the next few days, and I would like to invite Nagata-kun to attend."

Seeing his efforts had some effect, Nagata felt a bit more relaxed. he bowed decisively and replied, "Yes!"
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In the darkness, the wooden windows of the Army New Technology Training Bureau classroom were covered with several layers of newspaper pinned up with thumbtacks, preventing the dim electric light from leaking out. Several lines of chalk writing were on the blackboard. Lieutenant Colonel Aizawa Saburo faced the new official members of the Future Society and said, "Gentlemen, the outline for Japan's domestic market construction includes both rural and urban areas. in the countryside, every household must be allocated land, and the grain tax will only be thirty percent! In the cities, workers must have minimum wage protection and an eight-hour workday! We absolutely cannot allow a situation where a worker labors for fourteen hours a day but earns wages that can't even buy a single rice ball!"

After speaking, Aizawa Saburo looked at the group of officers and asked loudly, "Do you gentlemen agree with such a Japan?"

Before his voice had even faded, several officers stood up abruptly and said loudly, "Aizawa-kun, of course we agree. Tell us what to do right now!"

Looking down from the podium, Aizawa Saburo saw a fire seemingly burning in the eyes of the new Future Society members. Their determined and excited expressions made Aizawa Saburo feel his own chest heat up. Aizawa Saburo knew that if he gave a command now, these officers would follow him into action.

It wasn't that these officers were impulsive, but that Japan's national economy, after nearly three years of continuous recession, had truly reached a point where people could no longer survive.

Aizawa Saburo asked the Future Society comrades who had stood up to sit down first. He took a moment to calm his own excited emotions. Under the warm gaze of his comrades, Aizawa Saburo said, "We cannot act yet. Because we haven't fully identified our enemies."

As soon as he finished speaking, another officer stood up abruptly and shouted, "Aizawa-kun, how can we not be clear! Those powerful nobles are the national traitors; they are our enemies! After executing the national traitors and immediately implementing the outline for Japan's domestic construction, Japan will be saved!"

Aizawa Saburo shook his head. "That view is not wrong, but what we are undertaking is a revolution, not an assassination! Of Japan's twenty-one standing divisions, aside from the three divisions that joined the Expeditionary Army and the three divisions in Korea and Taiwan, fifteen divisions remain in the Japanese homeland. Among these fifteen divisions, how many support us and how many oppose us? Have the comrades figured this out?"

The new members of the Future Society were stunned. They heard from Aizawa's words that the revolution the Future Society intended to launch was not just the execution of upper-class national traitors, but a comprehensive purge involving the entire army from top to bottom. This was already on the scale of a civil war.

Aizawa was not surprised. If it were just killing national traitors, quite a few people in the current Japanese Army would be willing to act. But what the Future Society wanted to launch was not simple slaughter, but a comprehensive cleansing from top to bottom, which was why the Future Society enforced such strict selection for membership.

The angry light in the new members' eyes disappeared. Aizawa Saburo was very familiar with this. Every official member went through this stage. If someone still jumped three feet high after hearing about civil war, overflowing with passion to act immediately, they were precisely the kind of person the Future Society tried to reject.

After the officer who had stood up sat down, Aizawa Saburo pointed to the new program on the blackboard and said, "Gentlemen, I don't need to say much about what Japan's future will look like; just look at China under He Rui's rule. Everyone has seen the war reports. A year ago, who could have imagined that the old empire of China, which seemed incredibly weak, could comprehensively suppress Britain? Comrades have also seen Professor Taira Toyomori's investigation report. Professor Taira traveled through a dozen Chinese provinces and saw that after paying thirty percent tax, every Chinese citizen could be allocated 600 *jin* of coarse and fine grain per year. Selling some of the grain allows them to buy new clothes. Who could have imagined that China has now built roads and, through installment plans, allowed farmers and urban workers to buy bicycles? With bicycles, people no longer have to carry goods on their backs and walk dozens of *li* on two legs to sell them. In one day, a person riding a bicycle can travel back and forth dozens of *li*, leaving in the morning and returning home at night."

The eyes of the officers who had newly joined the Future Society heated up again. Their sources for this news were not just newspapers, because the Japanese government absolutely refused to accept the seriously wounded and disabled Japanese soldiers captured by the Chinese government. Therefore, prisoner exchanges had never taken place. Those captured Japanese officers and soldiers frequently wrote letters back home. Initially, the Japanese government didn't pay much attention, but after discovering the descriptions of current Chinese society in the POW letters, they immediately began censorship.

However, the army had its own channels. Among this batch of new Future Society members were officers responsible for monitoring letter content. At first, these people didn't believe in China's changes either, but seeing the Japanese government's caution over the past two years, as well as intelligence transmitted back by colleagues in the Japanese Army stationed in Korea, they had no choice but to believe.

This was the reason they joined the Future Society. Who didn't want to live a good life? The life the Chinese people were living was exactly the life the Japanese soldiers looked forward to.

Aizawa Saburo watched the emotional changes of his comrades and said as calmly as possible, "What we need to do now is to propagate the outline for Japan's domestic construction within the army. Through propaganda, we can naturally distinguish who supports such a future and who opposes it. According to intelligence obtained by the Future Society, the Special Higher Police and the Kempeitai are currently expanding their numbers significantly. Those national traitors have already sensed the danger. Before long, they will strengthen control and suppress revolutionary propaganda. Our upcoming work is not only important but also very dangerous!"

The officers of the Japanese Army were all from the educated class who had tested into the military academy. After the initial excitement dissipated, although the passion remained, the impulsiveness had reduced a lot. Hearing that the Special Higher Police and the Kempeitai were going to increase their operations at this time, although they couldn't say they were afraid, they inevitably felt nervous in their hearts.

Aizawa Saburo urged, "Gentlemen, judging by the actions of those people, even propagating Japan's future is already very dangerous. We must be care..."

Before he finished speaking, the sound of gunshots suddenly came from outside. Aizawa Saburo immediately stopped speaking. He had heard some movement outside the wall of the Army New Technology Training Bureau earlier, but there were guards at the gate and sentries at the entrance of the teaching building, so he hadn't taken it to heart. But gunfire was different.

The noise outside became louder, especially as the guards at the main gate had already gone into action. The guards of the New Technology Training Bureau were now all Future Society members. Aizawa Saburo immediately left the classroom and rushed to the entrance of the teaching building first. The comrade responsible for sentry duty immediately stepped forward and said, "Aizawa-kun, we don't know who is fighting each other outside."

*Bang! Bang!* Two more gunshots came in succession from outside. Aizawa could tell this was the sound of the latest Nambu Type 14 pistol. If it were other gunshots, Aizawa Saburo would have found it hard to distinguish if it was a black-market gun leaked to the streets. The Nambu Type 14 pistol was designed by Kijiro Nambu in 1925 based on his Nambu Type A, and had only recently been issued to troops, so it wouldn't have leaked out immediately. Moreover, listening to the commotion, the person shooting was using a pistol to fight against quite a few people wielding cold weapons like katanas. Aizawa Saburo took a katana from the sentry's hand and led the sentry rushing towards the gate.

Footsteps sounded from behind. Aizawa looked back and saw that in the darkness, the comrades of the Future Society had also followed him out. Some were empty-handed, while others carried stools. Aizawa felt warmth in his heart; when encountering trouble, they did not stand idly by—they were indeed trustworthy comrades.

As the group approached the gate, they heard the attackers outside shouting "Death to the military" and "Soldiers are all thieves who only know how to oppress the people." If the people outside were shouting "Heaven's punishment for national traitors," Aizawa might have watched from the sidelines for a bit, but those shouting such words were definitely the *ronin* who had recently begun committing more and more acts of violence in Tokyo.

As the economy worsened, the *ronin* became active again. Since these people were targeting soldiers, Aizawa had no reason to stand by. He easily vaulted over the fence gate, and with his katana still in its sheath, thrust it at a *ronin*. Aizawa was a swordsmanship instructor and didn't want to kill anyone at this moment. But taking just one blow from the scabbard, the *ronin* hunched over directly and fell to the ground in pain.

Aizawa moved like lightning, knocking down several thugs in succession in the darkness. At this time, the Future Society comrades from the school also arrived at the gate, joining forces with the two guards there. The guards originally had flashlights, and now they hurriedly gave these comrades a few torches. Once the main gate opened, these people rushed out carrying stools as well as clubs and other items from the guard room. Seeing so many people rushing out, the thugs immediately gathered together.

Originally, when Aizawa was alone, he could act at will. Now that the two sides were facing off, Aizawa first shouted loudly, "Where are you thugs from, daring to commit violence here!" He then took a few steps back and drew his katana.

As a swordsmanship instructor, Aizawa paid great attention to maintaining his weapon on ordinary days. The katana left its sheath, radiating cold light under the illumination of flashlights and torches. The *ronin* all had weapons in their hands, but seeing that Aizawa and the others had already formed a battle array—especially Aizawa's posture with the sword, which clearly showed he was an expert—the *ronin* knew they wouldn't get the upper hand. They simply abandoned their companions who had been knocked down by Aizawa and all withdrew.

Now, a car that had originally been surrounded by the *ronin* was revealed. Afraid of an ambush, Aizawa didn't pursue but went forward to check the car. The car windows had been smashed, and someone inside was injured; groans of pain and the smell of blood drifted out from the broken window.

At this moment, the car door was pushed open from the inside, and a person walked out. He wore round glasses and a general's uniform bearing the rank of Lieutenant General. This person held a Nambu Type 14 pistol in one hand, yet his expression was very calm. It turned out to be Army Lieutenant General Nagata Tetsuzan.

This time Aizawa was stunned. If he had known earlier that it was Nagata Tetsuzan being attacked, Aizawa really might not have rushed out to rescue him...

But since he had met Nagata, Aizawa sheathed his katana and saluted Nagata. "Lieutenant General, sir, subordinate Aizawa Saburo is here to rescue you."

"Is it Aizawa..." Nagata felt somewhat emotional in his heart. He initially could have avoided this route. However, upon returning to Tokyo, Nagata couldn't help but think of Ishiwara. When the driver asked which road to take, he casually mentioned the road that passed in front of the New Technology Training Bureau. He hadn't expected to be ambushed. Facing so many attackers, and with the attackers having set up spikes beforehand to puncture the tires, he couldn't even run. Nagata had momentarily thought he was going to die here, but he hadn't expected Aizawa Saburo to rush out in time to save him.

However, Nagata didn't want to say much at this time. He asked Aizawa to quickly treat the injured guard and driver, and to notify the Kempeitai at the same time.

The Training Bureau had a telephone. After a few calls were made, it wasn't long before two military trucks and a car arrived. Many soldiers and military police got off the trucks, first protecting Nagata, then taking the bound attackers onto the military trucks.

Nagata said to Aizawa, who had been accompanying him the whole time, "Aizawa-kun, many thanks."

Aizawa Saburo answered in a clear voice, "This is what a subordinate should do."

Nagata didn't waste words either; he got into the car under the protection of guards. He was already tired enough today; at this moment, he just wanted to hurry home and sleep. As for who exactly decided to attack him, he would talk about it after waking up. Since he wasn't dead, there was plenty of time.
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Using the attack on Lieutenant General Nagata Tetsuzan, the "Jewel of the Army," as a pretext, Tokyo immediately tightened security. The heads of major Tokyo newspapers were summoned to the Special Higher Police (Tokko) headquarters. The Special Higher Police Division, affiliated with the Home Ministry, was primarily responsible for handling domestic security incidents.

Starting in 1920, Japan had gradually established Tokko branches in its concessions across China. These branches functioned essentially as espionage agencies. The first was established in the Kwantung Leased Territory, but when China reclaimed the territory, the local Tokko was completely wiped out.

Wherever He Rui's army pointed its spear, the Japanese military was defeated, and concessions were reclaimed. Any member of the Japanese Tokko in China who failed to flee was captured. The current Tokko had once again become a powerful department solely focused on domestic Japanese affairs.

As a powerful department, high walls topped with barbed wire were standard configuration. The sunlight seemed to avoid this place; walking into the courtyard felt gloomy and cold. Moreover, the Tokko had its own prisons and interrogation rooms. The newspaper heads could faintly hear the screams of prisoners being tortured, which made them feel even more uneasy.

They entered the Section Chief's office, which at least looked like a proper office. It had a desk, filing cabinets, and chairs. Calligraphy reading "Loyalty and Patriotism" hung on the wall, and no torture devices were visible.

The Section Chief was a man in his thirties with a gloomy and cold expression that matched the reputation of the Tokko perfectly. He did not give these newspaper heads a warm welcome. He spoke directly, "From today onwards, all important content in newspapers must undergo Tokko censorship! Content that has not passed censorship cannot be published."

The newspaper heads were stunned. Although the attack on Nagata Tetsuzan was shocking, it shouldn't have involved the newspapers. Every newspaper had been generous in their praise when mentioning Nagata. A few months ago, they had even hyped him up when he became the Deputy Commander of the Anglo-Japanese Allied Forces.

The Tokko Section Chief gave them no opportunity to think or bargain. He had his subordinates distribute a document to each of them. After reading it, although the newspaper heads frowned, they already knew the answer in their hearts.

Any content regarding "News, Politics, Current Affairs, Economics," and the like had to be censored by the Tokko first. These were precisely the categories that were currently the most controversial and generated the most response in Japanese society. To be more direct, every newspaper head knew that publishing the *Outline of the Great Japanese Empire Domestic Market Construction Plan*—a political-economic issue—was destined to trigger intense debate in Japanese society and lead to even more intense consequences.

The newspaper heads were tactful. Since the Japanese upper echelons had started to act, they simply accepted this fact. When the Tokko Section Chief demanded that newspapers also submit "suspiciously positioned" submissions, the heads immediately expressed their obedience.

Finally allowed to leave, the newspaper heads walked out of the Tokko gate without exchanging a word, each going their own way. Since they were being watched, any communication would have to rely on private, secret channels.

There were members of the Future Society within the Tokko as well, and intelligence was quickly transmitted to the core layer of the Future Society. Using the assassination attempt on Nagata Tetsuzan as an excuse, the Japanese government first imposed supervision on newspapers. At the same time, they sent personnel to begin investigations into universities in Tokyo, Osaka, and other places.

Aizawa Saburo and others wanted to know specifically which students were being targeted, but the comrade who delivered the message said helplessly, "The comrades within the Tokko are too low-ranking to access specific lists. Please wait a while."

The Future Society was somewhat wary of the Tokko. Like the Future Society, the Tokko conducted political background checks and various tests for personnel selection. The Future Society knew well that such a selection process would identify people with strong convictions. The Tokko, using similar methods, would select personnel loyal to the Japanese high command. Moreover, Tokko members generally came from good backgrounds, naturally possessing a centripetal force toward the Japanese leadership.

The comrades inside the Tokko had joined the Future Society first and then became Tokko candidates due to unexpected factors. Even so, this Future Society comrade had no intention of joining the Tokko. But plans change; the Tokko urgently expanded its recruitment, lowering the censorship threshold to fill the ranks. That comrade had joined the Tokko unexpectedly. Expecting such a newcomer to obtain intelligence known only to the Tokko high command was asking too much.

"Who will be targeted next?" This was the matter the Future Society leadership was most concerned about.

Mitsui Yasuki stood by the window on the second floor, looking through the gap in the curtains at several suspicious figures downstairs. After learning that the high command was cracking down on newspapers and schools, Mitsui guessed that the "Zaibatsu" would be next. The newspapers and academia sought a new path for Japan out of idealism; the Zaibatsu sought a new path for a simpler reason: money.

As a Zaibatsu hedging his bets, Mitsui Yasuki had aided He Rui while simultaneously supporting Nagata and Ishiwara. Otherwise, relying mainly on the poor members of the Future Society, it would have been impossible to have enough funds to develop the organization.

Leaving the second floor, Mitsui Yasuki returned to his office and picked up the Japanese Domestic Construction Plan sent back by Professor Taira Toyomori through secret channels. Professor Taira had not spent all his time on the Asian International Tribunal after going to China; this domestic construction plan fascinated Mitsui.

The Mitsui family was indeed a major Japanese landowner. The Japanese domestic market construction was divided into two aspects: the rural market and the urban market. Professor Taira, having served as the Minister of Finance for a long time, had access to vast amounts of Japanese economic data. In this construction plan, Professor Taira wrote a proposal based on the development process of China's urban and rural economic construction, contrasted with the current status of Japan's rural and urban economies.

As a Zaibatsu leader, Mitsui Yasuki was one of the few people in Japan with great insight. After reading Professor Taira's plan, Mitsui felt only heartfelt admiration.

Japan's administrative divisions were established following the abolition of the han system and establishment of prefectures by the Meiji government in 1871. Generally, they were divided into two levels: To, Do, Fu, Ken (prefectural level) and Shi, Cho, Son, Special Wards (municipal level).

Using his rich data, Professor Taira calculated the land and population of each prefecture, roughly estimating the income that could be generated in rural areas across Japan once land reform was implemented. Although agricultural taxes would decrease, the consumption power of these rural areas would increase. This would not only foster the development of a small commodity economy but also allow banks to gain revenue through specialized capital loans.

In urban areas, Professor Taira examined China's economic zone planning methods, rationally planning Japan's transportation, special products, and ports to build the Tokyo Economic Circle and the Osaka Economic Circle. He also carried out transportation planning tailored to the needs of different economic circles.

While praising the plan, Mitsui Yasuki also clearly saw that the prerequisite for these plans was the restoration of Sino-Japanese trade. In other words, if Japan remained under its current political system, all these plans were merely illusions.

Thinking of the monitors downstairs, a wave of malice rose in Mitsui's heart. He Rui never hid his communist beliefs, and the Constitution of the Republic of China stipulated that the Republic of China was a socialist country. According to international views, socialist countries were not friendly to capitalists, yet the ROC government had not been seen restricting domestic capitalists like thieves. This crackdown in Japan was not just treating brothers as outsiders, but treating the Zaibatsu as enemies.

Although Mitsui Yasuki was angry due to the sense of danger, he was also somewhat bewildered. If even a socialist country didn't treat Zaibatsu so coldly, what exactly was the Japanese upper echelon thinking regarding Japan's future? With Japan at a dead end, what did the Japanese leadership plan to do?

Nagata already had a rough plan for the future, so when he walked into the tea party organized by Saionji and saw the Navy Minister and the Foreign Minister, he showed no unease and simply greeted them. Conversely, the Navy Minister and the Foreign Minister greeted Lieutenant General Nagata very politely.

At this moment, everyone in the upper echelons felt the dark clouds gathering over Japan. The Foreign Minister frankly expressed the Ministry of Foreign Affairs' view to Saionji: "The British have likely started contact with China. The war might end within a year."

The Navy Minister looked somewhat gloomy. The analysis within the Navy Ministry had reached a similar conclusion, but the basis for this conclusion differed slightly from the Ministry of Foreign Affairs. Seeing Saionji's inquiring gaze, the Navy Minister replied, "Lord Saionji, as far as we know, the British shipbuilding plans have all been extended."

Seeing that Saionji didn't quite understand, the Navy Minister explained. Taking the construction of the *Queen Elizabeth*-class battleships during the Great War in Europe as an example, this class of battleships used the most advanced technology of the time, and five were started at once. To the layman, the construction time for these warships would seem long, but in reality, these five state-of-the-art battleships took less than three years from keel laying to completion.

This was because when orders were plentiful, shipyards received ample funds. They could spend extra money to add equipment and hire new workers. When shipyards lacked sufficient funds, they could only reduce the workforce. What was more fatal was that shipyards needed experienced technical personnel. To avoid firing those experienced technicians, they had to reduce wages and extend the construction period to ensure these skilled workers were retained until the next batch of warship orders arrived.

Saionji understood these specific details and asked, "How long was the extension?"

"Three years," the Navy Minister replied.

"Why three years, instead of one or two?" Saionji was a bit puzzled again.

"The British shipyards likely prepared for the worst, believing the war would end in two years. Moreover, even if the Sino-British war ends, the British government will need a year to adjust its budget allocations due to the massive funds consumed. That is why it is extended by three years."

Seeing that Saionji seemed to understand the key points, Nagata asked, "Your Excellency, with the extension, what is the construction cycle for a British treaty ship?"

"Treaty ship" referred to ship types whose parameters were defined by the Washington Naval Treaty, which all signatory nations had to abide by. Facing Nagata's question, the Navy Minister replied, "At this stage, the construction cycle for a treaty battleship has reached seven years."

Nagata just nodded but didn't speak. The *Queen Elizabeth*-class battleships were completed within three years; the difference between the two was enough to explain too much.

Since both ministers had shared their views, it was Nagata's turn. Nagata got straight to the point. "The national policy that the Empire has consistently followed for the past few decades is to use war to acquire raw material bases and sales markets for the Empire. Because of repeated victories, the national policy was executed very smoothly. Now, the Empire is powerless to win the war, and all national policies are encountering unprecedented challenges."

These words focused everyone's attention on Nagata. Nagata continued, "Currently, the Empire's homeland remains safe and is unlikely to be attacked by China. However, once the Empire changes its national policy to build a domestic market, military expenditures must be reduced. The Empire's naval advantage will be continuously weakened. This will greatly reduce the Empire's ability to balance China."

The Navy Minister's eyes were cold, but he said nothing. However, his expression proved how resistant the Navy was to such a future.

Nagata continued, "Once the national policy is changed, the national polity (Kokutai) must be changed. In the past decades, the Empire has risen due to victory in war; how can the national polity be easily changed? The plan for domestic construction indeed has its merits, but the cost would be comprehensive internal conflict within the Empire, giving China more opportunities. If the Empire falls into civil war, it might even give the United States an opportunity. This is my humble opinion."

After finishing, Nagata picked up his teacup and sipped slowly. The Foreign Minister, the Navy Minister, and Saionji Kinmochi all remained silent. Nagata had spoken to this extent; for the Japanese upper echelons, there was nothing more to say. Just as Nagata described, Japan's national polity could not be easily changed. Even the slightest change would encounter backlash—backlash from the Japanese upper echelons. As members of the upper echelons, everyone present knew how intense that backlash would be.
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In Tokyo after the Great Kanto Earthquake, the collapsed houses and the ruins of buildings destroyed by fire had already been cleared away. On the vast empty lots, numerous shacks of the utmost simplicity had appeared—a few broken wooden sticks supporting some tattered cloth, two or three square meters in size. A whole family would live inside.

Several squads of Japanese police marched in neat formation towards Tokyo Imperial University, passing by such an empty lot along the way. Entering May, Japan began its rainy season (Tsuyu). The empty lot was a muddy mess, and the poor, who could not return to the countryside nor find work in the city, curled up inside the shacks. It rained heavily outside, and drizzled inside.

By the roadside lay several corpses, both men and women. Kneeling beside the corpses were people—women and children—all with numb expressions, bony and emaciated. Their dirty hair, washed by the rain, plastered to their shriveled cheeks, making them look like living corpses. These people were perhaps the relatives of the deceased, hanging signs around their necks written in Japanese: "Selling Myself." They were likely selling themselves.

Even the Japanese police were unwilling to approach these people who had fallen into destitution. A few police officers had expressions full of hostility, while some tried their best to hide a hint of sympathy. The majority of the police looked numb, appearing no more spirited than those who had lost all hope of survival.

By the time the police arrived at the gates of the Tokyo Imperial University campus, the rain had stopped. But the gloomy clouds of the rainy season had not dispersed; the rainy season would last at least another half a month. Between the vast patches of black rain clouds were layers of lighter grey clouds, through which light could barely penetrate, making what should have been a bright day quite dim.

Under the grey sky, the signboard of Tokyo Imperial University, along with the school walls and gates, looked rather gloomy. Leading the team was a high-ranking official from the Tokyo Metropolitan Police Department. As the leading officer arrived at the gatehouse and demanded the guard to open the door, accompanied by the sound of splashing water, several other leading officers walked quickly along the road beside the school's outer wall. They stopped in front of the high-ranking police official and reported, "Chief, the other school gates have been sealed."

"Once inside, immediately begin arrests according to the list," ordered the Deputy Chief of the Tokyo Metropolitan Police Department.

At this time, the scale of Tokyo Imperial University was far smaller than in later generations, with fewer than a thousand students on campus. This time, the Tokyo Metropolitan Police Department had dispatched a force of 400 men to launch a raid, aiming to catch all the lawless students in the school in one net.

This was a nationwide operation, mobilizing almost the entire police force of Japan. The targets included various universities, high schools, and middle schools. Personnel were even sent to elementary schools. Of course, those sent to elementary schools were there to arrest school teachers. Throughout the world, in turbulent times, these people could be regarded as the reserve army of revolution. It was always this group who could understand the revolutionary platform and disseminate it.

Seeing so many police officers, the gatekeeper of Tokyo Imperial University realized that he alone could absolutely not stop them. However, the gatekeeper did not back down; he insisted that the police wait outside the school for the school authorities to come out and negotiate.

The orders the police received were to go in and make arrests; there was no negotiation phase. Not to mention that the leader was the Deputy Chief of the Tokyo Metropolitan Police Department, so there was no possibility of being stopped by a gatekeeper. Two policemen came up and pulled the gatekeeper aside, and the police pushed open the school gates and rushed in.

Choosing this time to launch the raid was planned; on a rainy day, students were all in classrooms or dormitories, with very few people wandering around the campus, making them easy to control. Just as the police expected, they saw only a few students and teachers holding umbrellas on campus. These stunned teachers and students were easily controlled by the police.

After the main force of the police blocked the doors of the teaching buildings and dormitories, they rushed into the buildings. Just then, some windows of the first-floor classrooms were pushed open, and students jumped out onto the ground. The police who came to make the arrests had planned very thoroughly; there were already police standing against the wall. Seeing the escaping students, they pinned them to the ground.

The campus of Tokyo Imperial University was not paved, and the relatively clean uniforms of the pinned students were instantly covered in muddy water. The spirited and elegant appearance of university students was no longer visible.

Inside the classrooms, there were cries of alarm. Police officers stood on the podiums, pushed the university professors or lecturers down, then took out the roster and began roll call. Anyone on the list was a target for arrest, and students were called out in every classroom. The higher-ups had made up their minds: in this arrest, they would rather wrong the innocent than let the guilty escape. If a student was innocent, they could be released after trial. But if anyone escaped, it would be very troublesome.

Some students whose names were called were quite heroic and stood out immediately. The police immediately handcuffed them, put hoods over their heads, and dragged them out. Seeing the police acting so lawlessly, some teachers and students angrily stepped forward to argue. The police were not polite and arrested these teachers and students as well. The arrival of 400 police officers this time was to ensure sufficient manpower for arrests. Those teachers and students who tried to reason were also handcuffed and hooded. Seeing the police like this, the students finally realized that the police were serious.

News was transmitted to Tokyo from all over the country, and a large amount of data proved that the arrest plan was quite successful. Unstable elements in Japanese schools were caught in one net, with only a very few temporarily escaping because they were not at school. According to the established plan, local police stations would go to their homes to arrest them, determined to catch these fellows.

The view of the Japanese upper echelon was consistent: heavy penalties should be used in troubled times. At this moment, thunderous methods must be used to let these lawless elements know the consequences. If there was the slightest leniency, it would only make the already arrogant attitude of these people even more arrogant. Moreover, the purpose of this arrest was deterrence. Except for those socialists, the upper echelon believed that after locking the students up for a few days, making them suffer a bit, and crushing their arrogance, the sensible students could be released. As for the insensible ones, there would naturally be people who would make them understand the dangers of the world.

At this moment, Kita Ikki was walking quickly through Tokyo Station. His friend in the Metropolitan Police Department had taken a risk to issue a warning two hours in advance. Kita Ikki had actually already sensed the threat and could only start fleeing immediately. After all, he was a figure who had participated in China's 1911 Revolution. Kita Ikki did not panic. Wearing ordinary kimono, he passed by some fierce-looking people along with other passengers coming to take the train. Even though those people were patrolling back and forth, Kita Ikki did not attract anyone's attention.

After boarding the train, Kita Ikki even looked at the guys outside the window who were obviously searching for someone with curious eyes, just like other travelers, as if he didn't know what was going on at all. At this time, Kita Ikki was mentally prepared to be caught, and at the same time, he had decided on his destination if he could be lucky enough to escape. Now, the only country that could save Japan was China. Kita Ikki decided that he must go to China no matter what.

The train finally started. After the vehicle drove out of Tokyo Station, the passengers on the train began to discuss. Everyone didn't know what had happened. Someone began to guess, "Could it be that the accomplices of the villains who assassinated Lieutenant General Nagata have started to commit violence?"

Tokyo had not been peaceful recently, and everywhere in Japan was not peaceful. The "Tenchu" (Heavenly Punishment) incidents that appeared at the end of the Shogunate era were appearing in major Japanese cities. Ronin carried out assassinations in the streets, making the Japanese people, whose lives were still passable, fearful in their hearts.

Some people didn't see it that way. A middle-aged man in a western suit frowned and guessed, "Could it be that China has attacked Korea again?"

These words frightened the passengers. Many people asked immediately, "Is it true?"

The middle-aged man in the suit looked like a merchant. Hearing so many people around him asking, he felt in his heart that these people were foolish. If such a thing really happened, the newspapers would definitely report it. Even if they didn't say it, at least the army should be mobilized and a curfew imposed, just like when the Northeast Army launched an attack three years ago.

But the people around were more willing to believe that war had broken out between China and Japan again. Seeing that the middle-aged man in the suit didn't respond, someone said, "After the Anglo-Japanese Alliance, we organized an expeditionary force to Burma. The Chinese were angry and would send troops to attack Korea."

Hearing this, the faces of the Japanese on the same carriage became somewhat anxious. Seeing this, Kita Ikki didn't know what to say. Just a few months ago, Japanese society, upon learning of the re-establishment of the Anglo-Japanese Alliance, experienced a wave of great excitement. It was as if after the reconstruction of the Anglo-Japanese Alliance, Japan could return to the good old days. After all, the previous period of the Anglo-Japanese Alliance was precisely the time of Japan's rapid development. The intuition of most Japanese was that "the past days have returned."

At that time, no one in Japan mentioned the possibility that the Anglo-Japanese Alliance might lead to China launching an attack on Japan. The upper echelon didn't say so because they knew China wouldn't do it. People like Kita Ikki made the same judgment. Even now, Kita Ikki was clear that China would not attack Japan. But ordinary Japanese people hadn't considered such a possibility, or even if they had, they dared not say it aloud.

Now, these people surprisingly didn't know that their intuition was right, and they were actually worrying about China attacking Korea because of the turmoil within Japan. Looking at these people, Kita Ikki really had nothing to say.

But fear is contagious. The people in the carriage talked about the possibility of war, and the more they talked, the more afraid they became. The middle-aged man in the suit, who had just made a casual remark, was in turn affected, and a look of unease appeared on his face, causing him to unbutton the collar of his shirt.

Seeing Kita Ikki's calm expression, the middle-aged man in the suit seemed to have found a companion and said, "Sir, I am Iguchi from Suzuki Shoten."

Kita Ikki casually made up a surname, "I am Kono."

"Mr. Kono, I wonder what you think?" Iguchi asked.

Kita Ikki immediately replied, "I don't think a war has broken out. Because war is useless to China."

"Why?" Iguchi was puzzled. Someone nearby asked, "Is Korea of no benefit to China?"

Kita Ikki replied readily, "Even if China takes Korea, what benefits can it get? Land? Or population?"

"Are land and population not important?" the person who was refuted asked back unhappily.

Kita Ikki couldn't help but smile bitterly. This was the view of ordinary Japanese people, which was understandable. But Kita Ikki did not agree with this view, so he replied, "Korea has 200,000 square kilometers. Compared to the Japanese mainland, it is indeed not small, but China has 11 million square kilometers of land. For China, more than 200,000 square kilometers is very, very small. How much money would it cost to launch an all-out war for this little land? Wouldn't it be better to spend this money on building the country?"

The crowd of passengers was stunned; Kita Ikki's words were something they couldn't quite understand. But Kita Ikki's frank tone and that kind of confidence made the passengers who met by chance feel an inexplicable persuasive power.

However, Iguchi in front of him continued to ask in confusion, "Mr. Kono, if land is not important, why did China attack Burma? The newspapers said that China took away more than 500,000 square kilometers of land in Burma."

Hearing this number, other passengers felt that their worries about the war were correct again, and nodded one after another. At the same time, they waited to hear how Kita Ikki would answer.
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"Gentlemen, Mount Fuji is so vast, why is no one farming on the mountain?" Kita Ikki asked.

The passengers were baffled by this inexplicable question and didn't know how to answer. While they were still stunned, Kita Ikki continued, "Gentlemen, Japan has seized Korea. Now, with so many poor people starving to death on the streets of Japan, why not migrate these people to Korea? Not only do the poor not go to Korea, but I haven't heard of any rich people going to Korea either."

"...Sigh... indeed." Some people resonated with this point. So many Japanese were in a miserable state in the homeland, almost starving to death. If they were migrated to Korea, surely there would be a way to survive?

With the economy currently suffering a severe setback, those who could afford to take the train were not the poor. Even for the Japanese middle-income class, these people still lacked the ability to engage in effective independent thinking. Kita Ikki knew the level of these people from his revolutionary propaganda work, so he gave his own answer: "Because one cannot obtain the resources to survive by going to Korea..."

After all, they were the Japanese middle-income class, so they had at least some thinking ability. Listening to Kita Ikki's explanation, they gradually sobered up. At present, let alone supporting more Japanese, Korea couldn't even support its own people, which led to the situation where a large number of Koreans came to Japan. For China, occupying Korea offered no economic benefit either.

As for why China attacked Burma instead of Korea, Kita Ikki also explained it very clearly. In the First Sino-Japanese War, after Japan occupied Korea, why did it continue to chase and fight the Qing army? If Japan and the Qing Dynasty hadn't signed the *Treaty of Shimonoseki* at that time, and if Japan hadn't obtained a large amount of indemnity, all of Japan's previous efforts would have yielded no return.

Japanese newspapers had made similar assessments after the outbreak of the Sino-British War, and some of the passengers had read them. Kita Ikki, however, explained profound things in simple terms, especially clarifying that 'China will absolutely not actively attack Korea before solving the British problem, in order to avoid side issues.' The passengers suddenly saw the light.

After the war between the Northeast Government and Japan, Japan no longer believed that Korea was safe. Learning that China was merely not attacking *now*, but the future was uncertain, actually seemed to the Japanese passengers like the most reasonable explanation.

The middle-aged man in the suit, Iguchi, became quite respectful towards Kita Ikki. "Mr. Kono, I deeply admire your knowledge. I have one more matter to ask about. I wonder what your view is on the current *Outline for National Reconstruction*? Can this outline save Japan?"

Hearing Iguchi, the middle-aged man in the suit, directly ask the question 'Can it save Japan', and seeing the others around looking at him with expectant gazes, Kita Ikki felt that these people likely shared the same thought. Even these middle-income Japanese felt that Japan must be 'saved'. The intensity of the domestic demand for revolution in Japan indeed allowed Kita Ikki to see the hope of victory.

Such a revolutionary situation did not make Kita Ikki feel happy, because what fueled the soaring demand for revolution among the Japanese populace was not revolutionary parties like Kita Ikki's, but Japan's completely withered economy. Even the middle-income class had to consider whether the economic program proposed by the revolutionaries was feasible, let alone what kind of terrible lives the lower class were living, and how many were starving to death on the streets every day.

At this moment, the fellow passengers had unknowingly gathered around Kita Ikki, wanting to get more views from this 'Mr. Kono' who was obviously a learned man.

Kita Ikki explained, "If every peasant household in Japan now had their own land, and the grain grown on this land was enough for them to eat; and if the minimum daily income of every worker was enough for them to buy three boxes of rice—do you gentlemen think such a Japan would have stepped out of the current predicament?"

The passengers all nodded, and Mr. Iguchi answered loudly, "If it could really be so, the Imperial State would be a Paradise of the Imperial Way!"

Kita Ikki didn't want to mention the Emperor. By now, he clearly understood that as long as the Emperor was on the throne, such a life could absolutely never be realized. But Kita Ikki did not express any anti-Emperor remarks. Instead, he continued to explain matter-of-factly, "What is discussed in the *Outline for National Reconstruction* is precisely how to achieve such a situation. If you gentlemen have time to read the *Outline for National Reconstruction*, look along two lines. One is rural Japan: through land redemption and land nationalization, ensuring the tiller has his field. The other is urban industry: through ensuring a minimum wage, enabling the urban population to support themselves. Gentlemen, just look along these two lines. As for other arguments, they can all be put aside."

Mr. Iguchi was somewhat puzzled. "Why shouldn't we look at other arguments? Are they wrong?"

"It has nothing to do with right or wrong," Kita Ikki explained. "Other arguments express *their* views, rather than addressing the *Outline for National Reconstruction*. If you gentlemen insist on reading them, you might as well look at those comments. As long as they don't discuss whether the remaining grain is enough for the peasant households to eat after paying taxes, and as long as they don't discuss whether the daily minimum wage is enough for workers to buy three boxes of rice, then the discussion is not directed at the *Outline for National Reconstruction*..."

The train traveled on, and the originally boring journey became relaxed due to the heated discussion. This train departing from Tokyo stopped at the fourth station, and immediately many people in uniform boarded. As they began to walk through the carriage, the passengers felt great pressure and all stopped their discussions, quietly watching these uniformed men fiercely checking passengers one by one.

These people searched all the carriages once. The person they were looking for was not in the carriage, but there was someone in the toilet. The men in uniform surrounded the toilet and began to bang on the door. A moment later, the person inside opened the door. In the narrow toilet that could only accommodate one person, there was only Mr. Iguchi in his suit. Seeing that Mr. Iguchi was not the Kita Ikki they were looking for, the uniformed group dragged him out, carefully searched the toilet, and then checked the window. They found no signs that anyone had escaped from there.

The captain in charge of the arrest determined that Kita Ikki was not on the train, so he took out an enlarged photo for the people on the train to identify. "Has anyone seen this person?"

Mr. Iguchi looked at the photo and couldn't help but widen his eyes. The uniformed group immediately asked in a stern tone, "You've seen him?"

Under such intimidation, Mr. Iguchi couldn't help but swallow a mouthful of saliva and answered, "Isn't this Mr. Kono?"

Hearing this, the uniformed group hurriedly asked, "Where is he?"

"He already got off at the previous station," Mr. Iguchi answered.

The uniformed group hurriedly questioned the other passengers and received the same answer. Hearing this, the leading captain punched the train seat hatefully. "He actually got away! Send a telegram to the previous station immediately, tell them to search and arrest!"

Mr. Iguchi and other passengers who had an impression of Kita Ikki were immediately taken off the train and experienced a very terrible day in the security room of the train station. While being interrogated, Mr. Iguchi and the other unlucky passengers learned that this 'Mr. Kono' was Kita Ikki, and 'Kono' was the alias he used during his escape.

Middle-income Japanese all had their own social circles. Within less than a day, these arrested passengers were all released. If the arrested had been poor, they would inevitably have undergone more interrogation. From the perspective of deterrence by powerful institutions, releasing captured people immediately was a very inadvisable choice.

Mr. Iguchi returned home, first thanked his father-in-law who had rescued him, and then comforted his wife and children. When he was finally able to reflect on the matter alone, he found that he was actually interested in the remarks of Kita Ikki, who had caused this fright. This did not mean there was no resentment, but Kita Ikki's clear and penetrating explanation made Mr. Iguchi feel that the door to his own thinking had been opened.

There were newspapers at home, so Mr. Iguchi turned on the electric light and began to flip through them. During this time, his wife urged Mr. Iguchi to rest several times, but the answer she got was, "You sleep first, I'll read a while longer."

It was late at night when Mr. Iguchi returned to the bedroom, incredibly exhausted. It was already two in the morning, and his wife was sound asleep. Mr. Iguchi lay in bed, wanting to sleep but unable to. What Kita Ikki said turned out to be true; the newspapers that genuinely introduced the *Outline for National Reconstruction* were all talking about the construction of rural and urban Japan.

As long as the news was not centered on these two things, most of it was just muddying the waters. It could be seen that many right-wing newspapers were deliberately distorting the original intention of the *Outline for National Reconstruction*.

What surprised Mr. Iguchi even more was that he only now discovered that the *Outline for National Reconstruction* was actually modeled on the domestic revolutionary policies of Chairman He Rui of the Republic of China, and based on China's policy practices. In this regard, the newspapers supporting the *Outline for National Reconstruction* made no attempt to hide it, clearly explaining this point to the readers with a distinct banner.

Learning from China? Mr. Iguchi was very surprised. But at some point, Mr. Iguchi had fallen asleep. Attempting to understand knowledge concerning Japan's future had greatly consumed Mr. Iguchi's brainpower, so much so that he was actually very tired.

For the next few days, Mr. Iguchi kept wanting to see updated evaluations in the newspapers. However, overnight, all content regarding the *Outline for National Reconstruction* disappeared. The newspapers didn't even recount the progress of the Sino-British War anymore. All content was about what projects the Japanese government had continued to start, what activities the upper class had attended, as well as various anecdotes and domestic trivialities.

If one only looked at the newspapers, one would feel that Japan at this time was in a state of relaxation and peace. However, as soon as one went out on the street, there was a clearly increased number of uniformed patrols, and various suspicious-looking fellows wandering the streets. From time to time, people were questioned.

A few days later, Mr. Iguchi saw his younger brother rushing over early in the morning. "Brother, I received a notice to return to the unit immediately."

"Is there going to be a war?" Mr. Iguchi asked uneasily. He saw his brother shake his head. "It just said that all leave for the troops is cancelled."

In the days after his brother returned to the unit, Mr. Iguchi felt even more uneasy. As if verifying this unease, Mr. Iguchi's father-in-law suddenly arrived at Mr. Iguchi's home. "Ichirō, can you pass a message to your brother and ask him to help ask what exactly happened to your uncle?"

This uncle was not Mr. Iguchi's own uncle, but his wife's uncle. Hearing that it wasn't his own family in trouble, Mr. Iguchi's tense mood improved slightly. Inviting his father-in-law to sit, Iguchi then asked what had happened.

It turned out that after the soldiers returned to their units recently, the Kenpeitai in the units suddenly began arresting people. The reason for the arrests made Mr. Iguchi's father-in-law extremely afraid: 'Purging personnel who endanger the state!'
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The cargo hold of the freighter was only half-filled with goods, giving Kita Ikki plenty of space to rest. It was pitch black inside, but after staying there for a long time, his eyes gradually adjusted enough to vaguely make out his surroundings.

There was no distinction between day and night, only the sound of the roaring engine. Kita Ikki was initially irritable, but at some point, he gradually fell into a state of numbness. It wasn't until the roar of the engine gradually weakened and then stopped that Kita Ikki suddenly felt energized. Soon, the hatch to the hold was opened. Even though the opening was small, Kita Ikki felt as if the hold was as bright as day.

Footsteps approached, and several people climbed down. The leader called out, "Mr. Kita, please come out. We have arrived in Shanghai."

This was the voice of the revolutionary friend who had helped Kita Ikki escape from Japan. Kita Ikki had only brought a few rice balls and a flask of water when he entered the hold, and they were long finished. He tried to stand up, but his legs couldn't fully support his weight. He had to hold onto the wooden crates protecting the cargo to pull himself up.

Among the people who came down, besides the friend who helped Kita Ikki, the rest were wearing Chinese Customs uniforms. The Chinese customs personnel brought in a wooden crate and asked Kita Ikki to lie inside, then closed the lid. Inside the box, Kita Ikki felt as if he had entered a coffin. Moreover, the pallbearers were not particularly skilled, and the box heaved up and down quite violently. Kita Ikki could only brace himself with his hands and feet to prevent being tossed around inside.

Ten minutes later, the box was opened. After being pulled out, Kita Ikki found himself in an office of the Customs House at the wharf. The Chinese personnel who welcomed Kita Ikki claimed to be local cadres, but judging from their sharp gazes and strong, muscular arms, these two were likely intelligence officers.

The two asked Kita Ikki about the current situation in Japan. Kita Ikki did not answer, but instead asked what the ship was doing at the dock. The situation of this ship surprised Kita Ikki. Although there were more and more pro-China factions in Japan, it was impossible for this ship to dock in Shanghai port specifically for him.

"They are here to restock," the Chinese official replied.

Kita Ikki was stunned. Restock? This was a merchant ship transporting goods to the Sino-British frontline; how could it come to China to restock? Was there some mistake? The Chinese official did not hide anything and gave Kita Ikki a brief explanation. As he listened, Kita Ikki was dumbfounded.

The Sino-British War had affected Sino-British trade, but it had not cut it off. It merely shifted those trades that were still profitable from open channels to the underground. Medical supplies, canned food, and other military materials were loaded onto ships in Shanghai, China, and transported to Burma to supply the Anglo-Japanese allied forces fighting against the Chinese army.

If it were three years ago, Kita Ikki would have thought this was nonsense. Someone in the Republic of China government was betraying the country for their own benefit. However, over the past three years, Kita Ikki had seen with his own eyes how Japanese industrial enterprises continued to shrink due to a lack of orders.

In 1923, Japanese industrial enterprises without orders initially began to lay off workers. By 1924, small factories began to go bankrupt in large numbers. Workers who still had jobs not only faced competition from unemployed workers but also had to compete for positions with bankrupt small factory owners and skilled workers. Wages became lower and lower, while the requirements of the factories that were still operating became higher and higher.

Entering 1925, even medium-sized enterprises could not withstand the brutal competition under the lack of orders and began to close down in large numbers. More workers lost their jobs; some had to return to the countryside, while others became the destitute class in the cities.

After the start of the Sino-British War, there was a moment of excitement within Japan, believing that prosperity was coming back. But after a few months of happiness, factories found that orders did not fly in like snowflakes as they did during the European War. Although there were some orders, they were only enough to wet one's lips. The small quantity of orders was also carved up clean by enterprises controlled by the Japanese privileged class.

The assets controlled by the powerful finally caught their breath and temporarily avoided the crisis of bankruptcy. The hard-hit Japanese private enterprises continued to go bankrupt, making the economy even worse. So much so that in order to survive, Japanese enterprises were very seriously considering how to export goods to China through smuggling.

Looking at it now, smuggling channels did exist, and they were still controlled by the powerful. From Kita Ikki's personal experience, the Japanese powerful class transshipped Chinese goods to earn profits, and did not even leave this opportunity to Japanese enterprises. Traitors! Those powerful people were the real traitors!

Seeing that Kita Ikki was quite emotional, the Chinese cadres did not ask any more questions, but just asked Kita Ikki to rest first. The two young cadres, who looked to be under twenty, rode two bicycles to take Kita Ikki to his residence. Leaving the port, the cityscape of Shanghai appeared before them.

Shanghai was a city Kita Ikki was very familiar with. In this city, he had planned many actions together with the once-famous Chinese southern revolutionaries. He had also thought hard about the program for the revolution. Now returning to this largest commercial city in the Far East opened to the outside world, Kita Ikki's former revolutionary companions were nowhere to be found. He Rui's government had completely mastered all cities in China. The current Shanghai, like Beiping, the ruling center of the former Beiyang government, was just a relatively important city in China, nothing more.

Compared with ten years ago, Shanghai had undergone great changes. The roads were wider, and there were more new buildings. The two were combined well to form another appearance. From intelligence coming from China, China had started urban planning. The current appearance of Shanghai was the result of planning.

The small factories that used to be seen everywhere were gone. The young cadre told Kita Ikki that the factories had not disappeared but were arranged in industrial zones. The residential areas composed of pigeonhole-like rooms iconic to Shanghai had also disappeared, replaced by seven-story buildings in their original locations.

The city center had been planned as a commercial and office district. The "Ten-Mile Foreign Concession" had undergone a comprehensive demolition and relocation. The number of foreigners on the streets had not decreased, but rather increased. Kita Ikki thought these people should be legal experts from various countries. When he passed some buildings under construction, he saw some foreigners wearing hard hats discussing blueprints with Chinese people. Judging by their appearance, they should be architects. So foreigners were not just legal experts.

Kita Ikki did not know that He Rui personally had no affection for the buildings left in China from the era of foreign colonization. He decided to tear them down completely without preserving any traces. But the New China hiring foreign designers for architectural design was another matter. If Chinese designers were not as good as foreign designers and let others earn the money, that was the foreign designers' capability. Normal commercial activities based on capability had nothing to do with national dignity. Only by acknowledging the gap could one catch up in large strides.

Watching a new Shanghai slowly breaking free from the shell of the old Shanghai, Kita Ikki's confidence in China increased a bit more. He felt even more emotional about Japan's self-degradation. Regarding the He Rui government's view on the economy, the government's job was to cultivate and provide markets for the country, regardless of whether this market was domestic or foreign. Even if Japan still held a comprehensive advantage in the industrial field, scientific education, and the level of national education, the He Rui government had gained a huge advantage over Japan just by protecting and developing the Chinese domestic market.

Such a China was the China that Japanese revolutionaries looked forward to. Only a powerful China had the ability to liberate Japan and defend Asia.

The three stopped in front of a building. After getting off the bicycle, Kita Ikki found that this was an ordinary hotel, not an office of China's powerful departments. The government personnel left a bicycle for Kita Ikki and taught him with extra seriousness how to use the thick safety lock. The two cadres were a bit embarrassed and also told Kita Ikki quite indignantly that with the popularization of bicycles in China, the number of thieves stealing bicycles had increased greatly. He needed to be careful.

Kita Ikki did not look down on the current government because of this trivial matter. He had seen more tragic and evil things in China, and compared to stealing bicycles, this counted as absolutely nothing. in earlier times, stealing a car was not considered a heinous crime in Shanghai.

"Comrades, may I ask if the Green Gang is still in Shanghai?" Kita Ikki asked.

The two young government personnel were stunned for a moment before replying, "Mr. Kita has old acquaintances in the Green Gang?"

Kita Ikki pondered for a moment before replying, "...Yes."

"Mr. Kita, the leaders of the Green Gang have either been arrested or have fled. If you want to see them, we can help you contact the prisons in Shanghai."

"...They are in prison..." Kita Ikki muttered. He then said to the two young cadres, "Thank you both. I will go rest now."

The two young cadres stopped Kita Ikki and first gave him a stack of banknotes, all small denominations, adding up to fifty yuan. Even in a high-income area like Shanghai, this was three months' wages for an ordinary worker. After Kita Ikki signed the receipt, the two young cadres took their leave.

Lying on the bed in the hotel, Kita Ikki found that he could move freely at this time. It could be seen that the Chinese government was not worried that Kita Ikki would do something in private, but gave him full freedom. Compared with the Japanese government's current comprehensive control, Kita Ikki once again felt the confidence of the He Rui government.

Kita Ikki decided to visit Professor Hira Toyomori first tomorrow. Judging from the current situation, it would be best for Professor Hira Toyomori not to return to Japan. Japan's Domestic Construction Outline was based on Professor Hira Toyomori's research results. Since the Japanese upper echelon already regarded this kind of domestic reform as a threat, once Professor Hira Toyomori returned to Japan, he would likely fall victim to the Japanese government.
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Dawn broke. A famished Kita Ikki went outside the hotel to find something to eat. In his memory, there used to be several breakfast stalls nearby. Now, quite a few dilapidated houses in this area had been demolished, and he wondered if the stalls were still there.

Following his memory, he walked for a while and saw from a distance that the first floors of the residential buildings along the street were all storefronts, and several breakfast shops were already open for business. The sign above one of them read "Zhou's Pan-Fried Buns". Just looking at the name, it was the shop from Kita Ikki's memories. He walked quickly to the entrance and saw that the tables inside and the folding tables set up on the sidewalk along the street were filled with men and women. They were dressed differently—clerks, workers, laborers—but everyone sat around the tables, with golden pan-fried buns and savory tofu pudding in the plates before them. This was exactly the breakfast from Zhou's Pan-Fried Buns that Kita Ikki remembered.

Walking inside, he saw a familiar face. The owner's hair was already graying, and he was shoveling freshly made pan-fried buns out of the pan. Through the aroma wafting from the buns, Kita Ikki could still recognize him as the same owner. The owner clearly didn't remember Kita Ikki, but he asked warmly in Shanghainese, "Guest, what would you like to eat?"

Kita Ikki could tell that the owner had long forgotten him. Seeing so many people around, Kita Ikki didn't strike up a conversation. Before long, carrying a plate of pan-fried buns and a bowl of soy milk, he found an empty seat and sat down next to three young men. The young men were carrying schoolbags and looked like students. Two of them were eating and chatting about going to the court today to participate in the case where the former British Concession was trying to reclaim "Concession property".

It was audible that the two young men were somewhat resigned. They naturally didn't want to work on a case for the former British Concession authorities, but the case had been assigned to their team, so they had no choice.

Kita Ikki's Chinese was good, and his familiarity with the Jiangnan accent far exceeded that of Northern Chinese. Listening to the young men's complaints, Kita Ikki felt quite happy. Just then, the other young man, who had been burying his head in his food, finished all his pan-fried buns and savory tofu pudding. He asked the server for a napkin, wiped his mouth and hands, and sighed, "You guys should be content. I still have to busy myself with the bidding for the hangman's noose. What kind of lousy job is this!"

Hearing this, Kita Ikki really couldn't hold back and asked, "Young brothers, is the noose you mentioned for the International Tribunal?"

The three young men saw that Kita Ikki spoke and acted like a scholar, so they didn't refuse to answer. The other two had also finished their meal, and the three stood up to leave. Kita Ikki watched their retreating figures without anger. It appeared the three likely worked at the court. If they were Japanese, they would likely have sternly rebuked Kita Ikki for his rudeness. Although they were also officials, the young officials here in China were much more amiable.

After finishing his meal, Kita Ikki followed the address and rode a bicycle straight to the "Asian International Tribunal Compensation Committee". Along the way, on the roads that seemed unreasonably wide, bicycles came and went. Everyone looked like they were in a hurry, rushing to work. The streets of Shanghai used to be lively too, and it wasn't necessarily much livelier now. But in the past, there were many people soliciting customers on the streets, and many people sitting by the roadside waiting for work opportunities. Such people were almost invisible in Shanghai now; everyone seemed to have a clear goal, moving forward one by one without any hesitation.

The Compensation Committee was in a standalone building. The parking lot in the open space at the entrance was densely packed with bicycles, numbering at least several hundred. Just looking at this, one could sense how many people were busy inside the building.

He handed the introduction letter he had received yesterday to the guard at the building entrance. Before long, following behind the guard, Kita Ikki stopped at the door of an office on the third floor. The office door was open. Professor Taira Toyomori turned his head, saw Kita Ikki, stood up, and came out to welcome him. The guard confirmed Kita Ikki's identity with Professor Taira and then withdrew.

Walking into the office filled with bookshelves and various documents, Kita Ikki sighed, "Mr. Taira, the security here is very tight. That's great. If you return to Japan, I'm afraid you will encounter danger."

Taira Toyomori closed the door and sighed, "Tokyo University has sent a letter urging me to return. I have decided to go back."

Kita Ikki was stunned and immediately advised, "Mr. Taira, it would be better if you didn't go back."

"Some friends are also worried about my safety. But after thinking it over, I still feel I must go back. Given the current situation in Japan, if I don't return, the *Outline for Domestic Market Construction* will be completely negated. I must go back."

Kita Ikki wanted to persuade him further, but Taira Toyomori waved his hand. "Kita-kun, in the past, when Lord Yoshida faced the Shogunate's interrogation, he calmly recounted his lifelong plans. If I stay in China today to seek refuge, wouldn't it make people look down on the philosophy of building a future Japan?"

Taira Toyomori's voice was very calm and composed, but Kita Ikki felt a rush of heat go straight from his chest to his forehead. He exclaimed in shock, "Mr. Taira, are you going to martyr yourself for the Way?"

Taira Toyomori smiled. "Kita-kun, do not underestimate the government. With Lord Yoshida's example before them, I'm afraid they don't have that kind of courage."

Kita Ikki was agitated and did not agree with Taira Toyomori's view. The "Lord Yoshida" Professor Taira spoke of was Yoshida Shōin. This man opened a private school to teach, and students like Kusaka Genzui, Takasugi Shinsaku, Kido Takayoshi, Itō Shunsuke (Hirobumi), Yamagata Kyōsuke (Aritomo), Inoue Kaoru, and Maebara Issei were all his disciples.

After Yoshida was killed, his disciples Kido Takayoshi, Itō Hirobumi, Takasugi Shinsaku, Yamagata Aritomo, and others completely despaired of the Shogunate and embarked on the path of armed overthrow of the Shogunate, finally toppling it. Kita Ikki knew this old history, so he was extremely worried about Professor Taira's safety.

Just then, Professor Taira asked, "Kita-kun, what are your thoughts on coming to China this time?"

"Mr. Taira, I was forced to flee to China this time." Kita Ikki then told Taira Toyomori about the Japanese government beginning to implement controls. Kita Ikki had received news in a hurry and managed to escape. He wasn't very clear on exactly how many people the Japanese government had arrested. He could only tell Taira Toyomori some things he had heard through the grapevine.

Taira Toyomori didn't interrupt, just listened quietly, his gaze gradually becoming deep and profound. When Kita Ikki finished speaking, Taira Toyomori asked, "Since you have come, Kita-kun, is there anyone you want to see?"

"This subordinate wishes to seek an audience with Chairman He, to request his help for the Japanese revolution. We have reached a critical juncture. I believe that with Chairman He's magnanimity, he certainly won't take advantage of the situation to do anything untoward. As long as the Japanese revolution succeeds and China and Japan advance together, Asia will be saved!"

Hearing Kita Ikki finish, Taira Toyomori picked up a pen and dashed off a letter with a few sentences. Switching to new stationery, Taira Toyomori began writing again. This time the writing speed was much slower, with many pauses for contemplation. Finally finished, Taira Toyomori put the two letters into separate envelopes and handed them to Kita Ikki.

"Kita-kun, this one is a letter of recommendation. With this letter, given my relationship with He-kun, he should meet you. As for the other one, give it to him on my behalf after you meet He-kun." With that, Taira Toyomori stood up. "Kita-kun, I have a meeting today, so I won't host you any longer. As for the liaison, I will make arrangements. I will also send a telegram to He-kun to inform him of this matter."

Kita Ikki wanted to say more, but Taira Toyomori had already gone out the door. Helpless, Kita Ikki could only leave first.

That afternoon, He Rui's office delivered Taira Toyomori's telegram to He Rui's hand. After reading it, He Rui couldn't help but sigh. The secretary rarely saw He Rui with such an expression and said, "Chairman, the report from Shanghai says that President Taira has already booked a flight to the Northeast for tomorrow. If you want President Taira to stay, we can arrange it."

"...No need. Everyone has their own aspirations. Since Professor Taira has the spirit of Yoshida Shōin, stopping him would only make Professor Taira feel that I underestimated him." After speaking, He Rui sighed again.

"Chairman, who is Yoshida Shōin?" The secretary was very puzzled.

He Rui couldn't help but smile bitterly. More than sixty years had passed; in Japan, actually only those who understood the Bakumatsu era very well remembered Yoshida Shōin's name. He then recounted the names of Yoshida Shōin's disciples to the secretary. Hearing these illustrious figures of the Meiji era, the secretary was even more puzzled. "Why does Yoshida Shōin have no reputation?"

"He was killed more than sixty years ago," He Rui sighed, and then told the secretary about how Yoshida Shōin was killed.

The Shogunate had arrested Yoshida twice. The second arrest was because they believed there must be some connection between Yoshida Shōin and the *Sonnō Jōi* (Revere the Emperor, Expel the Barbarians) faction members like Yanagawa Seigan and Umeda Unpin, and that an anonymous letter thrown into the Imperial Palace looked like Shōin's handwriting.

Yoshida Shōin replied that Umeda had always been cunning and had nothing to do with him; moreover, his own character was open and aboveboard, he did not engage in conspiracies, and he had his own plans. He then revealed his activities for the country and people since the American ships came to Japan in the 6th year of Kaei, as well as his plan to assassinate the Elder Manabe Akikatsu.

The Shogunate was shocked and threw Shōin into the Tenmachō Prison. Later, the Edo Magistrate conducted a second interrogation, and the Tairō Ii Naosuke personally changed the sentence of exile determined by the Edo Magistrate to a death sentence. The death penalty was announced on the morning of October 27, 1859, and he was beheaded at the Kozukappa Execution Grounds at 10 a.m. that day. He was thirty years old.

The secretary was stunned. He hadn't expected Yoshida Shōin to be so spirited, and he understood why He Rui was sighing repeatedly. Taira Toyomori had been He Rui's academic partner more than a decade ago, and they had written the book *Introduction to Geopolitics* together. Afterwards, the two had corresponded frequently, continuing their academic exchange. The current Taira Toyomori was Japan's premier scholar of law and geopolitics. For such a great scholar to return to his country at this time, he must have had the resolve to be imprisoned or even killed.

Just as the secretary was judging whether the control measures adopted by the Japanese government would lead to Taira Toyomori's imprisonment, he heard He Rui say, "Since Professor Taira recommended Kita Ikki to see me, I don't want to disappoint Professor Taira. Let Kita Ikki come to the capital."

The secretary asked, "The comrades in Shanghai want Kita Ikki to stay in Shanghai a while longer, to let him see the changes in Shanghai."

"No need. Professor Taira has already done a great deal of propaganda for China. Whether Kita Ikki sees it with his own eyes or not makes little difference. Moreover, Kita Ikki's current mood is the mood of many Japanese revolutionary aspirants. I also want to see to what extent the sentiment within Japan has reached."

The secretary left with his orders, and He Rui picked up the latest report to read. It was a consumption analysis based on bookkeeping tables from hundreds of rural Supply and Marketing Cooperatives. In 1925, consumption in Supply and Marketing Cooperatives everywhere was quite good. Aside from sufficient consumption of salt, farm tools, and needlework items, consumption of commodities like cotton cloth and rubber-soled shoes was quite active.

By 1926, this consumption suddenly dropped. But occurring simultaneously with the decrease in consumption was an explosion in the number of farmers buying bicycles on installment plans.

Based on an analysis of Chinese rural purchasing power in 1925, if an ordinary rural family was relatively frugal and saved money for a year, they could barely afford a bicycle. The installment plan was for three years, grasping the needs of rural families very precisely.

According to the assessment by the Ministry of Industry and the Ministry of Civil Affairs, bicycle sales in China in 1926 could potentially reach 10 million units. By February 1926, 8.37 million units had already been sold. For any plan, once the fluctuation range exceeds 20%, the plan can be considered a failure. Not to mention a fluctuation exceeding 65%, so much so that the Ministry of Industry and the Ministry of Civil Affairs no longer dared to make assessments.

Fortunately, installment plans required an application first, and production was organized only after orders arrived, so it didn't catch the Ministry of Industry off guard. Currently, the various types of bicycle orders submitted by counties had already exceeded 3 million units.

The current economic policy was to develop the domestic market, and the thirty-plus bicycle factories distributed across the country were producing for their lives. Although there would be some shortages, there wouldn't be too large a demand gap.

After reading the report, He Rui called Wu Youping. "Youping, how are preparations going for the bidding meeting to allow domestic capital to invest in the bicycle industry?"

Wu Youping's voice sounded very unhappy on the phone. "Chairman, I just scolded the person in charge of the Northeast General Factory. I asked them to set standards, and they surprisingly still haven't produced them."

"You also scold people? Haha!" He Rui was amused.

Wu Youping immediately replied, "I told them, bring out however much you've done. If they can't produce it in two weeks, bring their heads to see me!"

He Rui couldn't say much more to that, so he changed the subject. "I saw that matter regarding the hangman's noose. What do you think?"

Hearing this, Wu Youping hesitated for a moment. "Chairman, I haven't heard about it yet. Let me ask first. I'll call you this afternoon."

Putting down He Rui's phone, Wu Youping immediately called his secretary. "What's this about the noose?"

"The noose... Some of the trial results are out now. Many criminals from the the Australian and New Zealand Army Corps (ANZAC) have been sentenced to death. Some legal experts proposed adopting the death penalty customs of the countries the condemned belong to. It's best to execute those from the ANZAC sentenced to death by hanging. Then some British media criticized our hanging as inhumane, saying British hanging standards are higher. Newspapers also got involved, actually getting into a shouting match, saying China doesn't have the capability to produce high-quality nooses."

...Wu Youping didn't know what to say for a moment. Did executing these sadistic murderers require a high-grade noose? A sturdy hemp rope would suffice! Did they expect to use white silk to hang this bunch of criminals? That was the level of a bestowed suicide; the ANZAC criminals really didn't deserve it.

Thinking of this, Wu Youping wanted to call He Rui. But before his hand touched the phone, Wu Youping withdrew his palm. "Are there any production areas for high-quality rope in the country recently?"

The secretary immediately replied, "Premier, there actually are. Two years ago, when the Chairman laid out the domestic industrial circles, he suggested planting sisal in some drier areas of Guangxi. The period from planting to harvest for sisal is two years, and the harvest is just starting recently. The Ministry of Agriculture, Ministry of Industry, and Ministry of Commerce produced a joint report, wanting to sell the white brown rope made from sisal fiber, a subtropical and tropical specialty, to the Soviet Union. And they invited Soviet comrades to conduct tests with us on the effectiveness of using white brown rope in high-latitude cold zones."

Wu Youping felt he understood at this moment why He Rui had mentioned the noose. He Rui's line of thinking on economic development could be described as "very thorough"; as long as there was a gimmick for publicity, he would utilize it. Wu Youping immediately picked up the phone. When the other party connected, Wu Youping asked, "Minister Mo, do you have time to come to my place?"
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Morrison was Australian. When speaking of trying the ANZAC troops, he remained composed, a self-possession that Wu Youping greatly admired. Hearing Wu Youping mention adding a bit of "propaganda" to the media war, Morrison even appreciated the view.

Also attending the meeting was Director Lu from the Ministry of Agriculture, who was responsible for special economic crops. Director Lu was in charge of special economic crops in the southwest region. Hearing that they were to publicize Guangxi's "white-brown rope" (sisal rope), his face was full of joy.

As soon as Morrison finished speaking, Director Lu immediately began to introduce the matter, "The Chairman understands economic crops so well..."

"Don't speak carelessly!" Wu Youping unceremoniously interrupted Director Lu.

Director Lu was stunned, not understanding Wu Youping's meaning. Many arrangements for special economic crops were indeed arranged by He Rui, and the feedback was all good news. Just as Director Lu was at a loss, Wu Youping said seriously: "Do not attribute everything to Chairman He. Planting sisal was the Central Government's arrangement, hard-worked, researched, and completed by local comrades. If it is grown well, you pin it on Chairman He. Then if it is not grown well, who should be held responsible? Director Lu, science is science!"

Being lectured by Wu Youping like this, Director Lu was naturally unconvinced. But Director Lu had to admit that Wu Youping's attitude was more reasonable. At this time, Morrison smoothed things over, "How is the promotion in Guangxi going?"

Director Lu calmed himself as quickly as possible before saying with low spirits: "We started large-scale trial planting in the south in '23. After '24, as we entered the southwest, we began planting in some barren areas of Guangxi. In addition to planting, research institutes were also established. Comparatively, the sisal planted in Guangxi grows very well. Sisal is a plant that tolerates poor soil. Although it needs a lot of rain, it does not tolerate waterlogging. Many barren areas in Guangxi fit these conditions exactly. Besides Guangxi, we have also started promoting planting in areas of Myanmar with similar geographical environments. Those areas were sparsely populated to begin with, so the difficulty of implementation is very small."

Hearing this, an image of Zhong Yifu looking a bit smug involuntarily appeared in Wu Youping's mind. Among the generals capable of commanding a war zone, Xu Chengfeng was steady, Zheng Silang was fierce, Hu Xiushan was detailed, Cheng Ruofan was clever, and Zhong Yifu was a comprehensive type, quite well-rounded.

Promoting sisal in Myanmar, Zhong Yifu was obviously preparing for the future. And doing so was not without reason; war requires vast amounts of materials. If materials could be sourced locally, it would indeed greatly alleviate pressure on the front lines. While sourcing locally, it could also drive the economy. But Wu Youping felt that Zhong Yifu had other ideas, only Wu Youping did not want to puncture them right now.

Asking the Ministry of Agriculture to make an assessment report on the prospects of developing the sisal industry in the barren areas of Guangxi, Wu Youping asked Morrison, "Minister Morrison, do you think this matter is good for propaganda?"

Morrison was very confident, "Our Ministry of Commerce does not lack such people. Even if we don't have anyone good at propaganda, we can hire a team from Jiangnan. We will publicize the white-brown rope."

Wu Youping himself could not figure out how such propaganda should be conducted. Chinese people were very taboo about murder weapons. If white-brown rope was linked to nooses, even if they were high-grade nooses, presumably people would feel uncomfortable when seeing white-brown rope, right?

However, there are specializations in every field. Since Morrison thought there was no problem, Wu Youping could only let Morrison do it. After the meeting ended, Wu Youping felt uncomfortable no matter how he thought about it, so he simply ordered his secretary to send a telegram to Zhong Yifu, 'Commander Zhong, you have quite the style of Zhuge Kongming leaving Qishan.'

When Zhong Yifu received the telegram, he was holding a meeting with the logistics department. The front line had been temporarily stable for two or three months. This gave the Burma Theater ample time to build roads in Myanmar.

"Now, the two highways leading from the country to Myanmar have been completed. The road entering the Assam region from Myanmar has been completed and is now being widened."

"The work of recruiting laborers is proceeding quite well. The Myanmar masses are truly docile. We ensure that we execute according to the set wages and workload. Up to now, the Myanmar masses have not broken out in conflict with us."

...

When Zhong Yifu was engaging in revolution in Myanmar, he had absolutely no feeling of being bound hand and foot. Road building was a very important revolutionary method.

At this time, a communicator delivered a telegram to Zhong Yifu. Seeing that the telegram actually just wrote, 'You have quite the style of Zhuge Kongming leaving Qishan', Zhong Yifu was stunned, unable to figure out what Wu Youping wanted to say.

At this time, the logistics department had finished reporting their work. The comrades looked at Zhong Yifu, waiting for Zhong Yifu to give instructions. Zhong Yifu thought for a moment and asked: "Are the expenses within the budget?"

The comrades from the logistics department immediately answered: "All are within the budget."

Zhong Yifu was just preparing to dismiss the meeting when he looked down and saw the telegram in his hand, so he asked: "Who in the troops understands the *Three Kingdoms* relatively well?"

The comrades looked at each other. Everyone knew a bit about the stories of the *Three Kingdoms* more or less. But no one dared to say they truly understood *Romance of the Three Kingdoms*. After thinking for a while, someone said: "Division Commander Yu Cen seems to understand the *Three Kingdoms* quite well."

"Right, I've seen him carrying a copy of *Romance of the Three Kingdoms* to read on ordinary days."

"Ask Division Commander Yu to come to me," Zhong Yifu ordered.

The division commanded by Yu Cen had participated in two battles attacking the West Bengal region. Although losses were not large, the physical exhaustion was great. At this time, he and other troops who had participated in fierce battles returned to Kunming for rest and reorganization. Receiving the order, he immediately rushed to Zhong Yifu's office. Upon seeing Zhong Yifu, he raised his hand in salute, "Commander, Yu Cen reports for duty."

"Division Commander Yu, I have read your report. In your report, you believe that if we attack the West Bengal region next time, it would be best to be able to detour through Nepal. I wonder why you consider this?"

Yu Cen felt a joy in his heart. It turned out his report had actually been seen by Zhong Yifu, so he answered decisively: "Commander, Nepal is already controlled by Britain, but that country has always wanted to break free from its controlled status. Now Britain has constructed very strong field fortifications upon entering the West Bengal region. We can go through Nepal, circle to the rear of the British army, and launch an attack."

"We can send light infantry through Nepal, but the British positions are full of heavy firepower. Do you want light infantry to assault the British army's fortified positions?"

"I believe our targets should be the British army's communication lines and the Zamindar tax system. According to interrogation intelligence sent by General Wu Peifu from the prisoner of war camp, the local Indians hate the Zamindars extremely. Especially the low-caste Indian commoners. In our previous two advances into the West Bengal region, when we destroyed these tax systems, the local commoners did not participate in any actions opposing us at all. Moreover, when the captured Indian soldiers heard this, the soldiers who were not of high-caste origin were all very happy."

The Zamindar was a 'tax farmer' system constructed by the British in India. The work of the tax farmer was to complete the tax quota assigned by the British. As long as this quota was completed, the British rulers did not care what the tax farmers did. The report Zhong Yifu saw stated that these Zamindars had already begun to collect water taxes, to the extent that it incited great hatred among the Indian people.

Seeing Yu Cen analyze so clearly, Zhong Yifu felt that Yu Cen fit the needs of operations against Britain right now very well. He Rui repeatedly emphasized that if China wanted to end the Sino-British war, China could not truly invade India. India was the foundation sustaining the British Empire. If China wanted to shake Britain's foundation, Britain could only fight China to the death.

But if they didn't hit Britain until it hurt, Britain would not choose to compromise. How to hit Britain until it hurt without causing misunderstanding—this measure was very hard to master. Yu Cen undoubtedly understood how to master the measure.

"Since this is the case, have you made more preparations?" Zhong Yifu asked.

Yu Cen immediately took out the plan prepared before coming to the headquarters and presented it to Zhong Yifu. Zhong Yifu scanned it quickly once but made no comment. He only said: "You go back first."

This lukewarm attitude made Yu Cen somewhat disappointed, and he could only take his leave. Just as he turned and took two steps, he heard Zhong Yifu ask: "Wait a moment."

Yu Cen felt his plan should have gained Zhong Yifu's approval, and hurriedly turned back around. He heard Zhong Yifu ask: "Division Commander Yu, what exactly did Zhuge Liang do when he left Qishan?"

"Seven Captures of Meng Huo," Yu Cen answered offhandedly. After speaking, he realized it was wrong. Zhong Yifu asked about leaving Qishan, not conquering the Southern Barbarians. So he hurriedly corrected: "Not the Seven Captures of Meng Huo. I was thinking about fighting in Myanmar and got sidetracked."

After speaking, Yu Cen thought again and said: "Losing Jieting, executing Ma Su, wooden oxen and flowing horses, *tuntian* (military farming), the Empty Fort Strategy, Shangfang Valley..."

"Wait. What is this about *tuntian*?" Zhong Yifu asked.

Yu Cen didn't know why Zhong Yifu was interested in *tuntian*, but explained seriously: "After Zhuge Liang left Qishan, transport of military grain was inconvenient, so he farmed locally (*tuntian*), agreeing on grain distribution with the commoners. Afterwards, Sima Yi attacked, and he scared off Sima Yi with the Empty Fort Strategy."

"Understood. You go back first," Zhong Yifu ordered.

When Yu Cen left, Zhong Yifu thought slightly and determined the meaning of Wu Youping's baffling telegram.

Fighting a war relies on materials, which is 'money and grain' in the agricultural stage terms. Myanmar abounds in high-grade timber like teak as well as rubies, while the Assam region abounds in tea. The Ministry of Commerce and Ministry of Agriculture naturally had views on this.

As long as the roads were connected, a very large amount of commodities could be transported to China through the Yunnan-Burma Road. Tea is a high-profit industry, which goes without saying. The departments responsible for the economy naturally had people come to bring word. When the logistics department reported to Zhong Yifu, Zhong Yifu expressed 'I don't want to hear it' at the time. Immediately after, he told the comrades of the logistics department, "We only care about whether the budget is exceeded."

Economic work was originally Wu Youping's responsibility, and Wu Youping should know these things. Then the meaning of this sentence was quite worth pondering. Zhong Yifu had never personally expressed that he had no intention of using Myanmar as a bargaining chip and returning it to Britain after the war.

This was not only because China paid too much for Myanmar, but also because after inspecting Myanmar, Zhong Yifu discovered that Yunnan Province, which bordered Myanmar, belonged to the impoverished provinces in China. Compared to Yunnan, Myanmar was even poorer. If Myanmar was returned to Britain, it would be equal to personally sending the Myanmar people back into a fiery pit. Zhong Yifu could accept not occupying India. Because up to now, the National Defense Force had not established a new government in India. But the Upper Myanmar region and Assam region had already established new administrative authorities. Unless these people were brought back to China, once the National Defense Force withdrew, the Myanmar local revolutionaries who joined the administrative authorities would be massacred by the British.

Wu Youping's telegram was likely a measured reminder to Zhong Yifu. Even knowing this, Zhong Yifu was still unwilling to give up. To break faith and abandon righteousness, pushing revolutionaries into a fiery pit—Zhong Yifu could not accept himself doing such a thing.
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In the early morning at the end of June, the British Foreign Secretary approached the bathroom and drew the curtains. Today was a rare day of good weather; one could actually see the morning sun. The sunlight stung the Foreign Secretary's eyes, which had been sleepless for almost the entire night. He reached out to rub his eye sockets, his fingers touching puffy flesh. Under the stinging sensation, tears could not help but flow.

Flowing tears did not equate to sadness or grief. After washing his face with cold water, the discomfort in his slightly burning eye sockets began to disappear as the cold water cooled them down. The British Foreign Secretary walked to the lounge, leaned back in a chair, and lit a cigar. Amidst the fragrant scent of the cigar, his mind became sharper. But this clarity only allowed the Foreign Secretary to understand more clearly and acutely that Britain was helpless regarding the upcoming Sino-French compromise.

Even if helpless, one could not simply do nothing. After eating breakfast, the Foreign Secretary traveled by car in light rain to Whitehall. Whitehall was a street in the city of London, England. It connected the Houses of Parliament and Downing Street. Some British government agencies such as the Ministry of Defence, Foreign Office, Home Office, and Admiralty were located on this street and its vicinity. Thus, people used Whitehall as a metonym for the British administrative sector.

After drinking another cup of tea in the office, the French Ambassador arrived at the Foreign Office building by invitation. The matter carried considerable weight, so the Foreign Secretary cut straight to the chase, "I heard that the French government has already hired a professional team of French legal experts in China to file appeals with the special tribunal set up by China regarding the ownership of French assets in China."

The French Ambassador to the UK was not surprised by this question. Since the British Foreign Secretary wanted to confirm this matter, the French Ambassador stated frankly, "There is indeed such a thing." After speaking, the French Ambassador looked at the British Foreign Secretary's eye sockets, which had some dark circles, and asked in a slightly teasing tone: "I heard that quite a few people on the British side have similarly hired legal experts to file appeals, and among them are quite a few of our French scholars."

This was the truth. Among the European legal experts who went to China because of the Asian International Tribunal, France had the largest number, followed by Britain. However, British interests in China were much higher than France's, and the interests confiscated were greater. So much so that British personnel in China had no choice but to hire French legal experts.

Facing a former ally who had burned the Old Summer Palace together with them, the British Foreign Secretary probed, "Has France changed its attitude towards China?"

The French Ambassador answered immediately: "We have always upheld a friendly attitude towards China."

Hearing this, the British Foreign Secretary felt the French Ambassador was at least sincere, or at least not trying to hoodwink him. He could only attempt to ask: "I heard that His Excellency the French Prime Minister intends to visit China in the near future?"

"There is no such thing." The French Ambassador decisively denied the rumor.

This answer allowed the British Foreign Secretary to determine that France was dead set on establishing diplomatic relations with China. After the French Ambassador left, the British Foreign Secretary held a small meeting at the Foreign Office, requiring his subordinates to sound things out again and determine exactly how many European countries were making efforts to establish diplomatic relations with China.

The British Foreign Office was not idle. Department heads for Central and Southern European countries like Austria, Czechoslovakia, Germany, Italy, Serbia, and Romania immediately informed the Foreign Secretary that these countries had no economic disputes with China, and their foreign ministries were preparing to establish diplomatic relations with China.

The person responsible for South American diplomatic missions followed up, stating, "South American countries have already dispatched diplomatic personnel to China, especially after China fiercely criticized the degree of civilization of the United States."

Thinking of China's attacks on the United States, the Foreign Secretary felt slightly better in his heart. But considering that the total number of countries establishing relations with China would likely increase from the current three—the Soviet Union, Switzerland, and Hungary—to around twenty, the British Foreign Secretary felt extremely disappointed.

After the meeting ended, the Foreign Secretary had to seriously consider the issue of how to establish diplomatic relations with China. The thorniest issue right now was not a pile of small and weak nations establishing relations with China, but that Britain could not stop France from preparing to establish relations with China.

The treaties established in Europe were all acknowledgments of a certain reality. The Versailles System acknowledged the interests of Britain and France, the two largest colonial powers. Between Britain and France, France's main gains were colonial interests. Compared to the global system led by Britain, France's gains were much smaller.

Correspondingly, what France had to bear was also less than Britain. With the Sino-British war fought to this point, France's colonies had not been affected in any way. As long as the privileges in China that France lost during China's unification war were resolved, the contradictions between China and France would be defused. The news obtained by the British side was that the French Parliament cared about the investments of French merchants in China. Although there were indeed people among French politicians shouting 'we cannot abandon interests obtained through war', France did not have global order interests, so no one in the French Parliament proposed using warlike means to maintain interests in China seized through war.

Every country has hardliners. If even the hardliners do not oppose making peace, the government will naturally choose a policy of peace with a light burden. France was currently in such a state.

Because the Asian International Tribunal was in operation, France had a large number of legal experts in China. This group was hired by the French government to fight lawsuits with China. Once they completed the definition of French interests in China under China's diplomatic principles, the French government would proceed to establish diplomatic relations with China.

"Your Excellency, the Prime Minister asks you to come to his office." The secretary's voice rang out.

The Foreign Secretary was not displeased by the interruption of his train of thought; instead, because of this interruption, he made a decision: let things be if they cannot be solved. He stood up to go to the Prime Minister's office. Before he even went out the door, the secretary delivered a newspaper. The Foreign Secretary looked at it and continued walking out without saying a word.

Prime Minister Baldwin asked about other countries' views on the Sino-British war. The Foreign Secretary answered decisively: "The various countries have no intention of joining either side; they are all happy to see the current state of the war."

Baldwin was not surprised. If the belligerents were two other great powers, for instance, if the United States and France fought, Britain would also be happy to see this war continue to consume the national power of the United States and France. But the one in the war was Britain. Facing the schadenfreude of other countries, Baldwin naturally gave birth to an egoistic displeasure.

Just at this moment, Baldwin's secretary brought a newspaper. Seeing Prime Minister Baldwin's expression turn angry as he browsed the newspaper, the Foreign Secretary could only sigh in his heart. Prime Minister Baldwin slammed the newspaper on the table and asked: "Did you know about this news?"

"I believe this is a method by China attempting to provoke British public opinion," the Foreign Secretary answered. As for the subsequent judgment, the Foreign Secretary did not say it out loud.

Prime Minister Baldwin looked down again at the news headline on the newspaper: 'China Sincerely Hiring Senior European Hangmen'. Execution methods for the death penalty varied across countries; France used the guillotine, Britain used hanging. China used to use beheading, and later adopted firing squads. The purpose of this recruitment news was self-evident: the recruited hangman was to execute the ANZAC Corps. The emotions of the British public had originally calmed down a bit due to news of the war, but now they would be stimulated again. The war would continue to be fought.

The Foreign Secretary could provide no help for specific combat. Prime Minister Baldwin let the Foreign Secretary go first to handle some recent disputes with the United States in the South American region, and immediately summoned the Secretary of State for War.

The Secretary of State for War could understand the reaction of the British public after being provoked, but he was not displeased by this. He calmly gave Prime Minister Baldwin an answer: "This war cannot be fought."

"Why?" Prime Minister Baldwin was somewhat puzzled.

"Myanmar has begun to enter the rainy season. Our troops cannot possibly fight in heavy rain." The Secretary of State for War answered very crisply.

Hearing this explanation, the Prime Minister actually felt much more relaxed. But he still didn't dare to be too sure, asking in pursuit: "Is it possible for the Chinese army to launch a surprise attack?"

"Your Excellency, I cannot completely rule out this possibility. But analyzing from a military perspective, this choice is highly inadvisable."

Ending the talk, Prime Minister Baldwin sat in his armchair, sorting through the current situation once again. After nearly a year of war, China's stance was already very clear: to force Britain to accept China's diplomatic principles. Although Britain was furious at China's challenge, neither British public opinion nor the reaction of the British upper class had the impulse to perish together with China. It was already time to consider how to end this war.

If they didn't want to accept China's demands, they could only drag it out. But Britain maintained 700,000 troops of various kinds on the front line, consuming a large amount of money every day. This portion of money could completely be used to repay debts, rather than be used on a meaningless war.

Baldwin didn't mind so-called 'face' too much. The war had already been fought to this state; what face was left to talk about? Thinking of this, Baldwin asked his secretary to invite the Foreign Secretary over again. The conversation between the two this time was very frank. The Foreign Secretary emphasized again the possibility of France establishing diplomatic relations with China within the next half-year, and that in the coming months, many countries would establish diplomatic relations with China. After saying these things, the Foreign Secretary suggested: "Your Excellency, it is necessary for us to conduct some exchanges and communication with China."

Baldwin answered immediately: "How does China position itself? They have taken such barbaric actions; do they think they are Italy or Japan?"

The Foreign Secretary nodded, "I understand, Your Excellency."

Ending the meeting with the Foreign Secretary, Prime Minister Baldwin had his office announce in the name of the British government that the Army would launch a large-scale military operation against China.

Miles Lampson was originally supposed to be arranged as Ambassador to China, but fate played tricks on people. Now he could only serve as a 'liaison officer' in China, and had been doing so for two years. Lampson originally thought he would be more of a mouthpiece in China, but he didn't expect that he had actually done quite a few things. Helping prisoners of war, helping British parties whose property had been confiscated coordinate how to maintain their interests through judicial procedures. Through this work, Lampson had accumulated quite a few contacts in China.

Relying on these contacts, after receiving the telegram from the British Foreign Office, Lampson met very smoothly with the Chinese Minister of Foreign Affairs, Yan Huiqing. Compared to those young new-generation Chinese diplomats, Yan Huiqing was milder. Of course, only his attitude was mild.

Lampson decided to play a little trick. Upon seeing Yan Huiqing, he immediately kept a straight face and expressed Britain's strong protest, "Your trial of the ANZAC Corps is completely illegal! It does not conform to principles! It is even more unreasonable! Killing soldiers is a massacre!"

Yan Huiqing had sufficient understanding of Lampson. Hearing Lampson speak like this, he immediately felt that Sino-British relations might be about to have a breakthrough. However, some young Chinese diplomats beside Yan Huiqing had already furrowed their brows, extremely impatient with the British side's statement.

After Lampson finished expressing his displeasure in a grand manner, he questioned: "Does China think it is truly recognized by the international community?"

Hearing this, the young Chinese diplomats almost wanted to angrily rebuke Lampson, to let this arrogant Brit opposite them understand that Britain would soon become one of the few countries that did not recognize China. Yan Huiqing did not get excited. He asked calmly: "Mr. Lampson, since no country can remove China from the face of the earth, China will naturally have the international status China ought to have."

Lampson did not answer immediately, looking again at the several Chinese diplomats in front of him. Now the Chinese government's uniforms had been finalized; they had hired an Italian fashion designer. The designed uniforms fused Eastern and Western characteristics, simple and lively, without losing a sense of fashion.

However, the young Chinese diplomats were obviously not mature enough. If he wasn't facing a diplomatic veteran like Yan Huiqing, Lampson felt it would be very difficult for him to conduct effective communication with these Chinese diplomats. Appointing Yan Huiqing as Foreign Minister also proved that the Republican government's understanding of diplomacy was serious.

Carrying a bit of rejoicing, Lampson kept a straight face and asked: "Does the Chinese government hope to obtain the international status of Italy or Japan?"

Yan Huiqing felt a wave of relief in his heart; Britain was making an offer. He Rui had once discussed the outcome of the Sino-British war with the core government members. The price offered by Britain matched the demands raised by He Rui quite well. Yan Huiqing also kept a straight face and answered: "Shouldn't China have the international status of Italy or Japan?"

Hearing this, Lampson felt a similar relief in his heart. But Lampson said nothing, standing up and saying: "Since this is the case, I will take my leave."

The group of young diplomats looked unhappily at Lampson, who left in a leisurely manner. After Lampson left, they looked towards Foreign Minister Yan Huiqing. But they saw a trace of a smile at the corner of Yan Huiqing's mouth. This made the young diplomats feel somewhat astonished.

Before they could ask, Yan Huiqing turned and asked a question to the comrades, "Do you think we can accept the international status of second-tier Great Powers like Italy and Japan?"

A young comrade answered immediately: "Our China is a world-class Great Power; why should we accept such a positioning?"

Yan Huiqing did not answer this question. The young comrades' view was not wrong; China was indeed a Great Power, and a thriving Great Power at that. But in reality, Britain could not accept such conditions. Moreover, the young comrades' experience was indeed insufficient, so they underestimated China, and also underestimated Britain.

The so-called first-class Great Power did not refer to how one viewed oneself. If Britain admitted that China was a first-class Great Power like the United States, Britain would have to admit that China possessed warship tonnage equal to Britain in naval ratios. The current China did not have such shipbuilding capacity, nor such strategic ambition. Insisting on striving for the title of a first-class Great Power would instead encounter completely unnecessary fear and loss.

Second-tier Great Powers belonged to regional powers internationally. This positioning happened to fit China's current strength exactly.
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The Ministry of Foreign Affairs building in the New Capital stood amidst a desolate landscape; only a residential area near the Ministry was brightly lit. Across from the residential area, two commercial buildings had also opened for business. In a café on the second floor of one of them, Yan Huiqing sat by the window with the special envoy dispatched by French President Gaston Doumergue.

Although called a café, it also served meals like steak. Yan Huiqing saw Minister de Broglie, the French President's special envoy, looking out the window, and did not disturb this celebrity from a French princely family as he took in the novelty. After all, such a desolate capital was likely unique in the world at this moment. If Yan Huiqing saw such a strange sight in another country, he would also study it very seriously.

After watching for a moment, Minister de Broglie withdrew his gaze and asked, "I see very excellent urban planning here; the spirit is very grand."

Yan Huiqing smiled, "I heard that your family has very excellent scientific scholars. I wonder which members of your family are masters of architecture?"

"My family has many masters studying medieval history, but no masters of architecture yet. However, we in France have a great many masters of architecture," Minister de Broglie answered.

Yan Huiqing did not pick up on this thread. Friendly exchange was completely different from hiring French architects for urban construction, so he continued to lower his head and eat his steak. Minister de Broglie asked: "Mr. Minister, I will convey Chairman He's views on peace to our Mr. President. In this part, do you have anything else to add?"

Minister de Broglie, the special envoy of the French President, came to China for two things. Establishing Sino-French diplomatic relations was naturally the most important content. Now, rumors had already been heard inside the French Parliament that the current government wanted to recognize the He Rui government. Up to now, no firm opponents had appeared. So once this proposal was delivered to Parliament, it should be able to pass.

The other matter was to pass on French President Gaston Doumergue's peace initiative to the He Rui government. He Rui had already expressed his appreciation for the French side's peace propositions to Minister de Broglie. To put it more bluntly, He Rui acknowledged that France was qualified to mediate the Sino-British war.

This was a huge goodwill gesture expressed by the He Rui government to the French government. If countries like Belgium or Spain proposed 'mediation', the Chinese government would only state, "We have noted the xxx government's call for peace. The Chinese government has always loved peace, and we are happy to see calls for peace internationally. However, the British government's various crimes in Myanmar must be reckoned with."

The British government would likely make a similar statement, but it was more likely that the British government would ignore it completely. After all, those who want to persuade a fight must have their own status of strength. Countries like Belgium and Spain had absolutely no strength to influence Europe, so on what basis could they pop up to participate in 'peace' actions?

Since Minister de Broglie wanted to finalize things one last time, Yan Huiqing stated immediately, "China has always been committed to peace, and this war is also for the sake of peace. I think the French government should have a deep understanding of this."

These were official words, but also the truth. Minister de Broglie nodded in agreement. If China wanted to acquire colonies, it could completely march south to attack the French colony of Indochina. The difficulty of seizing Indochina was much smaller than fighting in Myanmar. If China really wanted to fight a war for hegemony with Britain, after seizing Myanmar, it should continue to attack India without stopping. If Britain lost India, the British Empire would become an ordinary European power.

Since China did neither, and consistently demanded to resolve the issue of establishing diplomatic relations with Britain, its strategic goal of pursuing peace was self-evident. Precisely because the French upper echelons all understood this, and the French side also roughly determined that the British upper echelons also understood this and had the willingness to accept it, did they come out to be this peace mediator.

Seeing that Minister de Broglie expressed his attitude, Yan Huiqing continued: "Peace is peace, armistice is armistice. What we pursue is peace. We are not afraid of Britain using an armistice as an excuse to stall for time and prepare for the next military offensive."

Hearing this, Minister de Broglie couldn't help but laugh out loud. Although the diplomatic circles of various countries considered Yan Huiqing a mild person, it was inevitable that he would have some nationalist sentiments. After all, a few years ago, Yan Huiqing was still excluded from negotiations at various international conferences. Humans, after all, always have a breath they want to fight for.

Fortunately, Yan Huiqing did not keep expressing nationalist sentiments continuously. He just said this one sentence and stopped. At this time, there was not much steak left. Yan Huiqing finished the beef, lifted his coffee cup to take a sip, and then continued: "Minister de Broglie, will the signing of various treaties between China and France proceed simultaneously with the establishment of diplomatic relations, or will it begin very soon after?"

Generally speaking, treaties including politics, economics, security, and immigration would only begin to be signed after two countries formally established diplomatic relations. Unless the two countries encountered some matters where time was tight and the task heavy would they proceed simultaneously. The diplomatic circle valued appropriateness in doing things. Proceeding with these contents simultaneously would present a risk: if the personnel from both sides responsible for specific work had disagreements during discussions, it might affect the progress of establishing diplomatic relations. It might even cause the establishment of relations to stagnate or even regress.

Minister de Broglie naturally knew of this. However, the current government also needed a political achievement at this time to boost its prestige. After various choices, Sino-French diplomatic relations were undoubtedly the safest choice. Moreover, after Sino-French diplomatic relations were established, France could formally mediate the Sino-British conflict. Since the end of the Napoleonic Wars, Britain had always won its foreign wars; this was the first time it encountered a situation where it could not go on fighting.

Any French government that took this 'First Blood' against Britain in 200 years could gain unprecedented achievements in domestic politics and international prestige. No politician or statesman would be willing to give up this opportunity. This was also the reason why the current French government was willing to take a little risk to push for diplomatic relations.

The French President's special envoy, Minister de Broglie, soon left the New Capital, taking a special plane of China Airlines again. With the experience of Chinese Minister of Commerce Morrison flying back to China from Europe, the plane took off from Zhengzhou and headed all the way north, entering the Soviet Union, passing through Germany, and flying back to Paris. Flying thousands of kilometers, the Chinese twin-engine civil airliner did not experience any malfunctions, making Minister de Broglie greatly appreciate the strength of Chinese aviation.

On July 3, 1926, before France had completely resolved the economic disputes arising from the end of China's unification war, the French government announced, "At the invitation of the Chinese government, the French Foreign Minister will visit China."

After the British government learned the news, they had the feeling that the other boot had finally dropped. Learning the news that the French Foreign Minister was actually taking a Chinese plane to China, some personnel within the British government naturally gave birth to the expectation that the plane would have an accident. However, their expectation did not become reality. On July 10, the French Foreign Minister and his party arrived smoothly in the Chinese capital.

On July 15, the French government announced an invitation for Chinese Foreign Minister Yan Huiqing to visit France. On July 20, the French Foreign Minister led his team back to Paris. On July 25, the diplomatic team led by Republic of China Foreign Minister Yan Huiqing arrived in Paris.

On July 28, immediately after Yan Huiqing led his team to France, the French Parliament voted and passed the proposal for Sino-French diplomatic relations with a high number of votes.

On July 30, the Chinese government stated that diplomatic relations would be formally established in the Capital on August 6.

Government officials of the two countries shuttled back and forth between the two countries so frequently, following formal procedures. After all, both China and France were great powers. No matter how urgent, not a single necessary procedure could be missing, nor could they be simplified.

On August 6, the exhausted French Foreign Minister had someone apply makeup for him, wanting to show his best state in the films and photos taken at the signing venue. The proud French nation must appear in the images in its best appearance.

On August 7, the second day after the establishment of Sino-French diplomatic relations, British newspapers immediately published views on this matter: "Fight into Zhengzhou, capture He Rui alive." "Lock He Rui in a cage and send him to India to be paraded through the streets."

On August 9, He Rui also published an article titled "Carry Victory to the End". In the article, He Rui wrote impassionedly: '...The British bandit gang is a grasshopper after the autumn harvest; they won't be hopping for many more days. China pursues justice and peace and is receiving the support of righteous forces from all countries in the world. Victory will ultimately belong to us. However long the British bandit gang wants to fight, we will fight the British bandit gang for that long! However long the Baldwin government wants to fight us, we will fight the Baldwin government for that long!

...We will liberate the entire India from British colonial rule. In accordance with China's cultural tradition of "reviving the perished and restoring the broken lines of succession", we will restore the various states of India that possess long histories. We absolutely cannot let the Indian people continue to suffer. The light of civilization and justice will surely shine on the land of India, dispelling the dark rule of Britain for the past 200 years...'

Everyone was a thousand-year-old fox; this *Liaozhai* (charade) had to be played out. At a high-level meeting of the Chinese government, He Rui stated very happily, "If the British government wants face, and if they accepted French peace without saying anything, wouldn't it become a case where the French government can make decisions for Britain? It is the same for us. It is precisely because we look forward to peace that we must give France space to intervene..."

Although the members of the He Rui government were all very young—at least as high-level government officials—even the 40-year-old Zhao Tianlin was excessively young for a minister. Although the young core government officials might not necessarily like playing *Liaozhai*, they also knew that they had to play it out.

Sure enough, on August 13, French President Gaston Doumergue formally issued an appeal, "The war between China and Britain has greatly affected world peace. The French government will dispatch special envoys to visit China and Britain to mediate the war and restore peace."

He Rui handed this matter over to Yan Huiqing to handle. Judging from Yan Huiqing's performance up to now, he was competent for this job. Just as He Rui continued to focus his attention on domestic economic construction and asked his secretary to call Wu Youping over, Zhao Tianlin called, saying there was a semi-academic matter he wanted to chat with He Rui about.

There was a big gap between official business and academics. He Rui would also discuss academic issues with Zhao Tianlin, but for the past year or so, the two had no time to talk about academic issues. Since Zhao Tianlin's attitude was clear, He Rui left a little time for Zhao Tianlin before dragging Wu Youping over for a lecture.

After Zhao Tianlin entered He Rui's office, he first looked at the surrounding secretaries but did not speak. The secretaries were busy, and at this time they all looked at He Rui. Seeing He Rui nod, the secretaries all withdrew.

Without wasting words, Zhao Tianlin pulled up a chair and sat opposite He Rui, "Chairman, after we liberate the India region in the future, are we going to dismember it?"

He Rui was stunned, and frowned rarely. There were very few comrades in the party who truly held the concept of liberating the globe with communism, but such comrades with an internationalist view were few. Just as Wu Youping hinted that Zhong Yifu did not want to give up Myanmar which was already in hand, at that time Wu Youping felt Zhong Yifu had some communist concepts. He Rui felt that based on his understanding of Zhong Yifu, this guy was about the same as most other comrades who graduated from the Beiyang Military Academy; he probably combined China's concept of 'benevolent governance' and wanted to be a 'good imperialist'.

To put it bluntly, even for intellectuals with a strong sense of justice like Zhao Tianlin, the proportion of imperialist thinking in their thoughts made He Rui not very optimistic.

But among the comrades, one who could understand the necessity of 'dismembering India' at the current stage would be a true talent.

He Rui felt that he indeed believed in communism, and one of the foundations of communism was historical materialism. India's development in another spacetime proved that India had no way to break through from a pre-modern state on its own; heavy historical baggage prevented India from becoming a modern state.

If India was forcibly rubbed into one country after being liberated, heaven knows what India would produce. Only by dismembering India could the reactionary forces of India be weakened, thereby solving the social development problems of various regions one by one.

Although He Rui was not sure if the person who proposed 'liberating the India region' and 'dismembering India' had the same judgment of the future as himself, a person who could propose such a clear view indeed needed to be met.

"Who proposed it?" He Rui asked.

"It was Professor Li," Zhao Tianlin answered.
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"I will not liberate the India region in isolation, nor will I dismember India in isolation. These two complement each other; only when combined do they constitute our strategy for the India region." He Rui explained frankly to Zhao Tianlin.

Zhao Tianlin felt a throb in his heart. He had already felt shocked when he heard Professor Li's view, but he didn't expect Professor Li's view to be exactly the same as He Rui's. For so long, the comrades had always followed He Rui's train of thought; never had there been anyone who could make the same judgment as He Rui regarding the strategy for a single future region.

Just as he wanted to ask more, he heard He Rui say: "I would like to invite Professor Li as a guest."

Zhao Tianlin felt this was exactly how it should be, so he rose to take his leave. After Zhao Tianlin left, He Rui invited Wu Youping over and asked directly: "Do you want to hear the judgment first, or the specifics of how to do it first?"

"...Hear the judgment first." Wu Youping decided to hear exactly how He Rui wanted to criticize the delays at the Northeast Bicycle General Factory.

He Rui intended to criticize people anyway, so at this moment, he said unceremoniously: "We are not a feudal dynasty where anyone who wants to do profitable business must obtain our consent. In the field of industrial production, whatever is not forbidden by law is permitted. Do these comrades think that making money is their privilege?"

Wu Youping was stunned; his initial thoughts were still different from He Rui's. The set of standards ultimately produced by the Northeast Bicycle General Factory was incomparably detailed. Wu Youping himself came from an engineering background; one look and he knew this was setting a threshold. Such a threshold was unfavorable for quickly introducing private capital into the field of industrial production.

However, He Rui's view was another matter entirely. It actually sounded like they shouldn't place restrictions on domestic factories producing bicycles. From this perspective, Wu Youping actually began to support the approach with certain restrictions more.

Composing himself and thinking for a moment, Wu Youping asked: "Chairman, our bicycles are provided with installment plans."

"Why should we let private enterprises participate in installment plans? With current management levels, can we manage all that?" He Rui asked.

Wu Youping hadn't thought of this much and was stunned for a moment. Struggling to consider it for a while, Wu Youping felt he had a line of thought, "Chairman, do you mean that we produce our bicycles, and do not place any restrictions on private capital investing in the bicycle industry?"

He Rui answered immediately: "Correct. That is exactly it! The bicycle industry is an industry with very mature technology. Future development will mainly be the replacement of materials; the basic mechanical principles of the bicycle will not see any changes. So as the market saturates, bicycles will enter a process of crazy price cutting. our work now is to cultivate the domestic market. Through building bicycle factories and through loans provided by the government, we will satisfy the travel needs of domestic people as soon as possible. With so many jobs, more domestic markets are created. And the route our state-owned bicycle factories should take is not to wait until the bicycle market is saturated and then fight to the death with other domestic capital, but industrial upgrading! Bicycle factories will gradually develop towards the high end, developing into the field of motor vehicles like motorcycles."

Wu Youping felt what He Rui said made a lot of sense, but he felt these words couldn't convince the comrades. Unless He Rui personally issued orders to the comrades, subsequent development would follow He Rui's train of thought.

Thinking of this, Wu Youping asked: "Chairman, why?"

"First, never underestimate domestic capital. As long as there is a market, they will desperately lower costs, ultimately suppressing the price to a degree where our state-owned enterprises cannot compete. This is an inevitability; whether you wish for it or not, it will happen."

Hearing this, Wu Youping felt a burst of discomfort in his heart. Following He Rui for ten years starting from the Northeast, state-owned enterprises had never encountered an opponent domestically. Technology, equipment, scale, treatment—in every aspect, state-owned enterprises crushed everyone across the board. How could a situation suddenly appear where state-owned enterprises were inferior to private enterprises?

But the person saying this was He Rui. Following He Rui from one victory to another, seeing various impossibilities become possible, Wu Youping would instinctively believe He Rui's views. However, long-term experience and He Rui's judgment actually conflicted, and Wu Youping felt a strong sense of discomfort. Finally, Wu Youping asked again: "Why?"

He Rui gave the answer directly, "Average productivity will always fluctuate. The Northeast has the Northeast region's average productivity. The Northeast does not equal China; we cannot directly take past experience and use it."

Wu Youping recalled He Rui's terminology. Average productivity refers to the ratio of the quantity or quality of labor completed by the production sector within a certain period per unit of product (i.e., the labor-hours consumed directly to produce a certain item) (Output is also called actual output or total output completed per unit weight).

However, saying that the efficiency of state-owned enterprises was lower than that of private enterprises—Wu Youping did not agree with such a view.

He Rui did not answer immediately. The debate over whether the efficiency of state-owned enterprises is higher or lower than that of private enterprises is a problem that is both very complex and not complex. The non-complex part lies in the fact that state-owned enterprises are inherently products of socialized mass production, and their efficiency is destined to be higher than private enterprises. The complex part lies in how to define the scope of the field of socialized mass production.

If one lacks the ability to distinguish, one is destined to fall into a chaotic mess. Therefore, He Rui adhered to an attitude of 'no debate' as much as possible in these aspects, because socialized mass production is also constantly changing. In 1926, a regional economy could count as socialized mass production. In 2026, the internal economic cycle of a single country might not necessarily fully fit the definition of socialized mass production.

Wu Youping frowned and thought for a good while. He Rui took the time to approve three documents. Just as he was preparing to pick up the fourth, Wu Youping asked: "Chairman, specifically what should I do?"

"The goal of our state-owned enterprises is to promote the development of productive forces; the goal of private enterprises is profit. Therefore, government subsidies are not applicable to enterprises with mature technologies like bicycles. To put it bluntly, we will not subsidize private enterprises. If they are responsible for their own profits and losses, why should we interfere with private enterprises engaging in industrial production? As long as it doesn't involve patent fee issues or pollution problems brought by industrial production, we have no need to manage them. As for state-owned enterprises, we have production arrangements and industrial development plans. Just like this tender, if we invite tenders, at the current stage it is to invite tenders for bicycle repair enterprises. To provide bicycle repair services for various localities."

Wu Youping was slightly stunned, then his eyes brightened, "This is also promoting the development of productive forces."

Just as he relaxed for a moment, Wu Youping's brow furrowed slightly again, "But once repair technology is popularized, will we soon have to accept the injection of private capital again?"

He Rui smiled: "For technology diffusion, the faster the better. And what is the Tax Bureau for? Don't just look at those people making money; also see those people paying taxes."

When Wu Youping first heard the tax issue, he originally wanted to laugh it off, but then remembered the tight national treasury, so he raised his own doubts regarding the tax issue: "I feel taxes may not be easy to collect, and there will definitely be many problems in the short term. In order to expand the scale of tax revenue, we have to continue investing resources."

"'Every grain to the granary'—it's okay to talk about such things, but in reality, it's impossible to achieve. We only need to continuously perfect the tax departments according to the economic scale. Youping, there are two paths to making money: one is monopoly, and one is reducing costs. The purpose of monopoly is to raise commodity prices. Do you think state-owned capital is suitable for doing this?"

"...From the perspective of developing productive forces, it is not suitable," Wu Youping answered frankly.

"To reduce costs, the most direct method is to extend workers' working hours and lower wages. Then how incompetent must our government be to condone such things?"

Wu Youping nodded slightly, expressing agreement.

"If we cannot directly exploit workers, we must research how to improve production efficiency. This path is R&D of mechanical equipment and improving production management levels. Isn't this promoting the development of productive forces? Private enterprises have their lifespans; have you ever seen a thousand-year-old private enterprise?"

Hearing this, Wu Youping nodded slightly, feeling much more at ease. However, with the conversation at this level, Wu Youping wanted to chat more relaxedly, "Chairman, but what about our SOEs?"

"The efficiency SOEs exert in the field of socialized mass production is extremely high, far superior to private enterprises!" Speaking of this, He Rui silently recited the phrase 'This is the result of research by world economists' in his heart.

"Therefore, SOEs must invest in high-technology fields and exert their efficiency in fields of the national economy and people's livelihood. And the fields of national economy and people's livelihood are constantly changing. Right now, bicycles are in the field of national economy and people's livelihood. Very soon, motor vehicles will become national economy and people's livelihood. After another period of development, energy, communications, transportation, and infrastructure will be national economy and people's livelihood. Moreover, the country has one constant national economy and people's livelihood, which is education. The country's money is very precious; naturally, it needs to be invested in these industries with large capital requirements, high technical requirements, long cost recovery times, but extremely high rates of return. It is to be used in the field of socialized mass production. Instead of spinning around in those industries that have already become mature fields. For enterprises in such mature fields, elimination is only a matter of time."

Wu Youping really wanted to ask, 'Can national industry really be invested precisely into these fields?'

But at this time, he also felt it was not the time to discuss such overly grand matters, because Wu Youping himself still had a meeting. Moreover, what He Rui said was originally a methodology, not specific execution. Wu Youping needed some time to sort these thoughts out clearly. Asking too much now actually wouldn't have much effect.

Returning to his own office, Wu Youping first called his secretary, wrote an outline for the new thinking on the development of the bicycle industry, and asked the secretary to refine it.

After arranging this work, Wu Youping convened a joint meeting of the Ministry of Health and the Ministry of Commerce. Recently, the pharmaceutical industry had been very robust in exports. Wu Youping gave the drug export orders provided by the Ministry of Commerce and the demand lists from local health bureaus to the other departments respectively.

The comrades responsible for pharmaceutical work in these two departments originally looked relatively relaxed. Whether it was the Ministry of Commerce's drug exports or the treatment of infectious diseases nationwide, both were completed remarkably well. Everyone felt that even if they didn't get praised, nothing would go wrong.

As soon as the Director of the Ministry of Commerce responsible for this matter saw the aggregated data of demands from local health ministries, his expression turned bad. The same expression soon appeared on the face of the Director of the Ministry of Health.

Wu Youping did not speak first, just waiting for these two departments to express their own views. Both departments had done their work very well. The Ministry of Commerce had every reason to say, 'We earned a large amount of foreign exchange for the country', and the Ministry of Health also had reason to say, 'Human lives are at stake'.

Of course, the solution actually existed, which was increasing production capacity. Thinking of this, Wu Youping suddenly remembered the conversation with He Rui not long ago, and his heart suddenly became much clearer. Whether to export or use domestically seemed like an opposing problem, but intrinsically it was the same problem: insufficient capacity. Moreover, the current cost of drugs was not low. To eliminate infectious diseases nationwide, a large amount of vaccines, specific drugs, and a large number of medical personnel were needed.

After China's unification, national revenue was indeed very high. However, expenditures were even higher. When Wu Youping followed He Rui, his initial expectation was to build a powerful country that could resist foreign aggression externally and let the people live good days internally. In the good days Wu Youping initially conceived, it really did not include the item of eliminating infectious diseases on a large scale.

Now Wu Youping's initial ideals had been completely realized, but Wu Youping discovered that the people were still too far, too far away from good days. If he hadn't become the Premier of the Republic, Wu Youping could still curse the those in power as bastards. Now, the one getting cursed was Wu Youping himself.

Composing his mind, Wu Youping decided to solve the matters before him first. As for the future, as long as he followed by He Rui's side, Wu Youping believed he could definitely solve all problems.

Seeing the comrades from the Ministry of Commerce and Ministry of Health still silent, Wu Youping knocked on the table, "Comrades, express your opinions."
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Fairness and efficiency; each orientation had its own logic. Being forced to make a choice between them often tormented Wu Youping afterwards. regarding the supply of medicines, Wu Youping still leaned towards export.

He originally thought this matter could be put aside for later, but unexpectedly, on the second day of the meeting, Zhao Tianlin sent a letter. The letter was from the Nobel Committee and had already been translated. In this letter, the Nobel Committee asked the Chinese side to provide the name of the discoverer of penicillin.

Wu Youping had some impression of this; the technical route for penicillin R&D seemed to have been provided by He Rui. Before Wu Youping could speak, Zhao Tianlin said: "The Chairman says to let the comrade responsible for this research go to receive the award, which serves nicely to conduct some academic exchanges in Europe."

This arrangement was very reasonable, but it reminded Wu Youping of yesterday's matter, "Premier Zhao, can you give me an explanation? Why is penicillin capacity expansion so slow? Is it due to insufficient investment? Or is there some other reason?"

Zhao Tianlin hesitated for a moment before answering: "Penicillin was a technical route proposed by the Chairman. If the Premier really wants to know the technical secrets within, why not ask the Chairman directly?"

Wu Youping was actually a bit curious. Research papers on penicillin had been published in major medical journals, not only domestic academic journals but also foreign university journals. They all received extremely high evaluations. Wu Youping initially worried that penicillin would be like sulfonamides—once published, it would be copied in large quantities by European and American companies.

However, it was not. Now France was doing a roaring trade as a middleman. "The True Hope for Syphilis Patients!", "The Epoch-making Drug that Thoroughly Ends Bacterial Infections!" Various advertising campaigns were flourishing. Based on Wu Youping's understanding of European and American technology, they should have had similar drugs appear no matter what, yet there were none. This was a bit too weird.

"...Forget it." Wu Youping sighed. Since it was a technical route, Wu Youping felt it was better if he didn't touch it.

Zhao Tianlin came here not only for the matter of He Rui winning the award. Seeing Wu Youping become rational, Zhao Tianlin continued with the purpose of his trip, "We want to build some research centers domestically that accept experts from various countries to participate. We can learn from the model of that German synthetic ammonia research expert and turn it into a model of world technology sharing."

Hearing about sharing again, Wu Youping couldn't help but sigh. Calming himself, Wu Youping lamented: "Premier Zhao, we don't have enough management capability right now. Your suggestion is very good, but I am very worried that some problems will arise. Although I don't know what problems, generally speaking, I think the comrades might feel we are getting the short end of the stick."

Zhao Tianlin smiled: "If looking at it from the angle of getting the short end of the stick, Europe and America definitely feel they are losing out. Many technologies they developed first are being used by us to deal with them."

Wu Youping wanted to tell Zhao Tianlin that he didn't mean that. But if he really said it out loud, it would turn into criticism of certain comrades. Now Wu Youping felt that quite a few comrades in state-owned assets were already very resistant to other assets sharing the market. Moreover, Wu Youping himself felt very uncomfortable about other assets sharing the market.

Seeing Wu Youping say no more, Zhao Tianlin pursued: "If the Premier agrees to this suggestion, I will submit a report."

Wu Youping knew he only had the choice to agree, so he simply asked about something happier, "I wonder when the International Tribunal can finish trying the case."

"The focus now is that the British lawyers hired by the ANZAC Corps have taught them some techniques to counter the trial. Whenever they encounter something, they say they didn't know, didn't see, didn't hear, didn't participate. They want to use this method to drag it out. The domestic view is, since they are willing to drag, we will drag it out with them. At least within a year, we can still use this matter to expand our influence. Premier Wu, have you heard? Recently some educated Black people from the United States went to the front of the International Tribunal to hold up banners, demanding the International Tribunal investigate the U.S. government's persecution of Black people. This is the situation most favorable to us."

Wu Youping couldn't help but smile upon hearing this. This news indeed made Wu Youping feel happy, but not as happy as imagined. China had obtained the blessing of civilization and justice, but to bear these, China also paid a very great effort.

Foreign Minister Yan Huiqing had just discussed the "Sino-French Immigration Agreement" with the head of the French diplomatic delegation. The French head was another member of the de Broglie family. When discussing this matter, he was very serious, "Minister Yan, regarding the reciprocal immigration plan proposed by your country, we cannot accept it."

If Wu Youping heard this, one wonders if he would feel a bit happier. Or perhaps Wu Youping would give birth to displeasure again.

Yan Huiqing was not unhappy, because the reason proposed by Head de Broglie was serious. China's population was about 12 times that of France's mainland population. If the ratio were reciprocal, the impact of Chinese people on France would be very large. Although he could understand the reasonable concerns of the French side, Yan Huiqing did not give in, "Reciprocal conditions cannot be linked to numbers; this is a matter of principle regarding mutual respect. If your country has concerns, we can regulate it during specific execution. But principles are principles."

Head de Broglie did not answer immediately. After the establishment of Sino-French diplomatic relations, there were a great many affairs to be determined through agreements, among which the most troublesome was the immigration agreement. France and China were located at opposite ends of the World Island respectively. France was not afraid of China in the vast majority of fields. But when population was mentioned, France was truly afraid. So the government side hoped to regulate Sino-French population flow within the agreement.

But Yan Huiqing did not give in an inch, insisting that it must be completely reciprocal in the agreement. Head de Broglie actually wanted to push this agreement back, but at this time the number of Chinese in France was lower than the number of French in China. If the agreement could not be reached, the interests of French people in China could not be guaranteed. This plunged Head de Broglie into a dilemma.

In the end, Head de Broglie decided to drag it out for a while longer. Yan Huiqing did not force it; drag then, who's afraid of whom?

Apart from the immigration agreement, other agreements proceeded quite smoothly. The smoothest was the meeting between the French Peace Envoy and He Rui. He Rui looked serious and said in a stern tone: "Our China is a peace-loving country, but this war was provoked by the British!"

The French envoy listened with a serious expression, but in his heart, he was actually not as serious as he appeared on the outside. Whenever someone started with such a high profile, 99% of the time they would soften down. As long as China held such an attitude, the matter was half done. Sure enough, He Rui continued: "If Britain sincerely wants peace, it must admit its wrongdoings. Apologize for this, and pay reparations to the vast number of harmed Myanmar people!"

At this time in Whitehall, London, the British Foreign Secretary said almost the same words, only the positions of China and Britain were swapped. After fiercely attacking China's aggressive behavior, the British Foreign Secretary stated, "We are also willing to give peace a chance. However, China must withdraw its troops, withdraw from British India."

Being a middleman was not easy. France knew very well that at this time within Britain, especially the British upper class, they felt a bit humiliated. For France to mediate peace, Britain indeed felt a certain humiliation. In the past, it was Britain mediating for France.

With communication tools like the wireless telegraph, the special envoys in China and Britain soon aggregated the news to Paris. As an old-school imperialist country, the French Foreign Ministry quickly reached a consensus: the Chinese side was very steady, while a true turning point had not yet appeared within Britain. Although both sides' attitudes remained tough, the opportunity to bring both sides together for formal negotiations was approaching fast.

Prime Minister Baldwin was good at economics, but that didn't mean he completely misunderstood politics. In the past few days, he had already sent people to have meals or drink beer and eat fish and chips with key personnel of the opposition party. According to the feedback, the main members of the opposition party all mocked that Baldwin's Conservative Party was destined to step down in the next election. Not only was this not bad news, it could even be counted as good news.

Since the opposition believed victory was already in their grasp for the next election, they had no need to ruin the peace talks. Because British voters knew that this war, which consumed British national power in vain, was imposed on Britain by China, and China would not terminate the war before achieving its goals.

Anyone could sing a high tune. If the opposition ruined the peace talks and the Baldwin government stepped down, after the opposition took power, the Conservative Party—to whom the war was imposed—could blow the high tune to the heavens, and the opposition would be tantamount to roasting themselves on the fire. The British people could not forgive the Baldwin government for not winning the war, and they would be even less likely to forgive an opposition party that actively continued the war.

Under many considerations, ending the war during Baldwin's term was the best choice.

Prime Minister Baldwin also had confidence in the opposition's political level. The current situation could barely be counted as 'everything is ready, only the east wind is lacking'. So Prime Minister Baldwin went to the Prime Minister's country villa for a weekend with the Speaker of the House of Lords.

In this small villa, the Prime Minister chatted in a relaxed tone with the Speaker of the House of Lords, who was of noble birth. The House of Lords was basically all nobles. The Speaker said: "Your Excellency, there is no lack of members in the House of Lords demanding an expansion of the war."

Baldwin nodded, "But our main enemy is not China."

The Speaker himself had many assets in India, so he asked: "Does Your Excellency think China will give an inch and take a mile?"

This question made Baldwin smile bitterly. If He Rui were a person who gave an inch and took a mile, things would actually be easier to handle. The British Empire did not fear challenges; any country attempting to fight for India would face Britain's full-force strike. But He Rui stood right on the edge of that line, never crossing this bottom line of Britain. Occasionally sending troops into India to fight had the sole purpose of letting Britain receive a message: if Britain did not agree to China's conditions, Britain shouldn't think of having peace.

This tactic was the same as Britain's strategy in the First Opium War: capturing Zhenjiang and cutting off the Qing dynasty's grain transport. The economic operations of the Qing government, which initially wanted to drag it out, were disrupted, and they had to sign the Treaty of Nanking with Britain.

Fortunately, the Speaker of the House of Lords was a sensible person, and because of the safety of his assets in India, he hoped for peace. Prime Minister Baldwin answered: "If there is no security for India, there is no peace between China and Britain."

Hearing this, the Speaker lifted his sherry and sipped slowly. After pondering for a while, the Speaker asked: "What kind of treatment does China hope to receive?"

"In my view, we can only give him the level of Italy or Japan."

The Speaker nodded slightly. If the war ended in such a way, it was within the acceptable range. Putting down his wine glass, the Speaker asked: "Then is there anything I can do?"

On the second day after meeting with the Speaker, reports on the war in British newspapers began to change direction. At this time, the British army in British India was 'launching attacks'. The reports sent back to the country by reporters, regardless of whether they wrote them themselves, focused on the heroic British army in the rainy season of Myanmar, braving pouring rain, marching with difficulty in knee-deep mud and waist-deep floods, launching heroic and fearless attacks on the high ground held by the Chinese army.

Those British families with family members fighting on the front lines felt their hearts break when they saw such reports. Because the news described in sensational text: '...The Chinese army occupying the high ground deployed dense machine gun positions, with firepower comparable to the Western Front. British soldiers constantly fell into the water. On the battlefield, the sound of thunder, rain, and the roar of machine guns were interwoven. Wherever one looked, there were water currents dyed red with blood. For His Majesty the King, the heroic Royal Army launched wave after wave of charges...'

After several days of playing this up, newspapers began to publish the names of officers and soldiers killed or missing in action on full pages. Although these British officers and soldiers were basically those killed or missing in the previous war, the readers did not know.

For a time, Britain fell into a mood of grief. Except for the few major British newspapers targeting die-hard conservative audiences, all began to recount the differences between Myanmar and India, and how Britain had acquired Myanmar.

After half a month of media offensive, the front-page headlines of various British newspapers all published a piece of news: 'Prime Minister Baldwin, ordered by His Majesty the respected King George V, went to Buckingham Palace to have an audience with His Majesty'. Seeing this news, those British people who had been tormented for half a month felt there was hope.

Britain had mobilized about 500,000 troops from the British homeland to arrive in India this time. The families of these officers and soldiers believed there was no reason for their husbands and sons to fight on with China for a Myanmar.

Prime Minister Baldwin was afraid of trouble. Three days after having an audience with George V, he obtained the content of a large number of letters from various newspaper offices. According to internal statistics from the newspaper offices, the majority of the British masses who wrote in opposed continuing the war.

With public support, Prime Minister Baldwin announced to Parliament that Britain was willing to accept French mediation. Hearing this news, the opposition MPs in the House of Commons immediately issued mocking boos. Several hardliners immediately jumped up to speak, expressing strong contempt for this 'capitulationist action'.

There were those who despised it, and there were also those who believed Britain should conscript on a larger scale and conduct a higher intensity war. But there were no MPs who explicitly opposed starting negotiations with China.

It couldn't be said that there were no muddled eggs in the British Parliament, but the whips of both parties exerted their power and constrained the speeches of their parties' MPs.

On September 2, 1926, when China began its autumn harvest, the French side sent a telegram, "Our country suggests holding negotiations in Paris."

On the same day, Britain immediately stated, "Negotiations must be held in London!" Since France had already gained huge prestige through coordination, there was no reason to let the French get more diplomatic benefits.

The Chinese government also immediately stated, "We demand negotiations be held in Beiping."

Now the French government had to rack its brains again to try to find a suitable negotiation venue. On September 6, after a series of consultations, the French government stated, 'China and Britain will hold negotiations in Saigon.'

Receiving this news, other countries in the world knew that the end of the Sino-British war had finally begun.

Some countries looked forward to peace, some countries felt disappointed, while the Japanese government felt despair. The British government formally informed the Japanese government of this matter, and the wording of the document was full of respect for Japan. However, for such a big matter as peace talks, the British government had not consulted the Japanese government's attitude beforehand.

Although this war was indeed a war between China and Britain, and Japan's dispatch of an expeditionary force was only a collateral result of the Anglo-Japanese Alliance, Britain's attitude was enough to make everyone in Japan determine that what the British government cared about was only the security of India. At this time, Japan's value in Britain's eyes was far lower than India.
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On the morning of September 8, the reveille sounded at the Imperial Japanese Army Academy. The slumbering cadets woke up by conditioned reflex, and a flurry of noise from getting out of bed erupted in every dormitory. Infantry cadet Aisin Gioro Puyi of the 39th Class, along with his classmates, dressed neatly within five minutes and ran towards the drill ground.

In 1925, Puyi went to Japan to study. After a series of selections, Puyi chose to attend the Imperial Japanese Army Academy first, just like He Rui. Fully dressed, he arrived at the drill ground with brisk steps like the other classmates.

After more than a year of study, Puyi was already very accustomed to life at the Military Academy. Through study and training, Puyi felt he had chosen the right school. The teaching at the Imperial Japanese Army Academy was rigorous and scientific, and not everyone could graduate smoothly. Its military education covered all aspects, and the courses taught were numerous and complex. To graduate, the courses one had to pass first included: Tactics; War History; Military Organization; Weaponry; Marksmanship; Aviation; Fortification Engineering; Transportation; Cartography; Hippology; Hygiene; Pedagogy; Military Education; General Education; and Foreign Languages.

The squad leaders in charge of morning exercises had booming voices, almost shouting from their chests. Under their command, Puyi and his classmates began morning exercises together.

Under this exertion, the young men's faces were all rosy. Famished, they headed straight for the canteen as soon as they were dismissed.

The meals at the Military Academy were monotonous, always soup, rice, and the like. Two classmates sat opposite Puyi, chatting with him while eating.

"Puyi-kun, which unit have you decided to go to?" Nanbu asked.

Kobayakawa next to him looked preoccupied but deliberately interrupted, "Do you even need to ask? It must be the Imperial Guards Division."

After 1920, cadets of the Military Academy had to serve in the troops for half an year. Puyi himself actually wanted to go to a unit with more actual combat experience, but he also knew he actually couldn't make the decision, so he could only shake his head, "I will go wherever the school arranges for me."

Nanbu swallowed a few mouthfuls of rice and couldn't help asking again: "Puyi-kun, if war breaks out between China and Japan, will you choose to join the Japanese army?"

Kobayakawa glared at Nanbu but said nothing. Puyi didn't mind much; he was interested in anything that could oppose He Rui. So he asked back: "Nanbu-kun, do you not hate He-kun?"

Nanbu was stunned, looking like he wanted to say something but stopped. His expression couldn't help becoming complicated, and even his eating speed slowed down a lot. When Puyi first decided to study at the Imperial Japanese Army Academy, he still held the determination of entering a dragon's pool and tiger's den. He felt that since He Rui had defeated Japan and killed so many Japanese, the Japanese military academy should presumably be filled with hatred towards Chinese people. The reality, however, was different from what Puyi thought.

Although Chinese students all left Japan after the war broke out between the Northeast and Japan, there used to be quite a few Chinese students in the Imperial Japanese Army Academy. Jiang Fangzhen and Cai E were both senior alumni with top grades. Aisin Gioro Liangbi was also Puyi's senior. The current students at the Military Academy were not as exclusionary towards Puyi, this 'Chinese classmate', as imagined.

Seeing that his classmate Nanbu couldn't answer, Puyi didn't press him and continued eating. Over the past year, he had gained a full understanding of the Japanese mentality of 'admiring the strong'. For He Rui, this 'Great Senior' who should logically be Japan's most powerful enemy right now, the students of the Imperial Japanese Army Academy actually held more admiration than hatred. Especially after the war started between China and Britain, as the Chinese army suppressed Britain in the fighting, the evaluations of He Rui in the Imperial Japanese Army Academy were actually mostly 'God of War of Asia', 'Genius unprecedented in China', and some Japanese cadets even considered He Rui to be the Asian Leader.

Consequently, Puyi was also looked upon with higher regard. This treatment made Puyi feel very helpless. He came to study at the Military Academy to some extent seeking the ability to contend with He Rui, not to serve under this 'Asian Leader' He Rui. Precisely because of the pressure from classmates looking up to him, it actually made Puyi strive his hardest to study and train, and his grades in all subjects were excellent in the Military Academy.

After eating, the students went back to the dorms to prepare before going to class. This class was War Theory. Arriving at the final Q&A session, Kobayakawa raised his hand requesting to speak. After receiving the teacher's permission, he stood up and asked: "Instructor, I want to ask, Britain has already started negotiations with China. Will Britain abandon Japan and make peace with China alone?"

As soon as these words came out, the students were in an uproar. Yesterday, news about Britain beginning negotiations with China had reached the Military Academy through private channels. Some cadets knew, but more did not. Someone had already forgotten classroom discipline and asked in astonishment: "Kobayakawa-kun, is what you said true?"

The instructor's face changed. The school had held a special meeting yesterday saying that instructors were not allowed to spread this news. The instructors knew this news would only deal a heavy blow to Japan, which was already near despair, so they naturally obeyed the order. But looking at it now, the instructors did not have the ability to monopolize information, and this kind of news would spread sooner or later.

At this time, Kobayakawa was already speaking loudly to his classmates: "Fellow students, the possibility of Sino-British peace is very high. His Excellency Ishiwara has already published views in military journals stating that what Britain seeks is the security of India. As long as China can satisfy this requirement, Britain has no necessity to continue fighting."

Hearing the name of Ishiwara, one of the 'Twin Walls' of the Army, the cadets all stood in awe. The instructor had mixed feelings in his heart. When Ishiwara was at the military academy, he was his instructor. His overall evaluation of Ishiwara was not high, but he was deeply impressed by Ishiwara's perceptiveness in strategy. Later, the instructor served in the army for a period and returned to teach at the Military Academy, only to hear students mention this name again.

Kobayakawa was agitated at this time and continued to speak loudly: "Fellow students, Ishiwara-kun has analyzed Britain's strategy. After China becomes strong, it contains Soviet Russia to the north and stops American power from moving west to the east. Once China and Britain sign a peace treaty, to the south it can guarantee the safety and stability of Southeast Asian colonies. And since the mainlands of China and Britain are far apart, peace and friendship between Britain and China are of great benefit to British interests. At such a time, Japan's utility value to Britain becomes very low! We cannot fail to consider Japan's current status from the perspective of Geopolitics."

Hearing the term 'Geopolitics', Puyi's breathing became somewhat unsmooth. Before coming to Japan, he had heard of 'Geopolitics'. In rumors, this was a discipline created by He Rui during his study in Japan. Puyi himself was unwilling to believe it. He felt it must be He Rui taking Japanese Geopolitics to use as a facade for himself.

Only after studying for more than a year did Puyi barely accept the fact that Geopolitics was indeed founded by He Rui. Hearing Sino-British relations analyzed using Geopolitics at this moment, Puyi only felt extremely uncomfortable.

Kobayakawa was extremely emotional at this time, so he simply said loudly: "Gentlemen, the Empire has now fallen into a strategic predicament. Whether it is the surrounding China, Soviet Union, United States, or Britain, France, and the Netherlands, we cannot defeat any of them. If China and Britain make peace, the Empire's strategic predicament becomes a desperate situation. Now there is only one way to break the deadlock!"

"Enough! Kobayakawa, shut up," the instructor shouted angrily. But his angry emotion was not straightforward, because the instructors also clearly knew Japan's current strategic desperation and were burning with anxiety inside. Since a student wanted to say something, the instructor didn't truly want the student to shut up.

Kobayakawa looked at the instructor apologetically and wanted to sit down. But a rush of heat surged in his chest, and he couldn't help but say: "China will be more powerful and will inevitably not be satisfied with its current status. In this one war, China seized hundreds of thousands of square kilometers of colonies. If China and Japan join hands, with China's army and the Great Japanese Empire's naval strength, we have the full ability to drive the Anglo-American brutes out of Asia!"

"Hasegawa!" The instructor finally scolded sternly.

Hasegawa hurriedly bowed to the instructor in apology and sat back in his seat amidst the shocked gazes of all the classmates. Puyi only felt as if struck by five thunderbolts. China and Japan uniting to jointly oppose Europe and America—such an idea was too crazy. Moreover, once China and Japan united, what would Puyi do? Would he have to leave Japan and go to Europe or America to seek their support?

Seeing that the lesson could no longer continue, the instructor snapped his lecture notes shut and shouted to the students: "Class dismissed!"

Without waiting for the students to stand up and salute, the instructor shouted: "Kobayakawa, come to my office after class!" After speaking, he turned and left. With the sound of military boots stamping angrily on the floor, the instructor's figure disappeared outside the classroom door. Kobayakawa hurriedly stood up and chased in the direction of the instructor.

The cadets left in the classroom immediately exploded. Those who didn't dare to be completely sure that China and Britain had started peace talks discussed spiritedly. Another portion began discussing Japan's future strategy. Puyi was left to one side. When some classmates joined the discussion, their gazes constantly swept over Puyi.

Puyi sat in a daze, his mind in a turmoil, completely without a clue.

Ishiwara Kanji, mentioned by his juniors, was currently chanting Buddhist sutras calmly in his office at the Anglo-Japanese Coalition Headquarters, "...If there is anyone who holds the name of this Bodhisattva Avalokitesvara, even if they enter a great fire, the fire cannot burn them, due to the imposing spiritual power of this Bodhisattva; if they are drifted by great waters, calling his name, they will immediately reach a shallow place; if there are hundreds of thousands of millions of billions of beings, seeking gold, silver, lapis lazuli, giant clam shell, agate, coral, amber, pearls and other treasures, entering into the great ocean, even if a black wind blows their ship and it drifts to the land of Rakshasa ghosts, if among them there is even one person who calls the name of Bodhisattva Avalokitesvara, all these people will be liberated from the difficulty of the Rakshasas..."

Ishiwara was originally a believer of the Nichiren Sect in Japan. After learning that Britain and China decided to start negotiations, Ishiwara took out the Buddhist sutras and began reading. The Nichiren Sect, also known as the Hokke (Lotus) Sect, is one of the major sects of Japanese Buddhism. It was founded by the Japanese monk Nichiren in the mid-Kamakura period (about the 13th century).

The Hokke Sect was originally a Chinese Buddhist sect, originating from Guoqing Temple on Mount Tiantai in Zhejiang. Its doctrine is mainly based on the *Lotus Sutra* (*Miao Fa Lian Hua Jing*), hence it is called the Tiantai Sect. The Tiantai Sect was the earliest sect founded in Chinese Buddhism and was transmitted to Japan by the Japanese monk Saicho in the early 9th century.

The Tiantai Sect lineage claims nine patriarchs: Nagarjuna, Huiwen, Huisi, Zhiyi, Guanding (Great Master Zhang'an), Zhiwei, Huiwei, Xuanlang, and Zhanran.

Others consider Zen Master Huiwen as the first patriarch, or Great Master Zhiyi as the first patriarch. Great Master Zhiyi was a disciple of Zen Master Huisi; he inherited the Zen meditation of southern China and the Madhyamaka view of the Sanlun Sect (Three Treatise School) of the north, and revered the *Lotus Sutra*, hence it is also called the Hokke Sect.

Regardless of whether it is the Chinese or Japanese Nichiren Sect, they all revere the *Lotus Sutra*. Ishiwara's chanting tone was very devout, "...True gaze, pure gaze, broad and great wisdom gaze, compassionate gaze and merciful gaze, constantly wishing, constantly looking up to. Spotless pure light, the sun of wisdom breaking all darkness, able to subdue calamities of wind and fire, universally illuminating the world. The body of compassion is the thunder, the mind of mercy is the wondrous great cloud, raining down the sweet dew of Dharma rain, extinguishing the flames of affliction. In places of litigation before officials, or terrified in the midst of military arrays, mindfulness of that Avalokitesvara's power will cause all enemies to retreat and scatter..."

A British officer passed by Ishiwara's office. Hearing Ishiwara chanting Buddhist sutras, he unconsciously stopped to listen for a moment, feeling that this chanting had some similarities with the chanting of monks in Myanmar.

"It seems the culture of the Chinamen is all the same," the British officer thought in his heart. With such a mood, the British officer continued walking towards the Staff Department within the headquarters.

Inside the British Staff Department, a border demarcation report was currently being discussed. Given the understanding of Asia by those lords in Downing Street or Whitehall in London, heaven knows what big jokes they would produce. It wasn't to say that these lords were selling out the country, but in traditional European cognition, 'china' was China; citing the Arab appellation, it was also called 'Taugast'.

North of Persia and east of India were all called china. In the eyes of Europeans and the British, European expansion into the china region did not start from 1840, but had been going on for hundreds of years since the Age of Exploration.

This Anglo-Japanese War was considered the formal beginning of a counterattack by china. This border demarcation issue was an important means of probing China's attitude. As soon as this officer entered the office, he heard a staff officer ask: "Will China make any demands regarding Nepal?"

No one answered immediately. This officer's gaze, along with other officers, fell on the map. The current Line of Actual Control between China and Britain was very clear; it was the traditional border line of the china region. What still remained in British hands at this time was the India region, and the Yangon area in the southeast corner of the Myanmar region. British officers who had been to India and Myanmar were very clear that apart from the Yangon region, one could distinguish the difference in race between the regions occupied by China and Britain just by looking at appearance.

After a period of silence, someone asked again: "Will China accept giving up Lower Burma?"

Lower Burma was the coastal region of Myanmar and also the land in the Myanmar region earliest conquered by Britain. With British naval thinking, although China would enter the Indian Ocean after possessing the coast of Lower Burma, such an isolated region would have limited deterrence. However, Britain was still unwilling to let China possess an outlet to the Indian Ocean.

In the Staff Department of the British Indian Army, still no one answered immediately. But after a moment, someone finally said: "If we make the Chinese give up Lower Burma, what will China demand?"

Now, apart from Yangon, the Lower Burma region was in Chinese hands. The British Indian Army really did not want to pay a huge price to seize this land. The Staff Department had estimated that to seize all of Lower Burma, disregarding whether it could succeed first, they had to be prepared to pay the price of tens of thousands of casualties among British homeland troops.

Based on British diplomatic experience, what could not be obtained on the battlefield could not be obtained at the negotiation table. If it couldn't be solved by war, it could only rely on trade. If China was willing to give up Lower Burma, Britain would have to pay from other regions. Looking at the long border line on the map, everyone in the Staff Department of the British Indian Army had a headache.
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On September 15, the British delegation arrived in Saigon. Seeing the tropical palm trees and the azure sky outside the porthole, and feeling the humid air rushing towards him, Churchill, who was among the delegation, couldn't help but let out a cold snort.

Other members of the British delegation knew that Churchill was here representing the hardliners within Britain, and some statements had to be made by Churchill. But the other delegation members did not feel high-spirited just because Churchill was full of fighting will; on the contrary, the morale of the British delegation members was not high.

When Britain had no choice but to send a delegation, some things had already been decided. The purpose of the British delegation was merely to strive for a few more benefits within the possible scope, and the so-called 'possible' was only relative. One didn't even need intelligence on China provided by British intelligence agencies; just looking at the descriptions of China's current status in European newspapers was enough to understand that the impact of the Sino-British war on China's economy was not obvious.

China not only supported the war with its own strength but even had spare capacity to fully popularize bicycles—a commodity that couldn't be considered cheap even in Europe—throughout China. In Shanghai, Hangzhou, Suzhou, Jiangning (Nanjing), the Wuhan tri-cities, Beiping, Tianjin, and the new capital Zhengzhou, the roads of Chinese cities where large numbers of European reporters went were full of various styles of bicycles and human-powered tricycles.

In Europe, the bicycle was more of a means of transportation. In China, the bicycle had become a means of transport for goods, and its appearance naturally fit the needs of transport functions very well. Reinforced frames, wide rear seats. And the flat pallets added outside the rear wheel axle could all provide auxiliary functions for transport.

With the help of these attachments, not only could China's tricycles transport mountain-like loads of goods, but bicycles could do the same. Those Chinese riders, with balance and handling abilities that left European reporters dumbfounded, rode bicycles carrying large and small bags on city streets and roads leading from rural areas to cities. So much so that European reporters who had just arrived in China mistakenly thought that China had begun using bicycles in large quantities long ago. The young reporters' reasoning was very sufficient: if the Chinese did not have long-term accumulation, how could they have mastered such terrifying riding abilities?

Apart from these daily sights, many European reporters with insight into economics discovered that the Chinese government was not only building thermal power stations in large numbers, but these power stations also used turbine power generation, which was considered very advanced even in Europe and America. There were quite a few German engineers and Soviet engineers in China's technology R&D teams. And there was no lack of mathematics professors from Europe in Chinese universities.

What Chinese newspapers reported was the regional economic construction currently underway in China. Factories in the core cities of economic zones were being built in large numbers. Roads, railways, and shipping were spreading out across the Chinese land, outlining the transportation network China was building.

And Chinese private capital, especially private capital that had dealt with Britain for decades, was also striving to open factories. China's textile industry, which once teetered under the impact of foreign capital and factories, had developed at an astonishing speed just because it received protection provided by the Chinese government in the past three years.

And compared to the development of other industries, the textile industry—this easiest-to-develop light industry—did not appear particularly outstanding. The British side could roughly determine that the war had merely increased the financial burden on the Chinese government, while China's domestic development was very strong.

Looking back at Britain, the war forced Britain to send an expeditionary force far away. The Indian tax revenue in '25 was a deficit of over 11 million pounds, and '26 in India would definitely be a deficit too. As for '27, if the war did not end, it would also be a deficit.

The economy of the British homeland was even worse than that of India. The cost of mobilizing the army had long exceeded two hundred million pounds. As for what the future would hold, the British Treasury was unwilling to provide figures.

In addition to this, the attitudes of Italy and Spain towards Britain were becoming increasingly tough day by day. The Soviet Union, which originally presented a defensive posture facing countries like Poland and Romania, had also undergone some different changes at this time. Romania was a bit better off, but Poland was extremely vigilant about any disturbance from the Soviet Union. The Polish government had formally submitted a request to the British government for Britain to provide more aid to strengthen Poland's military power to cope with some military movements on the Soviet border.

Right now, Britain lacked nothing except money. In this world, money is not omnipotent, but one absolutely cannot do without money. The British upper class did not choose to negotiate with China because they were afraid of China, but entirely because the Sino-British war was pointlessly consuming Britain's precious wealth. Even if the war turned into a standoff now, Britain would have to continue throwing money into this bottomless pit.

Of course, the sober understanding of the British delegation did not make them express a willingness for peace from the very beginning. As soon as the Chinese and British sides sat down in the conference room meticulously prepared by the French, Churchill stood up and said in a standard British upper-class London accent: "If China wants to negotiate, it must withdraw behind the border line!"

How could the Chinese representative let Churchill clamor like this? He shouted back immediately: "We withdraw behind the border line, and then let you Anglo-Saxon Bandits continue to massacre the Myanmar people? We entered Myanmar to wipe out the Anglo-Saxon Bandits at the request of the Myanmar people. Now that the Anglo-Saxon Bandits have not been thoroughly exterminated, the war pursuing justice and peace is not yet over."

The brilliant cursing match between the warlike parties lasted for more than half an hour, which delighted the interviewing reporters. This report would definitely mobilize the readers' emotions and greatly increase sales.

This cursing match was so brilliant that after the newspaper reports, a hell joke that would be passed down to later generations even emerged.

"What color is the mermaid in the sea? It is black. Why would it be black? That's not how it's written in fairy tale books! No, in Andersen's time, if a female was fished out of the sea, she would certainly be a Black person."

Although the delegations of both sides cursed fiercely, they were actually just striking a pose. Precisely because everyone knew what the final result would be, there was absolutely no reason to appear weak. Even the Chinese Foreign Minister Yan Huiqing, who was considered 'mild', did not feel discomfort at this cursing; as for the British side, it was the same.

Thus, both the Chinese and British sides stated on the same day, "Country X has absolutely no will for peace talks, so our country has decided to terminate the peace talks."

As the peacemaker, the French side bore a lot of pressure, although France believed there would be no change in the general direction of the peace talks. But neither China nor Britain would lower their stance immediately. At this time, it depended on exactly how the French side communicated.

Two days later, before the Chinese and British sides had made their stance known, the US government issued a statement. They first severely criticized that hell joke, believing it was very wrong for the Chinese side to be so unserious in the face of peace. Moreover, China's use of the term 'Anglo-Saxon Bandits' was full of racial discrimination.

Yan Huiqing was amused when he saw this expression. The one being discriminated against was originally you, the United States. After dealing with Britain, it would be the turn of the United States to suffer China's discrimination. Unexpectedly, the Yankees really had quite the intuition.
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In the car, the pot-bellied Churchill, clamping a Manila cigar in his mouth, rode through the streets of Saigon. Churchill had been to South America and the Caribbean, where the climate was quite similar to Saigon. However, the feeling of the two places was still different; overall, the Caribbean felt a bit warmer and more humid than Saigon.

There weren't many places to see in Saigon. After circling around, they approached the suburbs. The suburbs were areas for the poor, and Churchill had absolutely no interest in those tropical huts, so he ordered the driver to turn around and drive back to the city center. The car stopped in front of a French-style building in the city. Churchill stepped out of the vehicle, and a French butler had already come out to welcome him, guiding Churchill into the building.

At this time, the banquet was already prepared, and quite a few guests had arrived, chatting in the resting areas on both sides of the building's spacious main hall. Among the guests were quite a few Chinese people, who were chatting happily with the French. Churchill bore the role of a hardliner; to use a Chinese saying, someone has to sing the red face, and someone has to sing the white face (play good cop, bad cop).

For ordinary negotiations, this kind of personnel configuration was very useful. But for nations, especially for powerful nations, it was just a formality, because what powerful nations feared most was misjudging each other. Even if ordinary people couldn't reach a deal, a fight was about the limit, and situations of accidental killing rarely occurred. If great powers went to war due to misjudgment, the losses would be staggering. Therefore, great powers must avoid misjudgment.

If they didn't want misjudgment, great powers had to clearly put forward their demands. Both sides judged their own and the other's strength, judged the other's bottom line, and finally rejected or agreed to a part of the other's demands, ultimately reaching a compromise. Therefore, there is a saying in diplomatic circles: 'An agreement that makes both sides uncomfortable is the best agreement.' No one likes to be uncomfortable; an agreement where both sides are uncomfortable is an agreement where each gets what they need.

Churchill believed that the level of the current Chinese government's diplomatic team should not be low, which was why Churchill would seemingly unscrupulously express his own views. Because Churchill represented the extreme conservatives of Britain, if the speeches of the extreme conservatives could not be spoken, Churchill's own political value would not exist.

Sitting by the bar counter, Churchill asked for a drink. The waiter took out a few bottles of wine from the white cabinet behind him. As the cabinet door opened, a comfortable cool air rushed towards his face. Churchill stared at that large freezer for a moment and saw that the logo on the freezer was in Chinese characters; it was possibly made in China. He felt somewhat surprised in his heart at China's development in recent years.

The ice-cold cocktail felt very comfortable to drink, quickly dispelling the summer heat and making a fat man like Churchill feel cool from the inside out. Holding the cocktail and looking at those Chinese and French people chatting warmly in the venue, Churchill felt he probably had nothing to chat about with them. Looking again at those relatively lonely fellows, he saw a familiar young face.

That person was Li Shiguang, Director of the Western Europe Department of China, playing a hardliner role just like Churchill. At this time, Li Shiguang also saw Churchill. Their gazes collided in the air for a moment, but there was none of that swords-drawn, bows-bent intensity of the negotiation table. Everyone turned their gaze away by coincidence; Churchill continued to drink his cocktail, while Li Shiguang stood up and walked towards the lawn outside the building.

The one convening this banquet was the Governor-General of French Indochina, but the ones truly playing a role were the members of the French delegation. French diplomatic personnel constantly communicated with members of the Chinese and British delegations, seeking conditions for both sides to continue talking. The attitude of the British delegation was very clear: to reach a peace agreement, China must retreat behind the border. The Chinese delegation had Li Shiguang, this member acting as a hardliner, state his position. Li Shiguang's attitude was clear, "According to convention, the Line of Actual Control shall be the armistice line."

French diplomatic personnel were not surprised; their job was only to help both sides communicate. As for how China and Britain considered it, that was not France's job. In private, French diplomatic personnel even hoped that since China and Britain had encountered a deadlock in negotiations, they should hurry up and start breaking out in conflict militarily. Any military action that weakened Britain, as long as France didn't pay the price, France would welcome very much.

The negotiations dragged on meaninglessly like this, and time soon reached October 2, 1926. From south to north, China had begun the autumn harvest at this time. This year saw another bumper grain harvest, especially with the completion progress of water conservancy construction in various places.

He Rui maintained an encouraging posture, but in his heart, he was far less joyful than he looked. The agricultural achievements obtained now relied to a large extent on extracting groundwater for irrigation, and the current irrigation was also flood irrigation; not even sprinkler irrigation had been achieved, let alone drip irrigation. If extraction continued like this, groundwater resources in many regions of China would be destroyed.

But He Rui was not afraid. In another 20 years or so, the level of technological development should be able to begin entering a stage of new energy development dominated by photovoltaics. At that time, China could use photovoltaic-desalinated seawater and transport large amounts of fresh water inland for irrigation. Agriculture that depended on the weather would turn into another production mode. If it was just over-extracting groundwater for 20 years, it shouldn't take too long to recover. Moreover, with current water extraction capabilities, it really couldn't be called over-extraction.

Distant worries were not a problem; what needed to be solved were immediate worries. At the subsequent Military Commission meeting, Zhong Yifu, who had made a special trip back from the Burma Theater, also attended. He Rui's gaze fell on Zhong Yifu, and he stated his requirements, "Now the negotiations have entered a deadlock. We want to make the British give up their negotiation preconditions. We must strike the opposing British forces without expanding the war. The Burma Theater must complete this task."

Zhong Yifu heard an unshakable confidence in He Rui's calm voice, and a flame-like impulse also was born in his heart. However, this excitement did not last long; Zhong Yifu tried hard to make himself understand He Rui's order. This was not asking Zhong Yifu to fight a decisive battle with the British army, but to conduct a very precise strike.

He heard He Rui continue: "So the goal of the battle is to convey our attitude and display our strength. Let Britain understand that dragging it on will only make them suffer greater losses."

"I wonder if the General Staff Department has a plan?" Zhong Yifu asked.

He Rui didn't make a sound. Chief of General Staff Cheng Ruofan said: "There is already a plan."

Saying this, he took out the report and distributed it to the comrades of the Military Commission present at the meeting. Zhong Yifu browsed quickly. Currently, China and Britain had stationed heavy troops in Yangon on the southern line and the Siliguri Corridor on the western line. Between Yangon and the Siliguri Corridor was a continuous mountain range, not suitable for conducting war.

South of the Assam region occupied by the Chinese army was the 'Rain Pole', Cherrapunji. Cherrapunji was located in the Meghalaya region of Northeast India, situated on the east-west oriented Khasi Hills south of the Brahmaputra River, about 300 kilometers from the Bay of Bengal. It was a low-lying depression.

During the rainy season, the river waters burst their banks, and this place actually turned into a lake and swamp. Because the floodwaters were relatively warm, before reaching Cherrapunji, the southwest airflow first blew over the accumulated water in the lowlands, so it was saturated with a large amount of water vapor, causing rainfall in Cherrapunji to skyrocket.

From August 1860 to July 1861, 20,447 millimeters of rain fell in one year, winning the title of the world's "Rain Pole". The average number of rainy days per month in the rainy season from May to September was 25 to 28 days, both ranking first in the world.

Precisely because of the existence of the 'Rain Pole' Cherrapunji, plus the mountains east of Cherrapunji, a true natural moat was constituted, forming a natural boundary between the India region and Myanmar. With the Sino-British war proceeding to this point, if one wanted to launch an attack, one had to march on Yangon or set out from the Assam region, pass through the Siliguri Corridor where the British army had already vigorously constructed defensive positions, and enter the West Bengal region of British India.

The General Staff Department proposed three plans. The best method was naturally to bypass the Siliguri Corridor defense line constructed by Britain and enter the West Bengal region. The second was to thoroughly destroy the Siliguri Corridor defense line constructed by Britain, and from then on be able to freely enter and exit the West Bengal region. The third was to seize the Yangon region and occupy the entire Myanmar.

If speaking of campaign difficulty, seizing Yangon was the easiest choice. Yangon was located on a plain, easy to attack and hard to defend. But Zhong Yifu felt that fighting this way conflicted somewhat with He Rui's expectations.

Soon, Zhong Yifu made a decision, "Chairman, with the current strength of the Burma Theater, we can consider thoroughly smashing the West Bengal region constructed by Britain. The reasons are as follows: We can indeed bypass the Siliguri Corridor defense line constructed by the British army and enter the West Bengal region to fight. But the result of doing so is that the troops we send out can only be light infantry, which will be difficult to contend with the British army equipped with fiercer firepower on the West Bengal plain. If the troops encounter danger, the losses will be great.

If we destroy the British Siliguri Corridor defense line and annihilate this British army, the losses may not necessarily be more than when the troops encounter danger. The Siliguri Corridor defense line is 30 kilometers long, and the number of British troops stationed on the defense line is about 150,000. Even if the British army can replenish a certain number of troops during the battle, their number will not exceed 250,000. We have already stationed 180,000 troops in the Assam region; with current troop strength and firepower, we can launch an attack. If we urgently mobilize another division and two other divisions begin to reinforce, our troop strength can also be in a complete advantage."

Speaking of this, Zhong Yifu exhaled confidently, "Chairman, based on the performance of the war up to now, the British army's combat ability is very weak."

He Rui could see that when Zhong Yifu made the judgment that 'the British army is very weak', he had made a great resolve. He couldn't help but be amused by Zhong Yifu. In He Rui's view, the infantry infiltration tactics of New China were the most invincible tactics before the armored mechanization of armies. The British army was not the fully motorized army in the Korean War; it could not possibly be an opponent for the current Republic National Defense Force.

But what made He Rui happier was that Zhong Yifu made a quite reliable judgment. Eating up the 150,000 British troops on the Siliguri Corridor defense line in one go could give the British government extremely great help in getting rid of pressure from the British public. Now the British government was striving to adjust the direction of public opinion, creating an atmosphere that 'Myanmar has no meaning'. The British upper class already had a full consensus on this. If it weren't for those die-hard conservatives in Britain continuing to desperately incite the bullshit that 'the British Empire fears no challenge', the Chinese and British sides would probably have already started negotiations by now.

Those die-hard factions in Britain, those British people who couldn't see reality clearly, all continued to indulge in the fantasy of the British Empire's glory. So they truly believed 'the British Empire fears no challenge'. Since this was the case, a clean and efficient campaign would help them wake up.

"Commander Zhong, decide which plan to choose as soon as possible, and then start proceeding with the General Staff Department on how to implement the war plan." Saying this, He Rui raised his wrist to look at his watch, "It is now October 3, 1926. I hope the plan can be determined before October 6, and start as much as possible when the rainy season ends on October 15."

Zhong Yifu immediately stood up and saluted He Rui, "Yes! I will resolutely complete the mission!"
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Major General Yu Cen did not feel the slightest nervousness after receiving the news to prepare for combat on October 7, nor did his emotions fluctuate particularly. For the past six months, the Assam region had been preparing to annihilate the opposing British forces in the Siliguri Corridor. Up to now, all preparations had been completed, and only a single order was remaining. Now that the order had come, Yu Cen only felt a long-lost sense of relief.

The current Burma Theater commanded three Army Groups. The 4th Army Group was located in the Assam region, the 5th Army Group in the Yangon region, and the 6th Army Group on the border. Although the 6th Army Group had to guard a long border line, the 6th Army Group faced mountain ranges and the 'Rain Pole', so the pressure was actually the lowest.

Major General Yu Cen was the Division Commander of the 1st Division, 64th Corps, under the 4th Army Group. Arriving at the headquarters, other Corps Commanders and Division Commanders had already arrived. The Chief of Staff first summarized the recent Air Force reconnaissance reports for the commanders to see. Although land battles had ceased for several months, the Chinese and British Air Forces were still fighting. The Chinese Air Force firmly controlled the sky over the Siliguri Corridor and the nearby 100 kilometers. The British forces had launched air attacks several times attempting to regain air superiority, but ultimately could only be forced to become combat achievements for the Chinese Air Force.

The commanders had long viewed various photos and maps of the British defense line countless times; what everyone focused on was whether Britain had made adjustments to the defense line. After confirming no such changes had occurred, Yu Cen's Corps Commander suggested to the Commander: "Why don't we start the war immediately? Waiting longer, I fear we might suddenly encounter some changes."

The Army Group was not a permanent establishment of the Republic National Defense Force; Army Groups were formed during wartime according to battlefield needs. Seeing everyone's fighting spirit was high, the Commander of the 4th Army Group could only sigh: "I would like to, but Commander Zhong hasn't returned yet. At least wait until he arrives here, then we will make the request to him."

The generals felt this made sense, so they could only agree. After the meeting disbanded, all units began making combat preparations. The generals thought Zhong Yifu would return after the 10th, but they didn't expect Zhong Yifu to actually arrive in Assam at noon on the 9th. He held a meeting as soon as he got off the plane. In the afternoon, the Corps Commanders and Division Commanders gathered again.

This time, the Chief of Staff of the 4th Army Group personally reported the campaign plan to Zhong Yifu. The British defense line in the Siliguri Corridor belonged to the standard British defense system during the Great War in Europe. The entire defense line was divided into three lines of defense, and each line of defense was further divided into several defensive positions. The Siliguri defense line was 30 kilometers long with a depth of over 15 kilometers.

The terrain outside the Siliguri Corridor was relatively flat, suitable for constructing trench warfare positions similar to those in the Great War in Europe. The British army applied their experience from the Great War here. Minefields, barbed wire, bunkers, machine gun positions, and heavy artillery groups behind the defense line. Just analyzing from the photos, one felt that if a heavy troop attack was launched, the Siliguri Corridor defense line would be another meat grinder.

The Chief of Staff of the 4th Army Group looked solemn as he explained the initial breakthrough force of the campaign to Zhong Yifu, "Commander Zhong, we will use an armored unit composed of 103 tanks as the vanguard to guide our infantry into the British defense line. As long as the first layer of the defense line is penetrated by us, we can ensure the battle continues."

Zhong Yifu looked serious; anxiety seemed about to rise in his heart, yet there was always some distance from true anxiety. Using armored clusters to break through enemy field fortifications was a future warfare method proposed by He Rui. As He Rui's subordinate and student, having followed He Rui from one victory to another, even if Zhong Yifu felt pressure, he could not question He Rui.

Of course, psychological effect was only one part of it. Tanks were first invented by Britain during the Great War in Europe, followed by France, Germany, and other countries, and indeed played a role when facing trench warfare. Zhong Yifu did not go to the front line when fighting Japan in the Northeast, so he didn't have the chance to personally witness the Japanese army attacking the Northeast Army's positions with tanks. Judging from subsequent battle reports and specialized research results, the Japanese infantry tactics were backward, so tank application was limited by Japanese infantry tactics and appeared very clumsy. If those tanks were in the hands of the Northeast Army, they would definitely have exerted greater power, perhaps even reversing the situation on the battlefield.

Moreover, the quantity of tanks committed by the Japanese army was small. According to He Rui's plan for future armored warfare, facing a solid defense line, National Defense Force infantry would have to pay a huge price to storm enemy positions; the role of armored troops was to make that price as small as possible. Therefore, armored troops had to be used in concentration to achieve a breakthrough against the enemy defense line, opening a path for National Defense Force infantry to cut into enemy positions.

At this point, there was nothing more to say. Whether it's a mule or a horse, bring it out for a walk.

After listening to the campaign report, Zhong Yifu answered immediately: "I will take full responsibility. When can the 4th Army Group start the attack?"

"Noon tomorrow at the earliest," the Commander of the 4th Army Group answered immediately.

Zhong Yifu didn't even think and answered immediately: "Noon is not suitable. According to meteorological observations, how is the weather tomorrow and the day after?"

The Chief of Staff of the 4th Army Group answered immediately: "According to meteorological observations, tomorrow and the day after should be sunny. And the rainy season has ended, ground conditions are passable."

Zhong Yifu immediately ordered the Chief of Staff: "Prepare to record!"

Several staff officers responsible for recording combat orders came over immediately. When they were ready, Zhong Yifu stood up, "Burma Theater Command, Order dated October 10, 1926. Copy to Military Commission, and various units of the 4th Army Group, convey to regiment level. Top Secret.

According to Operational Plan No. 015 already formulated by the 4th Army Group, the Burma Theater Command orders the 55th, 58th, 60th, 61st, 64th, and 65th Corps under the 4th Army Group to launch an attack on the British Siliguri Corridor defense line in the early morning of October 12, 1926.

The purpose of this operation is to annihilate the British forces on the British Siliguri Corridor defense line. After completing this operational objective, the 4th Army Group is not to launch further attacks unless British reinforcements are encountered arriving quickly at the battle line.

Among them, the 3rd Division of the 55th Corps and the 1st Division of the 65th Corps are responsible for launching feint attacks from the junction of the British Siliguri Corridor defense line and the mountainous area, creating the illusion that our army is attempting to bypass the British defense line and enter the West Bengal region behind the British defense line for harassment raids. These two units may launch attacks in advance.

Afterwards, the 58th Corps and 64th Corps will launch a surprise attack on the British army under the guidance of armored units. The 55th, 60th, 61st, and 65th Corps will use traditional infantry offensive methods to attack. Each unit need not coordinate with or wait for other units; launch attacks based on your own unit.

Once a breakthrough is completed, each unit must reserve troops for continued infiltration to ensure the troops can sustain the attack. The attack continues until the British defense line is thoroughly broken, then begin counter-encirclement.

..."

As soon as Yu Cen returned to his unit, he immediately began making preparations. The first preparation was undoubtedly to first break through the minefield laid by the British army. Currently, means to deal with minefields included demining and marking.

Demining could be done by manual demining or direct firepower clearing, but both methods easily attracted British attention. Another method was for engineers to plant warning signs in the passage, usually small flags.

Yu Cen decided that in addition to these two means, he would also adopt earthwork operations to make the distance to the enemy defense line closer when the troops were exposed in front of the British defense line as much as possible.

These were all plans that had been planned many times long ago, including on-site detection which had already been completed.

On the morning of October 11, the two units feigning to bypass the British defense line were 'unsurprisingly' discovered by the British army. As the British army began shelling, the 4th Army Group also began returning artillery fire.

Not only that, the Chinese Air Force also carried out bombing on British artillery. Compared to artillery dueling blindly, with the Air Force directly observing and guiding from high altitude, the accuracy of Chinese artillery was much higher. While bombing and guiding artillery fire, the Chinese Air Force suddenly discovered thick smoke appearing on the British artillery positions.

The Air Force initially thought this was some British artillery being hit. However, as the smoke spread and gradually hid the figures of the British artillery, the Chinese Air Force had to conclude that this was a method used by British artillery to screen Chinese Air Force observation.

Releasing smoke was originally a traditional craft of the British Navy. Compared to the wind on the sea and the distance of several kilometers often between two warships of the same unit, the effect of releasing smoke on land was much better. With clouds of thick smoke on the positions, the Air Force's observation ability was indeed greatly affected.

The intelligence was urgently reported up, and the Army Group Command's answer was simple, "Continue to execute orders according to plan."

At 23:00 on October 11, after arranging a piece of work, Yu Cen slept fully clothed on his camp bed. After nearly two days of sleepless work, he was indeed tired. The subsequent battle would also require Yu Cen to consume a large amount of energy. Moreover, Yu Cen also wanted to reassure the troops through his own actions that this battle was not that dangerous.

At this time, the artillery of both sides, which had bombarded all day, fell silent. The battlefield was quiet, as if under the darkness was just a peaceful land.
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Dawn broke. The mountain ridges to the south and the towering mountains of Nepal to the north were illuminated unusually brightly. The Siliguri Corridor, situated between the two mountains, was hidden in the shadows of the mountains on both sides, appearing extremely dim.

It wasn't until the buzzing of propeller planes came from the sky that the British troops on the Siliguri Corridor defense line immediately became alert. The Chinese Air Force had already dived down, launching an attack on the defense line on the ground.

Facing the Chinese Air Force, the British army did not sit idle. Seeing Chinese fighter planes change their previous practice of high-altitude reconnaissance and bombing to diving down for bombing and strafing, many anti-aircraft gun positions on the defense line pulled off their gun covers and opened fire fiercely at the Chinese Air Force fighter planes.

Soon, the fuselage of a Chinese fighter plane shook, and it quickly pulled level from its dive. Not long after, thick smoke billowed from the junction of the wing and the fuselage of this fighter plane; the fuel line had likely been pierced. This fighter plane could only drag its injured body and fly back towards the Chinese positions.

Another fighter plane was hit repeatedly, the thick smoke billowing from its fuselage mixed with flames. The plane had lost control, tracing a helpless curve, and plunged headlong into the British defense line positions.

Seeing the air defense system taking effect, many nearby British soldiers cheered in the trenches. Having been suppressed by the Chinese Air Force for so long, they could finally vent their frustration; how could they not be happy? These British soldiers stared at the battle between the sky and the ground, unable to stop praying that God would help the British air defense troops win.

However, planes were aircraft with speeds exceeding 200 kilometers per hour after all, flying over 50 meters per second. After the Chinese Air Force discovered the British air defense fire points, they immediately chose to avoid them. The rotation speed of anti-aircraft machine guns could not keep up with the speed of the planes. Although the subsequent firing was fierce, it no longer posed the previous threat.

Less than a minute later, British soldiers closer to the heavy artillery group behind the British defense line heard the whistling of shells breaking through the air above their heads. Officers immediately shouted loudly: "Take cover!" and were the first to drill into the bombproof shelters.

The British army was, after all, a powerful force that had participated in many bloody battles in the Great War in Europe. Under the command of officers, the soldiers used both hands and feet to drill into bombproof shelters. Immediately, they felt the mountains shake and the earth move, just like riding on a wild horse. The soil above the bombproof shelter was shaken down in showers. The heavy artillery group of the Republic National Defense Force began a duel with the British heavy artillery group.

It was 7:00 AM. Division Commander Yu Cen had been awake for two hours. He looked at the sand table calmly, listening to the staff department nearby using the radio broadcasting system to communicate with the troops preparing to attack via walkie-talkies.

Even though the radio communication system used by the troops was produced by the same manufacturer as the domestic civilian broadcasting system and was not a military-industrial product; even though the current wireless walkie-talkies were bulky and heavy, and battalion-level walkie-talkies required particularly strong signal corpsmen to carry them while moving; even though the failure rate of walkie-talkies would increase with the intensity of shocks received during movement; even though the transmission rate of human voice was only 1-5 bytes per second, and required training to ensure precise understanding of vocabulary—Yu Cen still felt incomparably reassured in his heart.

In the past, troop command relied on field telephones and radios. Once the battle started, it relied on the regimental commander to exert his own battlefield command ability. On a battlefield where the situation changed rapidly, the division headquarters' ability to grasp the battlefield was too low.

Now battalion-level combat units could contact the rear at any time via walkie-talkies. Of course, the division headquarters would not bypass the regiment headquarters because of this. Only in compelling emergency situations would the division headquarters directly command battalion-level combat units. But the division headquarters could already understand within a very short time what positions each battalion had arrived at and what combat actions were being carried out.

And it wasn't just the division headquarters that felt relaxed; the corps headquarters and army group headquarters could similarly obtain information at high speed. The integrated information was then distributed in batches to the corps and division headquarters through the latest electronic equipment, allowing division-level units to obtain a lot of information about the entire battlefield extremely quickly.

Although this system was very rough and could only play a comprehensive combat role in fixed battle lines like the current one at this stage, and required a large number of well-trained engineering technicians responsible for information editing, checking, and transmission, Major General Yu Cen was an optimist like most of his comrades. He believed that since the problem of existence had been solved, as long as technology was iterated and updated, such an efficient battlefield command system would definitely be applied in more and wider combat scenarios.

Intelligence coming from the 4th Army Group Staff Department was marked one by one on the sand table by the division staff officers. Yu Cen saw the opposite British artillery positions, position transport hubs, air defense positions, and defensive positions gradually becoming clear.

The greatest threat to the attacker was the opponent's heavy artillery group. The Chinese Air Force gathered 360 fighter planes in this campaign, divided into six teams, continuously attacking the British army. The Army's artillery group was also cooperating closely with the Air Force, striving to make the heavy artillery group behind the British defense line lose combat capability.

To make an opponent's heavy gun lose combat effectiveness on the battlefield, one did not need one's own shells to accurately hit the opponent's gun body and thoroughly destroy the gun barrel. The gun barrel of artillery was indeed very important, but without artillery operators and transport personnel, without the artillery's aiming system, having an intact gun barrel was meaningless. To destroy artillerymen and transport soldiers, and destroy the artillery's aiming system, it was enough for just one Chinese 120mm artillery shell to explode within 10 meters of a British 150mm artillery piece.

Less than half an hour later, the British artillery fire began to falter. Inside the defense line headquarters, telephones rang one after another. Because calls couldn't get through, those signal soldiers ran on their two legs. When they arrived outside the headquarters panting, they found the entrance already crowded with other signal soldiers waiting to deliver messages.

Inside the British headquarters were humans after all; they could only listen to messages one by one. With so many messages being delivered simultaneously, the headquarters simply couldn't accept so much information. Even the information the British headquarters had already obtained made huge fear linger in the hearts of the Commander and Chief of Staff.

Britain did not lack heavy artillery, nor did China. After more than a year of road building and transport, the number of heavy guns on both sides of the Siliguri Corridor was around 300.

The British air defense firepower indeed effectively threatened the Chinese Air Force, damaging or shooting down over a dozen Chinese fighter planes in a short time. However, to the British army's astonishment, the remaining Chinese fighter planes seemed to ignore death, continuing to carry out attacks amidst British air defense fire. At the same time, Chinese artillerymen also began bombarding under the guidance of the Chinese Air Force.

Even if the British army again adopted the method of releasing smoke to provide cover, the Chinese Air Force adopted a close-range attack combat method. Even if the accuracy of bombs was still insufficient, machine guns on fighter planes swept across British gun positions, still beating the British artillerymen and troops transporting artillery into flying flesh and blood.

The bombing, strafing, and artillery guidance of the Chinese Air Force caused the British heavy artillery positions to suffer a catastrophic disaster. In just half an hour, it was confirmed that more than 80 artillery pieces had lost combat capability. The remaining artillery was being moved desperately; not many heavy guns remained that could continue to fight.

If the situation continued to deteriorate like this, the British defense line would have to rely on built fortifications to withstand the attacks of the Chinese heavy artillery group and infantry. Based on the experience of British officers who had participated in the Great War in Europe, the battle had already begun to develop towards a level of despair.

When the Chinese heavy artillery group began to bombard the minefields and barbed wire positions at the front of the British defense line, Yu Cen felt the time for attack had arrived. Just as he was preparing to give the order, the headquarters' 'Attack Order' also arrived. This made Yu Cen feel a little unhappy in his heart. In the past, the thrill of issuing attack orders to thousands of troops was enjoyed by Yu Cen alone. Now Yu Cen had to note that in the Corps Headquarters behind him and the Army Group Headquarters sat a group of generals whose sensitivity to war and grasp of timing were above Yu Cen's.

"Attack!" Yu Cen ordered. The staff department immediately transmitted the order down. Just when Yu Cen estimated the order had just been distributed to the grassroots units, the shelling weakened at a clearly discernible speed. At this time, the British artillerymen were too busy looking after themselves under the joint strangulation of the Chinese Air Force and artillery. Presumably, this brief pause was to make time for the infantry to attack, and the National Defense Force artillerymen were also quickly shifting gun positions, preparing for the next round of shelling.

Yu Cen walked out of the command post and entered the observation post. Through high-power binoculars, he saw those rather light tanks rushing out of the positions, advancing towards the British positions. Following behind the tanks were squads of infantry. The tanks' tracks could flatten potholed roads and also crush out a safe path for the infantry. The tank body could also be seen as a mobile fortification for the infantry squads, blocking light fire attacks from British positions within a certain angle.

These tanks drew heavily from the French Renault light tanks. Yu Cen felt that without British heavy artillery attacks, these tanks should be relatively effective. But he didn't expect that these tanks with freely rotating turrets would advance at a speed the infantry could keep up with while rotating their turrets to bombard British firepower points. Just fighting and driving like this, they crossed the distance between the Chinese and British positions and killed their way into the British defense line. National Defense Force squads followed closely on the path opened up by the tank squads, disappearing into the British defense line.

Yu Cen felt his mind was very clear, but witnessing such an attack being completed with his own eyes, the question 'Is this an exercise?' actually arose for a moment. In the past, National Defense Force infantry had to use very many methods to complete this step. So the National Defense Force mastered civil engineering proficiently, that is, digging communication trenches to approach enemy positions. They mastered various infantry leapfrog tactics—crawling, rolling, jumping—utilizing all available terrain to approach enemy positions.

To rush up straight like this and kill into the British positions was a situation that every commander would only have in their dreams. Now that the dream had shone into reality, Yu Cen felt he indeed needed some time to adjust his mood.

It wasn't just Yu Cen who needed to adjust his mood, nor just the Command of the 4th Army Group of the Republic National Defense Force. British officers at all levels on the British Siliguri Corridor defense line felt dazed. The infantry tactics of the Chinese army were completely different from the tactics the British army was accustomed to.

After Chinese infantry rushed into British positions, they immediately spread out like mercury spilling on the ground. Bullets came from the front, sides, and rear of the British troops at the breach. If encountering attacks from the front and sides was still understandable, attacks from the rear proved that communication between the unit and the troops in the rear bad been cut off. Not only was the unit itself under attack, but the troops behind the unit also had no way to join the battle.

According to British combat regulations, encountering such a situation, the unit needed to hold fast immediately and request reinforcements from higher command departments. First, the command posts of various British regiments and brigades received continuous calls for reinforcements. Soon, British division headquarters also began receiving distress calls.

The command posts of British regiments, brigades, and divisions were all dazed. Where did so many Chinese troops come from? Did they fall from the sky?

If the British command system had a panoramic view of information at this time, they would discover that the total number of Chinese infantry rushing into the British defense line with tanks did not exceed two regiments. Because these two regiments adopted infantry squad and platoon tactics, they had already transformed into nearly 100 combat teams of three men each to start launching attacks.

One platoon, or even two squads, launched multi-angle attacks on a British battalion. There was also a portion of combat teams following behind tanks advancing in depth.

British infantrymen were not cowardly people, and their mastery of the British infantry tactical manual was also very proficient. Precisely because the gap in infantry tactical levels between China and Britain was too large, and the British army was too proficient in British infantry tactics and adhered to them too strictly, the British army shrank themselves into small defensive bodies completely under the control of company and battalion commanders, allowing Chinese infantry squads to infiltrate and attack as they pleased.

On a rapidly changing battlefield, once the opponent seized the initiative, it was very difficult to turn the situation back. Not to mention that various British troops defending themselves and requesting reinforcements from headquarters caused various British headquarters to be overwhelmed and at a loss by this unprecedented information.

It took a lot of time to determine which troops were attacked from front and back and which troops could still move freely. As a result, when a call was made to a unit that hadn't been attacked, the first sentence from the other side after picking up the phone was, "My unit is under siege, requesting support!"

Hearing such news, even the most composed British commander had to panic.

The battlefield was interlinked. Chaos spread from the positions breached by Chinese tanks to the British positions on both sides. The attack pressure on other National Defense Force infantry divisions without tanks to open the way decreased骤ly. When these troops rushed into British positions, a storm sweeping through all British positions beat the more than one hundred thousand British troops into dizziness.

The British Headquarters of the Siliguri Corridor defense line only knew that the Chinese army had attacked and British units were falling into encirclement. From the intelligence currently obtained, the British defense line probably couldn't hold. But why it couldn't hold, and exactly how it couldn't hold, the British Defense Line Headquarters was completely unable to make head or tail of it.

The generals inside the headquarters were at a loss like ants on a hot pan. At this time, the Chief of Staff was doing mental calculations. As the calculation approached the final result, his eyes opened wider and wider. Finally, the Chief of Staff wiped the sweat from his forehead, forcibly suppressed the trembling in his voice, and said quickly in as calm a tone as possible: "Your Excellency Commander, according to reports from the front line, the Chinese army launching the attack this time is definitely not the 200,000 we estimated, it is very likely 600,000!"

The number 600,000 made the air inside the British headquarters congeal for an instant. But after a moment, the expressions of those shocked British generals actually became relieved.

No wonder! No wonder! The British army on this defense line had 150,000 men; 600,000 Chinese troops were four times the British army. After this quantity of Chinese troops rushed in, it could indeed achieve the situation where British frontline combat units instantly fell into being attacked from front and rear.

If 600,000 opposing troops braved fierce British artillery fire and charged in disregarding casualties, all previous incomprehensible battle reports exceeding common sense could receive a completely reasonable explanation.

The despicable Chinese actually gathered so many troops on the battlefield! The British Commander thought of how he actually had to resist 600,000 Chinese troops—four times his own—with 150,000 troops, and strong grief and indignation couldn't help but rise in his heart.

Thinking again, 150,000 against 600,000, and the British defense line had already been breached by the Chinese army. What should be done now...

Just at this moment, new news came. The British Army originally engaged in mountain field battles with the Chinese Army on the two wings outside the defense line could not hold under the ceaseless dive bombing and strafing of the Chinese Air Force and the fierce, mountain-shaving artillery fire of Chinese heavy artillery, and had to begin retreating.

The front was breached, and the two wings were being outflanked. What should be done now? Without waiting for the Commander to order, the Chief of Staff already said with a pale face: "Your Excellency Commander, given the current situation, I suggest a full retreat."

The Defense Line Commander's gaze swept over the other officers in the headquarters. Although everyone he saw said nothing, their expressions already indicated their attitude. The Defense Line Commander sighed slightly; he had tried his best, and the British army had tried its best. But the Chinese army was pouring into British positions like the tide of the sea. Facing the Chinese human sea with complete air superiority, artillery superiority, and a four-fold infantry numerical superiority, there was no other choice besides retreat.

The retreat order was issued at 10:47 AM. Yu Cen received the news that the British army began a full retreat at 11:19 AM. After receiving this news, Yu Cen and the comrades in the division headquarters were all stunned.

The British squad defense was actually fought very well. Moreover, up to now, the vanguard troops rushing at the very front had only punched two small holes in the British second line of defense. And the British army had a total of three lines of defense; to really punch through completely, they would have to fight until at least after 3 PM.

Yu Cen immediately called the Army Group Headquarters, but the line was busy. "Call via radio!" Yu Cen ordered immediately. However, the radio was also busy.

Yu Cen didn't give up and immediately called the Corps Headquarters. The Corps Headquarters line wasn't busy. Even though the sound on the phone wasn't very good, Yu Cen heard a chaotic noise inside the Corps Headquarters. The communications staff officer answering the phone just listened to Yu Cen's question, and with some movement, the Chief of Staff's voice came from the other end, "Division Commander Yu, the Corps Headquarters is the same; we can't figure out what the British army is thinking. The data sent by machine came from the Army Group Headquarters. The Corps Commander is contacting the Army Group Headquarters. Wait a moment, we'll call you back after we finish talking."

Anxiously waiting in front of the phone for 10 minutes, the phone finally rang. After picking it up, the Corps Commander's voice immediately came from the other end, "Division Commander Yu, our division has the greatest attack depth. Now I order you to immediately command the troops to attack with full force."

"Corps Commander, what exactly is going on?" Yu Cen felt the British army might have some conspiracy.

The Corps Commander ordered loudly: "I know something isn't right here, but the Air Force reports that the British army has indeed begun a great retreat. We don't know exactly what is going on either. Your unit is the most forward, so chase them down. I guarantee you, if anything happens during the pursuit, I will take full responsibility. All losses of your unit will be prioritized for resupply."

With words said to this point, Yu Cen knew he had no possibility of refusing, so he immediately said loudly: "I resolutely obey the order. I will move the division headquarters forward and join the troops to implement the pursuit!"

Putting down the phone, Yu Cen shouted to the division personnel surrounding him: "Everyone, except for those staying behind, form a mobile headquarters, join up with the troops, and implement the pursuit!"

Seeing Yu Cen's gaze cold as a blade edge, the Chief of Staff and below immediately saluted, speaking the words Yu Cen said to the Corps Commander, "Resolutely obey orders!"
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On October 18, 1926, the fourth day after the Battle of the Siliguri Corridor had completely ended, the Chinese and British negotiating delegations held another meeting in Saigon. Unlike the previous cursing match, the expressions of the British delegation were truly very serious.

The Head of the Chinese Delegation, Yan Huiqing, looked calm, but in his heart, he was both annoyed and amused.

What was amusing was that the British army was just a paper tiger. The solid field defense line built by hundreds of thousands of Indian laborers over half an year was wiped out in one day. A Chinese Army Division Commander named Yu Cen led his troops in fierce pursuit, routing countless defeated British troops, and even captured the retreating British headquarters in one fell swoop. With such a level of warfare, Yan Huiqing completely couldn't reconcile it with the British army in his impression.

What was annoying was that the British military commanders, worthy of their noble birth, really could compose essays on the spot. Before their headquarters was about to be annihilated, they sent a telegram to the British Indian Army Command, using 'human wave tactics' to describe the Chinese Army's offensive method.

'The Chinese army, several times larger than ours, adopted human wave tactics, braving our fierce artillery fire, and charged into our positions regardless of casualties...'

The telegram was sent in code. In the chaos, the British headquarters failed to dispose of all the codebooks, and the Chinese Army captured two volumes. It was translated afterwards. This also led to a small problem: French diplomatic personnel stated to the Chinese delegation that the British side now began to express doubts about China's will for peace.

According to what the French diplomatic personnel relayed, what the British side said was very implicit, yet also very serious, "The Chinese army dispatched millions of troops to fight in Myanmar; what exactly is their intention?"

Yan Huiqing was a person who knew boundaries. He couldn't say to the British, 'We only dispatched 180,000 men to launch one attack, and your 150,000 men guarding field fortifications collapsed.' If he revealed the bottom line like this, let alone continuing as Foreign Minister, it would be hard to say whether Yan Huiqing himself would be sentenced to prison.

This great victory might cause some unnecessary influence on the negotiations, which made Yan Huiqing feel very uncomfortable. However, Yan Huiqing felt that matters would ultimately return to peace talks, so he prepared to adapt to the situation.

In the negotiation venue, both sides were very cautious and used words carefully. As the negotiations proceeded, Yan Huiqing felt that the British side seemed to have a lot of sincerity. Negotiation sincerity between countries is absolutely not about burning yellow paper, beheading a chicken, and swearing brotherhood, but about carefully figuring out the other party's thoughts. This kind of communication was serious, detailed, and also very tiring.

By the afternoon, both sides felt they should take a break and talk again tomorrow. The French side struck while the iron was hot and organized a garden tour, visiting the garden of a wealthy French merchant's estate in Saigon. Not only were there Chinese, British, and French diplomatic personnel on the tour, but many French merchants also came seeking contact with the Chinese side.

As the most centralized country in Europe, French merchants understood the relationship between government and business under a centralized system very well, which made the communication between French merchants and the economic personnel in the Chinese delegation very relaxed.

The more the two sides talked, the warmer it got, and the topic turned to the issue of 'Franc devaluation'. France lost a huge population in the Great War in Europe, but because it recovered Alsace and Lorraine and could utilize a portion of German coal resources, plus large amounts of German reparations, the French economy developed very well. Especially after the French government devalued the Franc, French industrial products became very competitive in the international market. French merchants already believed that China was a huge market, and after the establishment of Sino-French diplomatic relations, they naturally wanted to obtain more market share.

"Will the gold and silver standard adopted by China change? We hope China will also adopt the gold standard," a representative of French merchants put forward his own view.

A comrade from the Chinese Ministry of Commerce shook his head, "We believe that the gold and silver standard is unfavorable for the economy. The development of industrial products is a process of exponential growth. Gold and silver do indeed grow every year, but the growth rate falls far behind the growth of industrial products. This is where the problem of the gold and silver standard lies. It is too unfavorable for industrial development."

Some among the French merchants were very interested, but the most interested were actually the French diplomatic personnel. Such a statement undoubtedly represented the view of certain people in the Chinese government. Right now it might just be a view, but as the status of people holding this view changed, some views might become reality. So a French diplomat asked: "Then what kind of monetary policy do you think can reverse such a situation?"

The Chinese personnel answered readily: "We believe that if gold and silver are treated as a commodity, a fiat currency detached from the gold standard is more suitable for industrial development than the gold and silver standard."

French merchants were quite cold towards this view full of risk. What commercial behavior cared about most was risk. Under the gold and silver standard, because the price changes of silver were relatively drastic, merchants already faced exchange risks. Although the gold standard had problems, gold production was low and the price was stable, which could avoid risks to the maximum extent.

As for a pure fiat currency, its value would inevitably fluctuate with changes in the economy. Merchants doing international trade would all experience quite long payment periods. Within the payment period, the value of a certain pure fiat currency might experience huge fluctuations. It was very likely that encountering one big fluctuation would bankrupt merchants.

Compared to merchants, French diplomatic personnel were government employees, and their views were more optimistic. If the shackles of low gold and silver production could be thrown off, commercial transactions could become active. If commercial transactions were active, the national economy would naturally be active.

So what was originally a conversation between merchants and Chinese diplomatic personnel gradually turned into a chat between the economic personnel among the diplomats of both sides, making the merchants feel that the guests had usurped the role of the hosts.

Personnel unrelated to the economy were also chatting at this time, but Li Shiguang, Director of the European Department, was ignored by almost everyone. It wasn't that people were ostracizing him; earlier, a few French girls had also come over to talk to Li Shiguang. The smell of perfume on the French girls was indeed a bit seductive, making Li Shiguang feel very vigilant. He just sat in an unmanned corner, sipping the soda in his glass somewhat boredly.

Heavy footsteps sounded. Li Shiguang turned his head to look and saw Churchill, who acted as a hardline spokesman just like him, walking over with a cocktail. Although the two didn't speak or look at each other, Churchill sat on a chair next to Li Shiguang. The two hardliners sat side by side with a distance of a little over a meter between them, their eyes looking forward.

Li Shiguang indeed wanted to say something first, he just hadn't thought of what to say. Churchill's profile flashed through his mind; this guy's academic qualifications were very average, his grades were bad, but as a noble, he went to famous schools. After graduating from military academy, he worked as a reporter and did quite well. So starting with Churchill's school was probably meaningless. If starting with the weather that the British were most accustomed to, Churchill had spent a considerable amount of time overseas in his life, and he didn't know if this guy had the habit of ordinary British people talking about the weather.

Just as he was thinking, Li Shiguang heard Churchill say: "I wonder what the weather is like in the Chinese Capital right now?"

Since Churchill had opened his mouth, Li Shiguang said: "The autumn air is crisp and clear. Drying clothes inside a glass balcony, they dry thoroughly in a few hours."

"Oh? I saw on the map that China's New Capital is by the Yellow River; why would it be so dry?"

"Maybe because the Capital is located on a plain and is far from the sea, so the air circulates relatively well," Li Shiguang gave his own view.

Hearing this, Churchill felt that Li Shiguang should have received a very good education. However, the schools Li Shiguang attended were all built after He Rui arrived in the Northeast, completely lacking historical heritage, so there was no way to evaluate them.

Drinking another glass of wine, Churchill asked: "Would Chinese people like the climate of India?"

Besides knowing Churchill's academic qualifications, Li Shiguang had also seen the evaluation of Churchill: 'A stubborn imperialist who firmly believes Britain should remain in the Victorian era forever'. The nature of imperialists is insatiable greed and giving an inch to take a mile. Hearing Churchill want to implicitly ask whether China wanted to seize India again, Li Shiguang was even more certain that the Foreign Ministry's evaluation of Churchill was not wrong.

"We Chinese people like India because famous monks and travelers in Chinese history have been to India. At that time, India still had a glorious Buddhist civilization, and we brought back scriptures from India. Unfortunately, now India's history and Buddhist culture can only be seen in China."

Hearing Li Shiguang speak like this, Churchill had no way to refute. Although ancient Indian culture had once existed in the India region, the history of the India region was vague and unclear. Trying to explore Indian history through Indian mythology was not far in difficulty from studying ancient Greek history relying on the *Homeric Epics*.

The most important figure in the field of Indian archaeology and the process of historical reconstruction was Alexander Cunningham of the British Raj period. As a Briton, he was fascinated by Indian history and thus served as the first Director of the Archaeological Survey of India. In the 1830s, Cunningham conducted archaeological excavations in India but never had any major gains until he obtained the English translation of the *Great Tang Records on the Western Regions*; only then was the history of ancient India uncovered bit by bit.

After obtaining the *Great Tang Records on the Western Regions*, Cunningham read it countless times. In the following twenty-five years, based on Xuanzang's records, he successively excavated the place where the Buddha first attained enlightenment—Sarnath; Bodh Gaya where Shakyamuni became a Buddha; the site of the Buddhist holy land Nalanda Temple, and other important historical relics of ancient India. He wrote in his diary: "Every night before sleeping, I read the Chinese people's *Great Tang Records on the Western Regions*. Xuanzang's records of that famous Bodhi tree and the surrounding Buddha statues and temples are very detailed. We soon found a large number of ruins; the descriptions in the book match the discovery results very well."

Just as Li Shiguang spoke confidently, although the *Great Tang Records on the Western Regions* was a Chinese document, it was the most reliable research material for Indian history. Added with the documents of other Chinese monks and travelers, only then was Indian history illuminated. And Indian history detached from these Chinese documents remained silent in darkness, preventing people from seeing its true face clearly.

And this was also a realistic proof that China recently always stood on the height of civilization to criticize Europe and America.

But Churchill did not care about this. He asked in a teasing tone: "Then do present-day Chinese people have an interest in writing Indian history?"

Li Shiguang turned his head, "Mr. Churchill. Every country has its own hardliners; this is inevitable and beyond reproach. I believe that hardliners just have a more intense love for their country. If intensity exceeds the limit, it turns into paranoia. Paranoia will make conflicts continue more violently, causing more tragedies. What do you think?"

Churchill had given birth to uneasiness after the Battle of Siliguri. He suspected that China very likely wanted to seize more land while taking advantage of the peace talks, in order to get more chips. Of course, Churchill was also a bit worried that since China had committed nearly a million troops in the Battle of Siliguri, they would very likely want more. If China really did this, Churchill could only choose to firmly fight China to the end.

Now hearing Li Shiguang's answer, Churchill felt Li Shiguang was using the advantage China had now obtained to ask for a price, wanting Britain to make peace as soon as possible. Seeing such an attitude of peace made Churchill feel a kind of humiliation. The chief culprit causing this humiliation was the British Army, especially the British Indian Army.

Back then, Britain did not really plan to conquer the entire Myanmar region; it was entirely because the fighting went too smoothly, and victory was obtained easily. They just went with the flow and possessed the entire Myanmar.

If a war similar to the Battle of Siliguri broke out between China and Britain several times in the future, presumably the 'Chinese hardliners' Li Shiguang spoke of would also be itching for action, wanting more.
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The Battle of the Siliguri Corridor, which spawned the term 'human wave tactics', shocked the entire United Kingdom. In late October 1926, many articles discussing 'Chinese human wave tactics' appeared in British newspapers. The previous bloody battles reported by British newspapers, where the British Army paid a huge price, might not have been fabricated, but those were attacks launched by only one or two battalions.

In the Battle of the Siliguri Corridor, there were genuinely 150,000 troops on the British defense line. In one day, the British army was routed, and the defense line was seized by the Chinese army. Because the defeated British troops lost their organization under the fierce pursuit of the Chinese army, and the headquarters was also captured, the news sent back from the front line was exceptionally chaotic and terrifying.

The Chinese Air Force blotting out the sky and sun, thousands of heavy guns, and more than 1 million army troops committed at once on a 30-kilometer-wide front. These pieces of news awakened the tragic memories of the Great War in Europe among the British public. If anyone still doubted the authenticity of this news, the British would not doubt the data on China's mainland population versus Britain's mainland population. China now had 480 million people, while the British mainland population was 45 million, less than one-tenth of China's.

Experts in British military publications wrote that if China and Britain possessed weapons of the same level, with China's population of 480 million, China could consistently maintain a combat force of between 12 million and 18 million on the front line. The military publication experts only mentioned China's data and did not mention Britain's data. Moreover, there was no need for experts to mention British data. Even if one didn't understand the concept of 'maintaining troop strength on the front line', anyone who graduated from elementary school and had the concepts of men, women, old, and young in their brains could probably calculate roughly how many people Britain, with a total population of 45 million, could send to the front line at most.

Even the most stubborn conservatives in Britain were unwilling to make any more remarks about expanding the war at this time. If the war was not expanded, Britain had only one choice left at this moment.

On November 1, *The Times* 'reprinted' an article.

'The words "imperil the world's future" will doubtless provoke a laugh—well, let them laugh! But let them please themselves and laugh on...

The episode of today [The Boxer Rebellion] is not meaningless; it is the prelude to a century of change and the keynote of the future history of the Far East: The China of the year 2000 will be very different from the China of 1900!

National sentiment is a constant factor which must be recognized, and not eliminated, when dealing with national facts, and the one sentiment that is universal in China is a pride in Chinese institutions and a contempt for everything foreign...

...The Chinese are a people of high intelligence and culture, sober, industrious, and with a civilization of their own; they are Chinese in thought, language, and feeling...

...After thousands of years of seclusion and self-sufficiency, they have been forced by circumstances and the superior strength of the outsider into treaty relations with the rest of the world; but they regard that as a humiliation, they know they get no benefit from such relations, and they are looking forward to the day when they will be strong enough to revert to their old life and do away with foreign intercourse, interference, and intrusion. To use a metaphor, the sleeper has been asleep for a long time, but he has now awakened, and every member of his body is tingling with Chinese feeling. "China for the Chinese and out with the foreigners!"

...Fifty years hence there will be millions of Boxers in serried ranks and war's panoply at the call of the Chinese Government: there is not the slightest doubt of that! And if the Chinese Government continues to exist, it will encourage—and it will be quite right to encourage—uphold, and develop this national movement; this movement bodes no good for the rest of the world, but China has the right to do so, and China will carry out her national program!

...China will have a long period of struggle, will do many wrong things, and suffer many great disasters, but sooner or later, this country will present itself to the world in a healthy, strong, and experienced posture, and possess the military strength that the world has forced upon it. Moreover, since it must have it, it will certainly have the best—the best weapons, the most appropriate training, the highest education. The number of soldiers will depend on what the population allows and the circumstances require, and the quality of soldiers will improve from generation to generation.

Today, to punish China for the Boxers' actions last year, the West has included weapons among the items prohibited from export to China. regarding this point, a noble scion once said to me: "Very well, this will force us to become producers, and please mark my words, one day we will become exporters; not only that, but we will sell cheaper than the manufacturers of today."

—Robert Hart, 1901.'

Robert Hart was a Briton who served in the Manchu Qing government for a long time as the Inspector General of Customs; he had already passed away by this time. After reading the concise biographical introduction of Hart in *The Times*, the British people were conquered by the foresight of Hart's posthumous work.

Twenty-five years after Hart wrote this article, the British saw what Hart described: twenty million or more armed, well-trained, disciplined Boxers inspired by patriotic (even if misunderstood) motives finally appeared in reality, and as Hart said, 'imperiled the world's future'. So, how should Britain deal with such a situation?

Doubts and criticisms of the Baldwin government weakened a lot. Facing a huge crisis, the British public instinctively began to expect the British government to perform well.

As top-level power holders, the Baldwin government was happy to see the period of political opportunity brought by such terrifying imagination. If they could effectively seize this opportunity, the Baldwin government, which was originally passively meeting this challenge, even had a great chance to redeem its reputation.

Lampson, who was in the Capital (Beijing/Xinjing), made a special trip to seek a meeting with Morrison carrying orders from the Cabinet. Morrison received Lampson in his two-story duplex townhouse. This was a small building district; the buildings were all four-story row houses. The lower two floors had their own small garden, and the upper two floors had their own rooftop terrace. One entrance served four households. Minister of Commerce Morrison lived upstairs; downstairs was the Minister of Education, and his neighbor across the wall was Minister of Industry Zhuang Jiaxiong.

Seeing Morrison wearing a Chinese civil servant uniform, Lampson in a suit said as soon as he opened his mouth: "Sir Morrison, I pay my respects to you on behalf of the Foreign Office."

This sentence already expressed Lampson's formal official identity. Morrison was not surprised to hear this. At this stage of the matter, if Britain still wanted to express a tough attitude, Morrison would actually be disappointed.

In the glass greenhouse on the rooftop terrace, Morrison and Lampson sat by a table. The greenhouse was warm and humid, and the starry sky could be seen through the open skylight. As long as their voices were not loud, there was no need to worry about outsiders hearing. Conversing in such an environment made Lampson feel very relaxed.

"Sir Morrison, have you seen the recent evaluation of Mr. Hart in *The Times*?"

Hearing the name of his old employer, Morrison smiled. From a columnist for *The Times* back then to a British political broker in China, then becoming a high-ranking official in the He Rui government, as well as becoming a British noble. Now Lampson addressing him as 'Sir' was reminding Morrison not to forget that he was a subject of the British Empire, a glorious noble of the British Empire.

"Mr. Lampson, I have read that article. I didn't expect *The Times* to mention me in the same breath as Lord Hart; it truly honors me."

Lampson had read that article carefully. *The Times* believed that Morrison's influence within the He Rui government was above Hart's, not just 'mentioning them in the same breath'. Of course, *The Times* also believed that Morrison's loyalty to the British Empire was inferior to Hart's. However, for European nobles, loyalty to the motherland was not their highest consideration. Being loyal to the family and loyal to the object of allegiance was the morality of nobles at this time.

In the Great War in Europe, among the opposing armies, there was no lack of cousins or even brothers fighting each other. This did not make these noble officers choose to betray the objects of their allegiance. The former Morrison did not have this qualification; the current Sir Morrison acted according to noble morality and would no longer be despised by the British upper class.

"Sir, peace can only be maintained by expressing sincerity," Lampson advised.

Morrison couldn't help nodding. He had seen the Manchu Qing government and the Beiyang government. Compared to the He Rui government, the Manchu Qing government and the Beiyang government were inferior to a heinous degree. Only such governments allowed Morrison to understand where the Chinese confidence of being the 'Celestial Empire' actually came from. Even though the He Rui government was so strong, the cultural aspect of the officials within the government was still insufficient.

Not providing room for gaming, but only preaching 'those who submit prosper, those who resist perish'—this was not a government, but an Imperial Court. Many officials in the He Rui government still viewed political power with the mindset of the Celestial Court. In the eyes of these officials, making compromises for peace was no different from selling out the country.

There was no lack of such officials in the Manchu Qing court. They only recognized violence, yet did not know where their power came from. In the diplomatic field, they focused on face and pursued arrogance that overrode the other party. Precisely because they viewed the world this way, when suffering setbacks, this bunch of people who were usually stern in voice and countenance would often bow and scrape to violence without any dignity.

However, Morrison did not agree with Lampson because of this. He asked: "Does the British government believe that China retreating back to the border line is an expression of sincerity?"

Lampson knew very well that Britain had already decided to establish peaceful diplomatic relations with China and accept China's diplomatic principles. For the British government, making such a decision was already very difficult. Establishing diplomatic relations with China according to China's diplomatic principles meant that Britain had to fully abandon interests obtained through war. Lampson himself had studied Chinese culture hard, and he had a strong feeling for a piece of ancient Chinese prose: 'Arriving at the First Emperor, he exerted the surplus valor of six generations, brandished his long whip to drive the universe, swallowed the Two Zhous and destroyed the feudal lords, stepped into the supreme position to rule the six directions, whipped the world with punishment, his might shaking the four seas.' This praise seemed tailor-made for the Victorian era.

From 1840 to 1926, the Baldwin government accepting China's diplomatic principles was tantamount to the interests obtained in China by the previous 20 British governments turning into flowing water in a single morning. If the Baldwin government had to accept such conditions, the previous border between China and Britain must be restored. This was Britain's negotiation bottom line at the beginning of the Sino-British peace talks.

Lampson knew very well that the current British government could no longer make such a demand. According to European tradition, negotiations are based on the areas actually controlled by both sides during the negotiations. After the Battle of Siliguri, Britain would likely lose more.

"Return Lower Burma to Britain. The status of the Assam region and Upper Burma will be decided by negotiation between China and Britain." Lampson stated the content Britain was striving for now.

Morrison did not answer, but just asked: "Is this Mr. Lampson's view?"

Lampson shook his head. He explained seriously, "The Foreign Office would like Sir Morrison to convey this condition to Chairman He Rui."



★


Sino-British Negotiation (4)

Volume 4 — Chapter 154

❧ ❧ ❧


"Britain hopes to recover Lower Burma and discuss the status of the Assam region and Upper Burma with us," He Rui informed the committee members at the Politburo meeting regarding the intelligence he had received.

Upon hearing this, the Politburo members all frowned. Fortunately, the representative of the Military Commission within the Politburo was He Rui himself, so there was no angry outburst demanding the rejection of the British request. Instead, Wu Youping, his brow unknitting, asked, "Does this news come from Minister Morrison?"

He Rui had no intention of backing down on the use of foreign employees, so he replied, "It does China no harm to leave certain channels open."

The commissioners wanted to say something, but ultimately remained silent. The primary criteria for appointing and removing foreign employees were their professional competence and adherence to government regulations, and Morrison was fully qualified in these respects. As for whether a minister should be part of the national core, that was not really an issue.

If one was not a Politburo member, one was not part of the core national leadership. Morrison was not a Civilization Party member, so the information he had access to was even more limited. The work of a minister itself contained few secrets that could not be divulged, and the Minister of Commerce had even fewer things that required strict confidentiality. The biggest reason Morrison had been able to sit securely in his position until now was that he understood his boundaries very well.

As for Morrison bringing a message on behalf of the British government, if the Chinese government were to be deceived, it would only be because the Chinese government itself lacked the ability to distinguish truth from falsehood. One could not simply blame the British for being too cunning. Thus, the committee members focused their attention on the conditions proposed by the British.

Zhao Tianlin asked, "Chairman, will Britain accept our occupation of Upper Burma and Assam?"

"We get the substance, Britain gets the face. I think it's acceptable," He Rui replied.

Wu Youping felt that the substance was most important, but given the current outbreak of nationalist sentiment domestically, he asked, "Chairman, I feel that domestic public opinion may not necessarily accept this."

"The working people will certainly accept it, because the working people need a stable and peaceful international environment and a stable domestic environment. Such an environment is conducive to the lives of the working people. As for the minority who play to the gallery, there is no need to pay them any mind. No matter what we do, they will find fault. They rely on this to gain a sense of existence. The petty bourgeoisie, who are prone to excitement, are deeply insecure inside. But the passion of the petty bourgeoisie is like a cock: it gets hard at the slightest stimulation, but goes limp at the first sign of frustration. As long as we maintain strategic determination, are not interfered with, and manage the domestic economy well, their emotions will have very little impact on society as a whole."

After speaking, He Rui looked at the comrades who revealed expressions of surprise at hearing that rather alternative comparison, and asked lightly, "Comrades, what other strata do you think will show fierce opposition to the British demands?"

The committee members thought for a moment, and someone asked, "What about the comrades in the armed forces?"

He Rui immediately replied, "The comrades traversing the line of death on the battlefield understand the preciousness of peace better than anyone."

Since He Rui believed that there was no force within China that would fiercely oppose peace, the Politburo members also agreed with He Rui's decision. However, this matter could not be communicated through Morrison; the Politburo sent a telegram to the diplomatic team negotiating in Hanoi. When Foreign Minister Yan Huiqing saw the Politburo's resolution, although he was somewhat surprised, he accepted it gladly.

Of course, if Yan Huiqing were to steadfastly refuse, he would be replaced as the head of the delegation. Foreign ministers of great powers often had to suffer such grievances; they were different from the foreign ministers of small or medium-sized countries.

Because small countries had limited interests, their foreign ministers could often rely on personal charisma and judgment to make surprising decisions at certain moments. Once a decision proved correct, they could leave a colorful mark on the history of their small nation.

Foreign ministers of medium-sized countries, because they had sufficient resources—although the interests of the medium-sized country itself were limited—could use national resources to build personal networks, becoming very important political figures within their nations.

The foreign ministers of great powers were all extremely excellent talents within their nations, with abundant resources and wide connections, but they had to execute the policies and strategies of the great power's central government. The interests of a great power were complex, and many interests could even be mutually opposing. When executing the central government's decisions, they had to try to balance various domestic interests. Moreover, since great powers were extremely sensitive to foreign influence, the foreign ministers of great powers could not become part of the core political leadership. Thus, only they themselves knew the state of mind of a great power's foreign minister.

Yan Huiqing did not think that much about it. He had long understood that the pinnacle of his life was to be Foreign Minister. The highlight of his life would be the completion of the Sino-British Joint Communiqué on the Establishment of Diplomatic Relations. After receiving the Politburo's resolution, Yan Huiqing actually felt relieved. Moreover, the content provided by the Politburo was actually quite good. Simply trying to sound out Britain's diplomatic bottom line would take a lot of time. Now that the Politburo had provided a bottom line for the negotiations, things became much simpler.

For the next few days, the negotiations continued. Prime Minister Baldwin received the report sent by the Foreign Secretary, and after browsing through it quickly, he pondered in silence. The report showed that after Lampson had informed He Rui of the British bottom line, the Chinese negotiation team naturally moved closer to this bottom line during the talks.

Previously, the Foreign Secretary had discussed the British negotiation bottom line with Baldwin. The Foreign Secretary had stated at the time that if Britain could not secure this bottom line, the Baldwin government would face fierce opposition, and the Conservative Party's election prospects would suffer a major setback.

Seeing Prime Minister Baldwin's contemplative appearance, the Foreign Secretary felt a certain inexplicable unease. Giving an inch and taking a mile was exactly like this. The reason the Foreign Secretary dared to use the Morrison channel was that he believed He Rui was a mature politician and diplomat. Even as an enemy... no, precisely because China was currently Britain's enemy, a mature politician and diplomat like China's leader He Rui was trustworthy.

If He Rui could make an accurate judgment and understand the difficulties of the British government, He Rui only needed to cooperate a little with the British government, and peace could descend sooner. So far, the Foreign Secretary's efforts had been effective; He Rui was indeed trustworthy. Now, as long as Prime Minister Baldwin gave it a push, the matter could be passed.

Thinking of this, the Foreign Secretary asked, "Prime Minister, can you sign it?"

Baldwin remained silent, and this silence made the unease in the Foreign Secretary's heart grow even stronger. The unease transformed into a clear thought that popped up: *Is Prime Minister Baldwin preparing to make more demands?*

Silence, silence, continued silence. The increasingly anxious Foreign Secretary finally heard Baldwin speak, "The threat of the Assam region to India is too great."

For a moment, the Foreign Secretary was thoroughly disappointed in Baldwin. If Baldwin had stated from the beginning that he would not give up the Assam region, then the Foreign Secretary would not have used the Morrison channel to pass information to He Rui. Prime Minister Baldwin was right; the Assam region posed a huge threat to India. Anyone with a bit of knowledge of military science who had seriously looked at a map would know this.

Not only did the British know it, but the Chinese knew it too. If they didn't know, how could the Republic's National Defense Force have stationed heavy troops in the Assam region?

Moreover, the Assam region was not only a threat to India; once China actually controlled the Assam region, the so-called McMahon Line would also become completely invalid. The Assam region bordered Nepal, and the South Tibet region was to the north of the Assam region. If China actually controlled the Assam region, it would firmly hold the road to South Tibet in its hands. In a sense, China might even give up Upper Burma, but it would not give up the Assam region.

Now He Rui had already shown goodwill by giving up Lower Burma, the outlet to the Indian Ocean. If Britain were to argue about the ownership of the Assam region again, it would be tantamount to completely destroying the fragile mutual trust that had now been achieved.

For a moment, the Foreign Secretary felt that perhaps he should consider resigning. Since he was destined to bear infamy anyway, why suffer continued betrayal?
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Yan Huiqing asked the head of the British delegation across the table, "According to the negotiation terms we received yesterday, the British side insists that the Assam region must remain under British control."

Since Yan Huiqing was so direct, the British representative did not hide anything, "That is correct."

Yan Huiqing’s face showed no expression, "Then Lower Burma belongs to China."

The head of the British delegation was stunned for a moment, but his expression quickly returned to calm, "Why have you changed your view?"

"Pick one of the two," Yan Huiqing replied crisply. Although he looked calm, Yan Huiqing was actually quite unhappy. According to the Chinese delegation's analysis, the British side's sudden change of heart was likely because they saw the sufficient sincerity offered by the Chinese delegation, and thus had other ideas.

The members of the Chinese delegation were very disdainful of this practice and couldn't help but fiercely criticize European culture. According to Chinese culture, a gentleman's promise is worth a thousand gold. Since the other party's basic requirements had already been accepted by China, the British side should not have gone back on their word. Not to mention that this requirement was initiated by the British, which was a matter of credibility.

Finally, it was Li Shiguang, the 'hardliner', whose words temporarily calmed everyone's displeasure, "The British have lost too much this time, so it's inevitable they will overthink things. Our goal is to reach a peace agreement; anger won't solve the problem at hand."

Everyone was in a fit of pique, but Li Shiguang's words brought them back to reality. Although the Chinese delegation felt that what China was taking back rightfully belonged to it, the reality was that China had given up these regions due to the incompetence of the Manchu Qing dynasty. Moreover, the Manchu Qing had signed treaties with the British. These treaties were not even imposed on the Manchu Qing by Britain through war, but were peacefully chosen and abandoned by the Manchu Qing themselves.

The depressed comrades cursed the long-defunct Manchu Qing dynasty again before sitting down to discuss. Once calm, the analysis of the problem became rational. Now that China was seizing benefits through war, China could undoubtedly be a bit more magnanimous.

If the British could go back on their word, China naturally could too. So the result of the discussion was that between Assam and Lower Burma, which were in China's hands, the British had to choose one.

Yan Huiqing looked at the expressions of the British delegation members across the table with almost an appreciative mood. It was obvious that these British guys really didn't expect the Chinese delegation to make such a request; their faces were full of surprise. Yan Huiqing would no longer sympathize with the British side's feelings; negotiations between Great Powers were entirely based on strength. China had already fully demonstrated its goodwill. How to control this goodwill so that it did not exceed the proper bounds was also part of diplomatic work.

Finally, the British side requested to end today's meeting, and Yan Huiqing agreed. Upon returning to the residence, he wrote a report on what happened today and sent it to the capital.

After reading the report, He Rui was not unhappy, but just felt that he might have been a bit too hasty, letting the British side feel his anxiety. After a little reflection, He Rui had to admit it. In terms of savings, Britain was indeed much thicker than China.

China had 480 million people, and everyone was treated as a human being. The daily consumption of war was the blood and sweat of the people. Ending the war one day earlier meant using the money for national construction one day earlier.

Britain controlled vast colonies, and the people in the colonies were not considered human in the eyes of the British. Even in the British mainland, the millions of lower-class people might not be considered human in the eyes of those in power. So the number of people Britain really needed to protect was not large. In terms of who was a person and whose interests needed to be protected, the British government was actually much more flexible and relaxed than China.

Since the British government was so relaxed, He Rui could only increase the intensity on the British government. Having made such a decision, He Rui couldn't help but yawn and picked up his pen to write the last document of the day. After writing, He Rui was really sleepy, and this matter also needed discussion, so He Rui didn't edit it, and got up to go to the small room next to the office to sleep.

Waking up the next day, He Rui ate breakfast while looking at what he had written yesterday. As the hot meal went down his stomach, his body warmed up, and his brain became sharp. This was the feeling after more glycogen entered the brain through the blood vessels, providing a large amount of energy for the brain. Overeating, or 'stuffing oneself', makes the body feel happy and gives the brain more energy. So He Rui in the original timeline was relatively 'plump'. Even though He Rui paid great attention to fitness, he couldn't consume those fats.

He Rui in this timeline had a good physique and appearance. Being attracted to beauty is a human instinct. From a political perspective, appearance itself is also a weapon. It's just that to maintain the good shape of this 'weapon', a lot of price was indeed paid.

After thinking it through, He Rui crossed out a lot of content on the paper. Finally, only two sentences remained. He copied these two sentences and handed them to the secretary, and He Rui waited for his efforts to bear fruit.

On November 11, 1926, the *National Daily* published a very short news item: 'The Chinese government is purchasing shipbuilding technology from the Soviet government and has begun discussions with the Soviet government on comprehensive cooperation in the shipbuilding field.'

The status of the *National Daily* was equivalent to the *Xinhua Daily* of He Rui's original timeline. Not only did the British government attach great importance to this, but the governments of all Great Powers paying attention to China also attached great importance to it. Intelligence analysts from various countries saw this short news item and immediately listed it as the headline of their reports.

On November 14, just as the Sino-British negotiations were deadlocked, the Soviet government also published a news item in *Pravda*. This news item corresponded exactly with the news in China's *National Daily*: 'In order to build a stronger Red Navy, the Soviet government is considering cooperation with the Chinese government in warship construction. The field of cooperation includes various military vessels including battleships.'

He Rui received the news immediately and praised Comrade Stalin's strategic vision very much. Understanding the subtle implication—that is how smart people operate. Applying pressure does not require the Chinese delegation to yell at the British delegation; applying pressure often only requires tapping the enemy's numbness point.

Sure enough, on November 15, the Polish ambassador to the UK went to the British Foreign Office to ask what exactly was happening in the Sino-British negotiations. From November 16 to 18, Bulgaria, Italy, Turkey, and Greece successively expressed their 'concern' to the British Foreign Office about the Sino-British negotiations.

The British Foreign Secretary knew exactly what had happened; it was just a little trick played jointly by China and the Soviet Union. This little trick was so effective that the British Foreign Secretary even felt a little bit of pleasure in his heart.

There were always some people in the British upper echelons who thought they understood diplomacy better than the Foreign Secretary, which made the British Foreign Secretary very unhappy. Of course, the British Foreign Secretary in 1926 did not know that in 2022 Britain would produce a female Foreign Secretary named Truss; if he knew, he would probably understand what the phrase "I can do it too" meant.

However, the British government in 1926 was an elite government, and the plan proposed by the Foreign Secretary was the result of the painstaking deduction of the elites in the Foreign Office. If it could win a trace of benefit for Britain, the British Foreign Office would definitely calculate that trace of benefit.

Now it was good; the He Rui government had begun to apply pressure. The British Foreign Secretary could be sure that there was basically no possibility of He Rui cooperating with the Soviet Union to build warships, but any Soviet shipbuilding plan would affect the balance of power in the Baltic Sea and the Black Sea. Even if the Soviet Union just released the wind, it would cause anxiety in the countries in the Baltic and Black Sea regions.

The strength of these countries was inferior to Britain, but it did not mean that these countries had no diplomatic talents. Everyone could easily figure out what was going on with the Sino-Soviet joint shipbuilding. If other countries didn't understand, He Rui would continue to release news to let these countries understand that it was the obstacles set by Britain in the peace talks that made China think the peace talks might not continue.

The British Foreign Secretary was not prepared to wipe the ass of the indecisive Prime Minister Baldwin at this time; let Prime Minister Baldwin worry about this matter for a while. If this stimulus could make Prime Minister Baldwin understand what a mature politician and diplomat was, Britain could break free from the current quagmire of war sooner.

Prime Minister Baldwin's reaction this time was faster than the Foreign Secretary expected. In the meeting convened by the Cabinet, Prime Minister Baldwin asked the Cabinet to choose one between Lower Burma and Assam. After a fierce discussion, the British Cabinet members finally reluctantly chose Lower Burma. After the British Cabinet had a resolution, the Sino-British negotiations proceeded smoothly again.

After a series of negotiations, the Chinese and British delegations finally reached a plan on December 16.

China and Britain would implement a comprehensive ceasefire at 24:00 on December 18.

Before January 31, 1927, China and Britain would establish diplomatic relations, issue a joint communiqué on the establishment of diplomatic relations between China and Britain, and three joint communiqués between China and Britain.

After the communiqué was released, the Chinese army would withdraw from Lower Burma and return Lower Burma to Britain.

The Assam region would act as a buffer zone between China and Britain and be jointly managed by China and Britain. The Assam region would be under Sino-British joint management, led by China, with Britain sending an observation group, to establish a local autonomous government. The diplomacy of the Assam region would be managed by Britain on its behalf.

China would establish the Governor-General's Office of Upper Burma. In the Upper Burma colony, apart from the police force, China would only retain an army of no more than 20,000 men. Before the number of Chinese troops stationed in the Upper Burma region was reduced to 20,000, Britain would send an observation group to the Upper Burma region to verify the number of Chinese troops stationed in the Upper Burma region.

Afterwards, China and Britain would draw on the Sino-Soviet Border Treaty to discuss the border demilitarized zone.

In this negotiation result, the Chinese government fully considered the face of the British government. The British Foreign Office also believed that this was the best peace agreement that could be obtained now. After the British Cabinet approved this agreement, the British Foreign Secretary summoned the Japanese ambassador to the UK and informed Britain's ally Japan of the peace agreement between Britain and China.

The expression of the Japanese ambassador to the UK was not surprised, but the Japanese ambassador to the UK still expressed strong protest. After politely listening to the entire content of the protest by the Japanese ambassador to the UK, the British Foreign Secretary said calmly, "If the Japanese government does not agree to this peace agreement, we, Britain, will sign a peace agreement with China alone."

For a moment, the British Foreign Secretary's office was so quiet that even a needle dropping on the ground could be heard. The blood color in the face of the Japanese ambassador to the UK gradually faded. The British capital had the title of 'Foggy City'; the Japanese ambassador to the UK had worked here for a few years, and his skin had also become fair. As the blood color faded, the Japanese ambassador's face became pale, just like his desperate state of mind at this time.
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"If the Japanese government does not accept peace talks, the British government will cast aside the Japanese government and sign a peace agreement with China unilaterally..."

In the office of the Japanese Prime Minister, the secretary to the Minister of Foreign Affairs read to this point, his voice trembling involuntarily. As his audience, the five cabinet ministers—the Prime Minister, the Minister of War, the Minister of the Navy, the Minister of Finance, and the Minister of Foreign Affairs—also saw a change in their expressions.

However, all five cabinet ministers were mentally prepared; the situation had not reached this point suddenly. Since the outbreak of the Sino-Japanese War, the British military had done its utmost to fight the Republic of China National Defense Force, engaging in hundreds of battles large and small. The purely white troops from the British homeland, Canada, and Australia had suffered over 100,000 deaths, more than 20,000 captured, and roughly 200,000 wounded. The losses of white troops alone approached 500,000. The losses of the native Indian troops from British India were approximately 300,000 to 400,000.

Excluding these losses, Britain still had over 400,000 white troops and over 400,000 Indian auxiliary troops on the battle lines. Adding the 100,000 expeditionary troops from Japan as an ally, the British side was confronting the Chinese army with a force of one million.

There was absolutely no need for Britain to pay such a colossal price for Burma, a colony with a population of only a few million. The reason the Sino-British War had expanded to its current extent was entirely because Britain was doing everything in its power to exclude China from the international community.

At this moment, the Foreign Minister's secretary finished reading the mandatory contents of the telegram sent back by the Japanese Ambassador to the UK and stopped to look at the Foreign Minister. Seeing the Minister's signal, the secretary bowed to the group and withdrew from the office.

The five ministers of the Japanese cabinet each had a copy of the Sino-British peace treaty at hand, but none of them looked at it; these details held little significance for the Japanese upper echelons. The most urgent problem for the Japanese cabinet was how to face the latest situation.

The five cabinet ministers in the office were a cabinet pushed forward by the Japanese dignitaries, and the cabinet meeting did not delay the dignitaries from holding their own meetings. In the Japanese military, Major Generals were roughly at the threshold of the dignitary class, while active-duty Lieutenant Generals were the dignitaries.

Lieutenant General Nagata Tetsuzan's gaze was deep as he listened to the views of several other Lieutenant Generals on the matter. Hearing someone actually accuse Britain of not being firm enough in a moment of agitation, Nagata felt a wave of annoyance in his heart.

Britain had already done its utmost. If China were still facing diplomatic isolation and remained unrecognized by the international community, Britain would continue to sustain the war even if it suffered heavy losses. However, the means by which He Rui achieved a diplomatic breakthrough were simply inconceivable. Although the establishment of the Asian International Court was guided by He Rui according to the circumstances, it succeeded in bypassing Britain's diplomatic blockade through a path that only a country like China—completely free of the stain of colonialism—could take.

He Rui had precisely grasped the contradictions between Britain and the European continent, using the Asian International Court, this international-level diplomatic stage, to achieve diplomatic communication with countries that had limited conflicts with China.

Without this communication channel, other countries would not be clear about China's current strength and would worry that rash action might trigger British suppression, so they would not actively establish diplomatic relations with China in the short term. With the channel of the Asian International Court, everything changed.

Thinking of this, even the sense of defeat in Nagata's heart ceased to exist, leaving only a deep sigh. In the early days of the Asian International Court's establishment, Nagata still could not figure out how He Rui intended to break through the diplomatic blockade constructed by Britain. With He Rui's strategic penetration and execution reaching such a level, Japan truly could not cope.

The several Lieutenant Generals were actually not muddled people; their anger was merely an emotion born of despair. After speaking a few sentences, they also felt it was meaningless. They looked at the silent Nagata, wanting to hear the views of this "Wall of the Empire." If even Nagata had no solution, the Army high command would not know where the future lay.

Nagata spoke, "Gentlemen, at present, there is no other way but to endure."

A single sentence caused the hearts of the Lieutenant Generals to sink. It was somewhat ironic to say, but in recent years, with the popularity of "He's Philosophy" in Japan, after Japanese Army officers privately studied and exchanged ideas on "He's Philosophy," they could all clearly understand that as long as the economy could be maintained, political stability could be achieved even without continued rapid development. Under such a situation, enduring and waiting for an opportunity was indeed a completely acceptable policy.

No matter how strong He Rui was, he was human, and humans always made mistakes. Even if He Rui did not make mistakes, people in He Rui's government would. As long as the time was long enough, an opportunity would eventually descend.

But Japan's current economic situation was deteriorating day by day. Japan's accumulation over the past few decades was being ruthlessly cannibalized by the status quo, and the situation faced after waking up each day was worse than yesterday.

Britain's choice to establish peaceful diplomatic relations with China undoubtedly made Japan's future even more difficult. Although He Rui would make mistakes, he would not make mistakes on major issues. The reason He Rui launched the Sino-British War was to integrate peacefully into the international society. Now, He Rui would absolutely not allow anyone within China to destroy the hard-won status quo.

Looking at Japan's geopolitical reality, for every day China's status quo was maintained, Japan's despair would also continue for a day. This was by no means a problem that could be solved by endurance. If they endured any longer, Japan's development over the past few decades would be eaten away completely.

Watching the changes in the expressions of those Lieutenant Generals, Nagata knew very well what these people were thinking, but he did not point it out. Because these Army dignitaries knew very well that if Japan wanted to embark on a new path, a price had to be paid, and this price was the entire Japanese dignitary class.

If the dignitary class were all like Professor Ping Fengsheng, there would be no need to worry about their safety. Professor Ping Fengsheng came from a wealthy family, but his money was earned through his own scholarship. Relying on his income from the past ten-plus years, Professor Ping bought over a thousand *mu* of land in his hometown, qualifying as a large rural landlord.

In the past ten years, Professor Ping had gathered the land to create a rural commune. This commune was no different from He Rui's land reform. As a landlord, Professor Ping Fengsheng did not collect rent himself but distributed two *mu* of land to every landless peasant in the village. It was not easy for peasants to eat their fill relying on just two *mu* of land, but they would not starve to death. During the slack farming season, the village set up some handicraft workshops and also built water conservancy projects and planted mulberry trees and bamboo forests, allowing the labor force to have some other income.

With a big shot like Professor Ping taking the lead, small landlords and small farmers with a bit of land all flocked to Professor Ping and joined his "commune." In the entire village, not only were land use rights very equal, but they also used the income from public land to establish a provident fund and built a primary school. If children could pass the entrance exam for junior high school, the commune would provide funding for their studies. In recent years, as Japanese industry shrank, those educated young children were forced to return to the countryside after losing their jobs, where they obtained land to farm. They did not suffer from hunger and cold due to unemployment, nor did they have to sell their sons and daughters to survive the difficulties.

Compared with other regions of Japan, Professor Ping Fengsheng's hometown had a bit of a Shangri-La feel to it. However, the path chosen by the Japanese dignitaries was the opposite of Professor Ping Fengsheng's. They used all the capital they controlled to desperately oppress the populace, levying exorbitant taxes. If a new era arrived, the angry populace would spare Professor Ping Fengsheng, but how would the angry populace treat this bunch of dignitaries?

Since the dignitaries were unwilling to be the price of the new era, Nagata Tetsuzan, as a member of the dignitaries, absolutely could not let the new era arrive. This was Nagata's obligation.

The other Lieutenant Generals also roused themselves from their depression at this time. They also knew that what Nagata said was correct, so they earnestly discussed how to "endure."

Nagata had planned for this long ago and had discussed it with the Army officers for a long time. With the situation having reached this point, Nagata actually lost the resistance he faced before. "The urgent task now lies in eliminating those troublemakers and buying time for Japan. The Outline of Japan's Restoration is not without merit; the biggest problem in this Outline is that the plan is initiated by the Diet rather than by the Emperor."

Hearing Nagata say this, the eyes of the Lieutenant Generals immediately became sharp. A word popped up in everyone's heart: "Imperial Rule."

The Emperor was regarded as a deity by the Japanese folk. Imperial Rule was a deity directly issuing instructions to humans. Although Japan's current political system also borrowed Western political terms such as "Diet," it actually originated from the shogunate system of that year. The shogunate sidelined the Emperor, making the Emperor the nominal ruler and the religious master of Shintoism. But this precisely guaranteed the iron-clad Emperor and the fluid shogunate and *daimyo*.

The Lieutenant Generals were all very clear that, regardless of whether the Emperor personally had the will to rule, Imperial Rule alone would undoubtedly be a thorough coup d'état. Imperial Rule would require a brand-new government system and government personnel, and the military was undoubtedly an extremely important human resource for the Emperor's government. And although the upper echelons of the military had myriad links with the privileged rentier class, and quite a few high-ranking Army and Navy officers were even born of the privileged class.

However, the dignitary class and the privileged rentier class were not equal. In many aspects, there were profound contradictions between the dignitary class and the privileged class. The Army Lieutenant Generals also did not care for the privileged rentier class. If the privileges of the privileged rentier class could be greatly weakened, thereby improving the Japanese economy, the Army Lieutenant Generals would not likely oppose someone doing so.

Then the key point came: who was qualified to do this!

Looking throughout Japan, the Emperor undoubtedly had such qualifications.

Nagata had long performed countless deductions for Japan's future and also had very many scenarios. However, with the changes in the external environment, the companions who were once in the same trench had turned into the opposing side, while the once hostile forces had instead turned into forces that could be united.

With the current situation, Nagata found that the "Control Faction" (Tōseiha) he had strived to promote could actually take shape. Although this was forced, maintaining a stable domestic system under a stable external environment could be considered a kind of luck.

"The future Japan must be One Party, One Nation, One Leader. Only in this way can we endure and tide over the difficulties," Nagata said.

Historically, Nagata did not know that his philosophy would be called Fascism by later generations. If he knew, he would definitely feel baffled and even a bit aggrieved. Japan, a dignified Imperial Kingdom of three thousand years, what relationship did it have with the Romans' Fascism? Japan's social system originated from Japan's long history, not from concepts introduced from foreign countries.

In Nagata's conception, the internal rebels in Japan had to be solved first. To create a strategic window for Japan's political reform, or rather, a coup d'état. The Diet could be retained, and even the so-called elected government could exist in form. However, Japan's political reform must be initiated by the Emperor and the people around the Emperor. The people around the Emperor were naturally those national pillars who truly loved Japan, with Nagata at the core.

The Outline of Japan's Restoration proposed by Professor Ping Fengsheng was not impossible to implement, but it had to be implemented in an orderly manner under the guidance of the Emperor's personal government.

In this period where one must sever an arm to survive, the privileges of the privileged rentier class naturally had to be reduced. The nation's distribution system also needed adjustment. But these changes and adjustments must be carried out under the orders of the Emperor's government, and the executors must first pledge loyalty to the new system. Anyone who wanted to seek their own interests from this change was a traitor to the country. In extraordinary times, no living space could be left for traitors.

The Army Lieutenant Generals were very familiar with this; this was the rhetoric of the "Imperial Way Faction" (Kōdōha). Just looking at the so-called "basic philosophy," there seemed to be no difference between the Imperial Way Faction and the Control Faction; both were "One Party, One Nation, One Leader."

But in reality, the Imperial Way Faction and the privileged rentier class were in the same gang, while the Control Faction stood with the Japanese industrial and commercial <i>zaibatsu</i>. If they wanted to make a move against the privileged rentier class, they had to exterminate the rural Imperial Way Faction like Tanaka Giichi. With things having come to this, the Lieutenant Generals knew they had no choice but to be forced to make a choice.
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The Winter Solstice was fast approaching, and snow had begun to drift down over Beijing, quickly coating the streets in silver. A car came to a steady halt in the parking lot opposite the newly opened "Beijing Old Hotpot" on Zhongyuan Road, a main avenue of the city. Sitting in a private room on the second floor, Xu Shichang and "Old Man" Wang saw Duan Qirui step out of the car and cross the street, strictly observing traffic rules.

Before long, the door curtain was lifted, and a gust of cold air rushed in with Duan Qirui as he entered. The two men inside rose to greet him. Duan Qirui took off his military greatcoat and hung it up.

Xu Shichang introduced him: "This is Brother Wang, the former Provincial Administration Commissioner of Yunnan and Guizhou. A *Jinshi* scholar from the 15th year of the Guangxu reign. His son, Wang Donglu, is now an intermediate engineer at the Aircraft Design Bureau. Promotion to senior engineer is just around the corner."

In the past, Duan Qirui had merely considered engineers to be a type of scholar. But after three years in the new government, he had come to understand the true value of engineers. Those sturdy ships, powerful cannons, aircraft, and tanks were all designed and produced by engineers. It was only with the fruits of their labor that the nation could be strong.

So Duan Qirui praised, "Brother Wang has truly raised a *Qilin*—a brilliant son. I am envious."

Old Man Wang had been observing Duan Qirui since he entered. The military greatcoat he had removed was of the Beiyang style. His uniform was also a Beiyang military uniform, only with all the insignias removed. For years, the old Beiyang men had said that Duan Qirui never forgot his roots. It seemed those words were true.

Hearing Duan Qirui praise his son, Old Man Wang was delighted. He smiled and said, "Speaker Duan is too kind. My unworthy son just had good luck and went to school in the Northeast. Otherwise, he wouldn't have found the door to learn aircraft manufacturing even if he wanted to."

Seeing that they had exchanged greetings, Xu Shichang guided Duan Qirui to sit near the radiator. This heating system had been installed by the hotpot restaurant owner himself, and it was burning quite warmly. Duan Qirui didn't stand on ceremony and sat down briskly. He took the cup of tea Old Man Wang poured for him, took a sip, and soon the warmth dispelled the chill, causing him to shiver slightly before feeling much more comfortable.

Xu Shichang had already ordered the hotpot to be served, and the three men began to chat as they sat together. There was no special purpose for this meal; Old Man Wang was traveling from Beijing to Guangxi to visit his son and had stopped by the city to visit his old friend Xu Shichang.

There were few old Beiyang men left in the central government. After the capital was moved, most of the old Beiyang brothers who weren't in the central administration were unwilling to leave their hometowns to go to Henan. Xu Shichang and Duan Qirui really didn't have many people to socialize with in Beijing. Old Man Wang was both an old friend from the Qing era and a former provincial official; eating together was a genuine opportunity to catch up.

Soon, the hotpot arrived. The three men chatted about Wang Donglu. Hearing that Wang Donglu had secretly run off to the Northeast during the May Fourth Movement, was subsequently expelled from the Tsinghua preparatory school for studying abroad, and then went to the Northeast again, Duan Qirui thought of his own role in the May Fourth Movement and smiled bitterly. "I didn't expect it to be a blessing in disguise. I was that 'disaster'."

Old Man Wang naturally couldn't let him say that, so he replied, "Elder Duan's intentions were also good. Besides, who in the world doesn't know that it was Elder Duan who sent the current Leader to the Northeast? Elder Duan's contribution in recommending talent for the country cannot be buried."

At this moment, several plates of lamb rolls were brought up. The old fellows immediately started eating, critiquing the differences between the new and old styles of Beijing lamb. Amidst the lively conversation, the awkward topic from a moment ago was avoided.

After the first round of eating, the three men ladled soup from the pot into small porcelain bowls, sprinkled in emerald-green chopped scallions and cilantro, closed the vent on the copper hotpot, and asked the waiter to add water. Once the waiter left and the water in the pot ceased boiling, Xu Shichang drank his soup comfortably before speaking. "Brother Duan, Brother Wang has some insightful evaluations of the Leader's three years in power, which is why I specifically invited you here."

Hearing that it was an evaluation of current events, Duan Qirui felt a bit annoyed. As the Speaker of the National Assembly, what he heard all day were the opinions of parliament members. The Civilization Party members were alright; their words had substance. But the regional assemblymen from the Beiyang era just spouted nonsense. However, since the host was Xu Shichang, Duan Qirui smiled and said, "I am willing to hear Brother Wang's high opinion."

Old Man Wang had finished his soup. He sighed comfortably and offered cigarettes to Xu Shichang and Duan Qirui. Xu Shichang accepted, but Duan Qirui declined. Wang knew Duan didn't smoke; the offer was just courtesy. After lighting cigarettes for Xu and himself, Wang spoke slowly.

"Three years ago, the Leader defeated Japan and swept through the world. He was only thirty-four when he took power—an age of aggressive ambition. I admired him greatly, but I worried that given his age and the ages of the ministers in his government, they might be eager for quick success. Three years have passed, and the path the Leader has taken is one of recuperation and rehabilitation. Although there was a war with Britain, it did not disrupt the country's order. Today, China and Britain are about to sign a peace agreement. The foreign enemy is gone, and the domestic situation is settled. It is time to make great strides. This year, the Leader is only thirty-seven, yet his governance is so mature. It is truly a fortune for our China."

Hearing this, Xu Shichang nodded slightly, while Duan Qirui felt a sense of enlightenment. Compared to those parliament members from the Qing and Beiyang eras, Old Man Wang, though now a commoner, possessed true insight.

The phrase "three years of recuperation" alone gave Duan Qirui much to think about. At least over the past year or so, many local assemblymen had proposed various motions under the pretext that "the country should have a new atmosphere." Although these proposals were rejected, the intent of those people to stir up trouble was all too obvious.

Based on his own experience in governing the country, Duan Qirui knew their motives. At the time, he just felt those people were too impatient, revealing their true colors after only a year of behaving themselves. Now, hearing Wang's evaluation from a national perspective, he truly felt as if the clouds had parted to reveal the sun.

Just as he was about to say a few words, Xu Shichang praised, "The Leader's gaze is like a torch; he sees domestic and foreign affairs with absolute clarity. Even sixty or seventy-year-old veterans may not compare."

Duan Qirui nodded, feeling he had a rough prediction of He Rui's future administrative direction. He then asked, "Brother Wang, you served as the Yunnan-Guizhou Commissioner. In your high opinion, the Leader is about to make great strides, but where do you think he will start?"

"I was just a petty official under the Administration Commissioner, never the Commissioner myself. Speaker Duan, please don't mock me," Wang said humbly.

"I wish to hear your high opinion," Duan Qirui urged.

Old Man Wang took another drag of his cigarette before speaking slowly. "I have some old friends in Yunnan, Guizhou, and Guangxi. Hearing them speak, the local tyrants and bandits have been swept clean, leaving the region peaceful."

Hearing this, Duan Qirui also recalled his old friends in the southwest and the news from the councilors there. In Guangxi, "local tyrants" and "bandits" meant much the same thing. The National Defense Force showed no mercy in suppressing them. Conversely, the bandits who had been forced into the mountains by official oppression received relatively lenient treatment because they came from the common people.

After this cleanup, local security had improved comprehensively. The passes and roads once controlled by various strongmen had become thoroughfares. The people's lives would indeed be much better. But...

Old Man Wang didn't know Duan Qirui's thoughts and continued based on his own experience as an official in the southwest. "Not just the southwest—right now, every province in the land should be about the same. In the past decades, the three most difficult things for China were: first, the obstruction of goods transport; second, the harsh exploitation of the people, so they couldn't make money no matter how hard they worked; and third, too many people and too little land, making industry difficult. After this Sino-British war, combined with three years of rest, all three issues can be addressed. Upper Burma has a population of only three million but an area of 500,000 square kilometers. The people of Yunnan, Guizhou, Guangxi, and even Hunan can migrate there. I hear that the land is suitable for rubber, palm oil, sugarcane, sisal, and other crops. Now that the roads are open, that produce can be transported back into the country. This alone can benefit millions of people. It is truly a wonderful thing."

This evaluation stunned Duan Qirui. First, he hadn't thought of this. Second, he hadn't expected Old Man Wang, a former official, to have such insight. After a moment of surprise, Duan Qirui praised, "For your son to have his achievements today, it is indeed due to a family tradition of learning."

Old Man Wang waved his hand. "Speaker Duan praises me too much. These matters were discussed clearly when Zhang Zhidong was the Grand Councilor. But the country lacked a heroic master, so even knowing it, nothing could be done. How can the talent of the current Leader be compared to those raised by women in the palace? Now, our China has no external threats and is stable internally. In ten years or so, our China will regain its status as the Celestial Empire."

Hearing the emotion in Wang's voice, Duan Qirui felt a mix of sighing and bitterness in his heart. Naturally, he was happy for China's prosperity. But seeing this prosperity while only being able to watch from the sidelines... a natural discomfort rose in his chest.

Seeing Duan Qirui's expression, Xu Shichang said, "The water is boiling. Let's eat meat."

The three men began eating again, once more smoothing over the awkwardness. Soon, they were satisfied with the meal. Xu Shichang drank a bowl of soup sprinkled only with scallions before speaking. "I have always held a grudge regarding the Jiawu War (First Sino-Japanese War). Now that there is peace between Britain and China, I wonder if Brother Wang thinks the Leader will use force against Japan?"

Old Man Wang pondered for a while, then shook his head. "Brother Xu, the current situation is indeed an opportunity to take back Korea and Taiwan. But rashly using force would likely meet with obstacles. Moreover, the Leader's actions are so brilliant that they have reached a level I cannot guess. I presume the Leader already has a method to deal with Japan. As for what method, forgive my incompetence, I really cannot guess."

Speaking of He Rui's methods, Duan Qirui thought of the Asian International Court. Even now, Duan Qirui hadn't fully understood how this tool, which should have been meant to humiliate Britain, had become a bridge for easing relations between China and countries around the world, including Britain.

At the Asian International Court, judges from European countries tried the cases of the ANZAC corps. Guilty members were sentenced to death or other penalties. Outside the courtroom, the legal circles of various countries exchanged ideas amicably, as if they were all good friends. Not only did they seem to respect each other greatly, but they also jointly expressed opposition and criticism toward various forms of "discrimination."

This situation would have been unthinkable three years ago. Back then, even when Duan Qirui was the Premier of the Republic, foreigners still pressed him with harsh demands. Duan Qirui, filled with grievance, had wanted to gather troops and slaughter all the foreigners in Beijing and other places too many times, but he could only think about it.

He Rui had actually carried out a bloody purge of foreign evildoers in China, yet he received high praise. The difference was truly like heaven and earth.

But at the mention of Jiawu, Duan Qirui indeed held a grudge, so he sighed, "I only hope to see the day of Japan's defeat and ruin soon."

***

While China's capital was covered in white snow, Chittagong on the Bay of Bengal in British India remained in summer. A full ceasefire was in effect between China and Britain, and news that the war was about to end had spread throughout the Allied forces. As the Deputy Commander of the Allied Forces, Ishiwara Kanji chose to return to the troops in Chittagong.

Although they hadn't yet received orders to return home, the Japanese troops knew the war was ending, and they would soon embark on the journey back. The various units of the Japanese Expeditionary Army had begun preparations for repatriation even without explicit orders.

At this time, although the 15th Army had been purged by Okamura Yasuji and the "radical leading" officers sent back to Japan, the entire 15th Army was clear about the current situation. So as soon as Ishiwara returned to the unit, a great many people came to see him.

Seeing the anxiety about the future on those faces, Ishiwara simply said to everyone, "Gentlemen, you need not worry. For three thousand years, Japan has weathered countless storms and still stands as solid as a rock. When I was at Allied Command, the British always liked to say that the British Empire fears no challenge. If the British have such courage even in defeat, how can my Great Japanese Empire fear challenges!"

Hearing Ishiwara say this, although many officers had confidence in him, they truly couldn't see Japan's future.

Seeing that the officers remained fearful, Ishiwara spoke loudly: "Gentlemen, what are you afraid of? Are you afraid that Japan has no future, or are you afraid that you dare not challenge the future? I, Ishiwara Kanji, firmly believe that Japan has a bright future!"

Okamura Yasuji, listening from outside the circle to Ishiwara's loud appeal, felt even more uneasy. Over the past year, Okamura had confirmed that Ishiwara was very influential in the army. Japan's domestic situation was currently like a powder keg; once Ishiwara returned, he would inevitably stir up trouble. But Okamura had no solution. He could only pray that if trouble occurred, it would remain within a controllable range.
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On January 4, 1927, the last batch of the Japanese Expeditionary Force boarded transport ships to begin their return home. The farewell ceremony hosted by the British was solemn, yet extremely concise. The entire headquarters staff of the British forces in India and a guard of honor were present at the docks. However, no British troops were lined up to see them off.

Salutes were fired in sufficient numbers. As the ships set in motion, the British headquarters personnel saluted Okamura Yasuji from the dock. Watching the few figures of British military personnel gradually shrink in his field of vision, Okamura sighed. He knew the war was over, and it had ended in the failure of the Anglo-Japanese coalition.

Standing by the ship's rail for a long time, Okamura felt heavy-hearted. Yet, from the cabins behind him, he heard the joyful humming of Japanese officers and men singing hometown folk songs, chatting about their vacations upon returning. The thought of reuniting with his family stirred a sense of homesickness in Okamura's heart. But the thought of the declining situation he would face upon his return made it impossible for him to truly feel happy.

According to news from home, Japan's tax revenue was severely insufficient. The Diet had passed a proposal to cut military spending by a large margin with a high number of votes. In the passed proposal, the cut amounted to 150 million yen. And Japan's total military budget was only 600 million.

It was said that in the initial proposal, the House of Representatives demanded a 50% cut in military spending, that is, 300 million yen. It was only thanks to the MPs in the House of Representatives with close ties to the military, regardless of party affiliation, voting against it together that the proposal to cut half was blocked.

But a one-quarter cut in military spending was not an amount the Japanese army could accept either; this meant at least one-quarter of the officers and men would need to retire.

Unable to find a solution no matter how much he thought, Okamura returned to his cabin in depression and lay down on his bunk. His anxiety was not resolved; Okamura could not see the end of Japan's economic recession at all. The economy would only get worse. If the House of Peers passed the House of Representatives' proposal this year, would the House of Representatives propose the same thing next year?

Thinking of this, Okamura turned over and sat up from his bunk. He saw a stack of newspapers on the table nearby, presumably bought from the dock by his orderly following his orders. Okamura casually picked up the top one and began to read.

Originally intending to distract himself by reading the paper, he didn't expect that after a moment, he would truly get absorbed in it. The headline news on the paper read: "The Chinese Government announces that, in view of the barbaric nature of the US Government, and based on the 'Proposal Regarding the Enforcement of Provisions Concerning Americans' jointly proposed by Chen Jiongming, a Member of Parliament from Guangdong, and other Guangdong MPs, the following laws are enacted:

All Americans in China must wear visible markers proving their identity, and when coming into contact with Chinese people, must first declare their identity as Americans.

Americans must regularly undergo physical examinations, including for infectious diseases, at their own expense in China to ensure that they do not become spreaders of epidemics and germs.

Americans are prohibited from engaging in a series of stipulated jobs in China.

China does not accept applications from Americans to join Chinese nationality.

..."

The newspaper bought in British India's Chittagong was naturally a British one. The British commentator noted with some schadenfreude that China had begun to counterattack against the American 'Chinese Exclusion Act'.

Okamura frowned after reading this news, but quickly forced his brow to relax. He lay back on the bunk, considering what exactly had happened.

The MP who proposed this was named Chen Jiongming. Okamura remembered that Chen Jiongming was the Warlord of Guangdong. Before He Rui marched south, he had arrested all personnel from various foreign concessions who fled south through Hunan and Jiangxi, and handed these people over to the He Rui government. Of these captured people, those who had committed crimes were all sentenced after being tried by the courts of the He Rui government.

At that time, He Rui struck extremely hard. Some could actually have been spared the death penalty. However, those engaged in police and security duties within the concessions were considered to be involved in organized crime, adding to their guilt. Therefore, the death rate for this category of people was as high as 97%.

This proposal was put forward by Chen Jiongming, so it must certainly be He Rui's intention. Currently, the Republic's Parliament has a four-year term, and in the current session, Civilization Party members only make up about one-third. But this proposal passed with a high number of votes; many things are self-evident.

But why would He Rui do this? Okamura wanted to analyze something from this proposal which was entirely targeted at the United States.

Previously, Okamura had noted that during the formation of the Asian International Tribunal, the Chinese government had already begun to stand on the moral high ground and criticize the US government very severely. It seems He Rui had long been prepared.

With a line of thought, Okamura sat up again and continued to browse the newspaper. Sure enough, there was a news item on the second page. At a press conference held by Chinese Foreign Minister Yan Huiqing regarding the establishment of diplomatic relations between China and Britain, a reporter from *The Times* asked a question: "China has a long coastline; has the Chinese government begun to formulate its own naval plan?"

Generally speaking, a foreign minister would answer this question with "Please ask the Navy about this issue," or more simply, "I do not know about this."

But Yan Huiqing answered this question directly: "The Chinese government has no plans to develop a navy at this stage. Recent military vessels are developed in the direction of coastal patrol vessels."

"What about the long term?" the *Times* reporter pressed. Just reading the report, Okamura could imagine how excited the *Times* reporter must have been at the scene when he realized he had caught such big news.

Yan Huiqing replied, "In the long term, China will of course consider building a navy better able to protect itself. Our Chinese naval shipbuilding capability is weak, and precious funds must be used to develop the domestic economy. Developing a navy is not China's highest priority, nor is it an important direction for China's development in the long run."

The *Times* reporter continued to press, "Minister, given China's current status, will you consider joining the Washington Naval Treaty?"

"The shipbuilding tonnage stipulated by the Washington Naval Treaty completely exceeds China's shipbuilding capacity. Therefore, China has no intention of joining."

Okamura fell into deep thought again. After thinking for a long time, he figured out a result. China is making a gesture of goodwill to Britain.

Thinking of He Rui's flexible diplomatic posture, Okamura could only let out a sigh.

At 2:00 PM, amidst the sound of an alarm clock, Yan Huiqing woke up on the small cot in his office. While trying to open his eyes, he struggled to sit up. Rubbing his eyes, Yan Huiqing put on his trousers and stood up, only to find that he had to tighten his belt by another notch to fasten it. The trousers that fit reasonably well a month ago were already somewhat loose. Looking down, he could not only see his toes but his entire instep clearly.

It seems I have to get a new suit made again, Foreign Minister Yan Huiqing sighed in his heart. Although the current clothes could still be worn, the Ministry of Foreign Affairs had higher requirements for dress and appearance than other departments.

But Yan Huiqing was very unhappy in his heart. He had been scolded; scolded by domestic newspapers.
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Before coming to China, the British Foreign Secretary had seriously studied his opponent, Yan Huiqing.

In September of the 23rd year of Guangxu (1897), Yan Huiqing entered the University of Virginia to study literature. During his university years, he demonstrated strong adaptability. In addition to completing the required courses in German, Latin, Mathematics, Economics, History, English Literature, Physics, and Geology according to school regulations, he also selected two courses he liked: History of Philosophy and International Law & Constitution.

According to reports by British diplomatic personnel, when chatting with Yan Huiqing in Saigon, Yan recalled his selection of elective courses back then lightly: "The number of required courses for the undergraduate degree was not large, and I had plenty of time, so I took two extra courses: History of Philosophy and International Law & Constitution." He also added that the latter was very helpful for his later diplomatic career.

In his spare time, Yan Huiqing also visited scenic spots in New York, Washington, and Virginia, sometimes visiting friends at the Chinese Legation in the US, and met embassy officials such as Wu Tingfang and Zhou Ziqi.

The British Foreign Secretary admired a "scholar-lord" figure like Yan Huiqing. Compared with the young diplomatic officials in He Rui's government, Yan Huiqing was calm and magnanimous, without strong nationalist sentiments. Britain never lacked nationalist sentiments, and the British Foreign Secretary understood such people well. They would stubbornly believe that any foreigner went to China with evil purposes and started their evil plans upon arrival.

This prejudice stemmed from a lack of knowledge. If the British Foreign Secretary were not forced to, he would not deal with such people. There was nothing to discuss with such muddle-headed fools.

After meeting Yan Huiqing, the British Foreign Secretary first asked, "Minister, is the speed of the Chinese withdrawal too fast?"

Yan Huiqing smiled, "Since 1922, our army has not stopped fighting for five years. Peace has finally arrived, and everyone naturally hopes to return to their hometowns and return to their loved ones to enjoy peace."

The British Foreign Secretary could not oppose such an explanation; Yan Huiqing was telling the truth. He Rui's Northeast Government declared war on Japan in October 1922. The mobilization and preparation work before the war took a year. Even if preparations began on January 1, 1922, it has indeed been exactly five years by today, January 4, 1927.

However, according to the previous agreement between China and Britain, the withdrawal of Chinese troops from Upper Burma required the participation of a British observer group. According to the report of the British observer group, the Chinese army retreated into the mainland like a tide, and the situation of full defense that Britain expected did not appear.

This actually disrupted Britain's plan. In the British plan, the British withdrawal would be carried out according to China's actions. It was estimated that most of the troops would not be withdrawn until the end of 1927.

The British Cabinet had even prepared the withdrawal budget. Now that the Chinese army withdrew so quickly, the British Cabinet was under pressure instead. If they withdrew according to the plan, it felt wrong somewhere. If they did not withdraw quickly, they would be criticized. British soldiers also wanted to go home early, and the Parliament would attack the Baldwin Cabinet for wasting public funds.

After thinking for a while, the British Foreign Secretary asked, "A group of prisoners of war have signed employment agreements with China. We would very much like to know if these agreements will continue to constrain the personal freedom of British subjects."

"After the war ends, the personal freedom clauses in the employment agreements will become invalid, and they are all free. The status of some British personnel who wish to remain in China requires an agreement on immigration and expatriates signed between China and Britain," Yan Huiqing said this but did not continue. China has not signed any agreements regarding personnel exchanges with Britain, France, or the United States at this stage. From China's perspective, or at least from the perspective of He Rui's government, this is not beneficial to China.

China needs a large number of high-quality personnel to come to China to work. Various universities and research institutes lack world-class academic leaders. If top talents from all over the world come to China, it will inevitably greatly promote China's economic development.

Precisely because it is beneficial to China, Yan Huiqing can only handle it according to political rules. If any expectation is shown, the impact will not be good. If following the rules, whether the governments of Britain, France, and the United States are willing to carry out such personnel exchanges depends on how the governments of these three countries view it.

After all, China has too large a population, more than twice the population of the United States, Britain, and France combined. These three countries are afraid of a tide of Chinese immigrants to their countries. France is the country with the best diplomatic relations with China at this stage, so the French diplomatic team publicly expressed concerns in this regard to Yan Huiqing.

But diplomacy emphasizes reciprocity. China must never make any concessions on reciprocity and must insist on complete reciprocity in immigration between the two sides.

The British Foreign Secretary also had a headache at this time. The prisoners of war hired by China were all high-quality personnel in the British army. These people had good backgrounds, and many even had titles. China's prisoner policy was greatly appreciated by this group of people. More importantly, these noble lords found business opportunities in China. China has a great demand for technology and also has many commodities that Britain needs. For example, the Earl of Glamorgan wanted to become the British agent for the new special tuberculosis drug 'Streptomycin' produced in China.

Several other noble lords had almost secured the sales agency rights for Penicillin in Britain. France, as a second-hand dealer in Europe before, made a lot of money by selling Penicillin. The British noble lords felt that it was finally their turn to earn this channel fee.

Noble lords are decent people. Naturally, they are unwilling to travel between China and Britain with some undignified identities, so the British House of Lords is very concerned about the personnel exchange agreement between China and Britain. This triggered a backlash from the House of Commons. Members of the House of Commons believed that it was not enough for the noble lords to lie in the House of Lords and receive high annuities; they stretched their hands too long for their own interests. Instead, they set up obstacles to the agreement on personnel exchanges between China and Britain.

The British Foreign Secretary finally felt that he still had to work hard. After all, the noble lords of the House of Lords hinted privately that if the Foreign Secretary could get things done, they would give him a seat in the House of Lords. After thinking for a moment, the Foreign Secretary suggested, "Can we sign a China-UK business personnel visa agreement first?"

Yan Huiqing naturally would not object. He discussed with the British Foreign Secretary for ten minutes and finalized the general framework for business personnel visas and study visas. Once these two settled the framework, the following work would naturally be handed over to the diplomatic teams of both sides for specific implementation.

After his seat in the House of Lords was confirmed, the Foreign Secretary was in a good mood and asked a relatively relaxed topic, "Minister, does your country's religious management violate the right to religious freedom granted to your people in your country's constitution?"

Yan Huiqing did not answer immediately. He also felt He Rui's nationalism in this matter. He Rui was ruthless towards those who served foreign concessions during the Unification War, followed only by foreign missionaries in China.

It cannot be said that all foreign missionaries in China were beasts; at least one or two out of ten were not. However, He Rui's methods were extremely cruel. As long as someone died in a missionary case, all religious personnel in the churches where the missionaries involved in the case had been were all hanged for murder.

There were also the so-called benevolent halls. After investigation, religious personnel in the churches abused children and even tortured children they didn't like to death. Therefore, all religious personnel related to these foreign religious institutions, as well as religious personnel who had sent children to these workhouses, were all hanged for murder and abuse.

Yan Huiqing knew that among these hanged missionaries, there were indeed a few whose crimes did not deserve death. But Yan Huiqing would not plead for these few foreign missionaries whose crimes did not deserve death, because He Rui and many people in the Civilization Party indeed believed that missionaries deserved to die.

Not only towards foreign missionaries, but the Civilization Party also had no tolerance for domestic religions in China. A clear definition was given in the interpretation of the Constitution of the Republic: all religions are 'commercial organizations'.

Personal belief in religion is the religious freedom of citizens. Money transactions within religious organizations are commercial activities. Engaging in commercial activities naturally makes it a commercial organization.

Yan Huiqing would not oppose these things even more. He even felt suddenly enlightened about the essence of religion after reading these. If it were just a group of monks and Taoists chanting scriptures in temples and discussing emptiness, it would naturally not matter. Religious belief should of course be free.

Once these religious figures control a large amount of money, they will have an impact on society and politics. The movements to exterminate Buddhism in past Chinese dynasties all arose from this.

Just like the Songshan Shaolin Temple bully gang that was wiped out a few years ago. If the great monks were just chanting scriptures, there would certainly not be such a result. However, Shaolin Temple was the largest landlord in Songshan. Local commoners rented land and had to offer their wives and daughters to the great monks. The great monks publicly told the tenants, 'Those with good wives farm good land, those with bad wives farm rotten land, and those without wives have no land to farm.'

Therefore, during the public trial, more than 100,000 local Songshan masses went to watch, filling the mountains near the public trial site.

When hundreds of bald thieves were publicly shot, the masses beat drums and gongs and cheered in unison. News reports wrote, 'The cheers of the masses were like mountains roaring and seas howling. Every time a bully monk was shot, the entire Songshan trembled slightly in the shouts of the local Songshan masses...'

So Yan Huiqing pondered for a while and suddenly smiled: "I heard that someone in your country suggested the separation of church and state? Is there such a thing?"

The British Foreign Secretary was stunned and had to answer, "There are indeed such madmen."

Yan Huiqing continued to ask, "If the King and God, one must be separated from the Church of England, I personally feel that the British King must remain in the State Church. What do you think?"

The British Foreign Secretary originally just wanted to ask about the missionary issue casually to see if the Chinese government was anti-missionary or anti-religion. Hearing Yan Huiqing answer like this, he knew in his heart, so he smiled and said, "The British Royal Family and the Church of England are one."

Seeing the British Foreign Secretary being so frank, Yan Huiqing also felt that the British Foreign Office, which fully maintained British national interests, could indeed be dealt with for a long time, so he picked up his teacup and echoed, "The British Royal Family and the Church of England are one."

The British Foreign Secretary and the Chinese Foreign Minister looked at each other and smiled, and both took a sip of tea.

The so-called State Church, no matter what school of theory is used, the core is the same. That is, the royal family of the country is the service object of the State Church. In a State Church where politics and religion are more closely combined, the royal family is God's spokesperson in the world.

In Britain, if the Royal Family and God can only choose one of the two, then the State Church must choose the Royal Family. As for God, it is that additional option.

Yan Huiqing understood this, and the British Foreign Secretary also understood this. He was also sure that He Rui wanted to protect China's interests, not the interests of religion. With this clear boundary, many things are easy to handle.

Putting down the teacup, the British Foreign Secretary said, "Minister, I will be leaving China in a few days."

"I will go to see you off," Yan Huiqing replied.

The Foreign Secretary said what he had not said all along, "Please convey the attitude of the British government to Chairman He on my behalf. We look forward to Chairman He visiting Britain at a suitable time."

"I will definitely convey the invitation of the British government to Chairman He." Yan Huiqing also felt very happy. It seemed that the trend of Sino-British relations improving was faster than he thought.
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Setting aside the fact that Britain had effectively lost the war on the global stage, the British Foreign Secretary had achieved rich diplomatic results before leaving China. This was especially true of the Sino-British Joint Declaration.

The Sino-British Joint Declaration outlined the views of China and Britain on Western Pacific security and referenced the *Sino-British-French-Dutch West Pacific Agreement*. In this agreement, all four nations—China, Britain, France, and the Netherlands—agreed that stability in Southeast Asia was of paramount importance and served as the cornerstone of stability in the Pacific region. Therefore, the four powers opposed any changes to the British, French, and Dutch colonies in Southeast Asia.

This agreement was critically important for France and the Netherlands, and it served as a dividend for France's role in coordinating the peace talks. As long as both China and Britain guaranteed the security of French Indochina, France's position in Southeast Asia would be as steady as Mount Tai.

Of course, France had hoped to sign a permanent agreement, but this was met with joint opposition from China and Britain. According to British diplomatic philosophy, any permanent agreement was mere waste paper. In this ever-changing world, the only thing more absurd than the word "permanent" was a "permanent agreement."

The Chinese side's reason for objection was much clearer: "Renewing the treaty every ten years is a rational approach. Ten years from now, through the renewal process, we can once again deepen the friendly relations between our nations."

In the understanding of the French diplomatic team, contradictions between nations would inevitably accumulate over a decade. A decennial renewal would provide a venue to coordinate and resolve these contradictions, allowing everyone to take the opportunity to discuss and address various issues.

In the past, a major reason for the frequent outbreak of wars in Europe was the lack of mechanisms for coordination and communication. As a result, conflicts would erupt suddenly, and various populists would seize the opportunity to incite public opinion, throwing the political situation into chaos. Thus, France ultimately agreed.

As for the Dutch government, their colonies were effectively being managed by the British on their behalf. Seeing that the British government had agreed to the *Sino-British-French-Dutch West Pacific Agreement*, the Netherlands naturally followed Britain's Southeast Asia policy.

With the announcement of the *Sino-British-French-Dutch West Pacific Agreement*, the parties most left with a sour taste in their mouths were undoubtedly Japan and the United States. The United States held the Philippines in Southeast Asia, having seized it from the Spanish. By all logic, an agreement regarding Southeast Asia by China, Britain, France, and the Netherlands should not have excluded the Philippines.

When the U.S. Secretary of State saw this news, he immediately analyzed it. The State Department's diplomatic branch concluded that this must be a trick played by the British.

In fact, this was exactly the case. Britain certainly did not want the United States to penetrate further into Southeast Asia, so it was imperative to block the U.S. from the Western Pacific. The reason this agreement excluded the United States was to divert misfortune elsewhere. If China and the United States were to fight over the Philippines, Britain would be overjoyed.

Of course, the British Foreign Office did not believe He Rui would be so impulsive and childish. As a seasoned meddler with hundreds of years of history, Britain's grasp of provocation had become instinctual; they would never let slip even the slightest opportunity.

The U.S. State Department guessed Britain's intentions and, while gritting their teeth in hatred, had to admit the shrewdness of the British. The war with China had only just ended, yet Britain was already beginning to reconstruct the Asian order. This reaction speed and flexibility compelled a grudging respect from the United States.

The Japanese side also figured out Britain's line of thinking, deepening the despair of Japan's upper echelons. Britain truly treated them as outsiders now. Japan's unwritten national policy over the past few decades had always been to acquire economic benefits through military victory. Now, Japan could not defeat the United States, could not defeat China, and fighting the Soviet Union would yield no benefits. With the signing of the *Sino-British-French-Dutch West Pacific Agreement*, the conflicts in Southeast Asia were temporarily resolved, and Japan, situated in the Pacific, was sealed in tight. They had lost even the desperate option of attacking Southeast Asia.

Although the British government, out of this renewed Anglo-Japanese friendship, signed a £150 million loan agreement with Japan—providing £150 million in interest-free loans over five years, to be repaid over twenty years—British money was not so easily taken. Since they accepted the British loan, the Japanese government had to sign a partial market opening agreement with Britain. While Britain's Southeast Asian colonies would partially open to Japan, the Japanese market also had to open somewhat to Britain. It amounted to Britain extending Japan's life, but also fastening a chain around Japan's neck to ensure it wouldn't immediately defect to China. Britain's status as world hegemon was not unearned; defeat had not plunged Britain into chaos but instead spurred it to action even faster.

Therefore, at the joint press conference held by the British Foreign Secretary and the Chinese Minister of Foreign Affairs, Japanese reporters tried desperately to get a chance to ask questions. However, both the Chinese and British sides refused to call on them. Instead, Yan Huiqing gave an opportunity to an American reporter.

The American reporter stood up immediately and spoke rapidly, his words firing like a machine gun. "Minister Yan, I am a reporter for the *New York Times*. The *Sino-British-French-Dutch West Pacific Agreement* focuses heavily on maritime security guarantees. The Chinese government has previously stated clearly that it will not invest resources in a navy. In that case, what kind of security guarantees will the Chinese government provide for this agreement?"

The American reporter's question had been prepared long in advance. Since China had no navy to maintain security in Southeast Asia, the only guarantee the Chinese government could offer was a promise that its army would not attack Britain or France. If Yan Huiqing made such a statement, it would be tantamount to expressing that China had the full capability to militarily threaten Britain and France. This point alone would be enough for the newspapers to generate all sorts of propaganda. Even if it had no practical effect, it could be used to sow discord in the relations between China and the Anglo-French powers.

If Yan Huiqing answered evasively, the *New York Times* reporter was prepared to actively voice this speculation and openly provoke discord.

Given such a stage, the *New York Times* reporter was extremely excited, waiting with bated breath for Yan Huiqing's answer.

Yan Huiqing was a graduate of the University of Virginia, so he answered in English with an American accent. "Britain is one of the fundamental forces for world stability. We believe that in Southeast Asia, the entire Western Pacific, and indeed the Pacific region, Britain should assume its due status."

*Fuck!* The *New York Times* reporter was thoroughly displeased by Yan Huiqing's answer. He hadn't expected Yan Huiqing to flatter Britain so openly. If it were any other country, the reporter might have considered such a possibility. But peace between China and Britain had just been established. Shouldn't China be loudly proclaiming its own power at this time? Was it appropriate to so quickly elevate Britain to the international status it had been struggling to prove it deserved?

But the *New York Times* reporter was a veteran of the media world. Despite his immense surprise, he asked with lightning speed, "Then does China believe Britain has the capability to shoulder such responsibility?"

Yan Huiqing rejoiced inwardly. The Foreign Ministry team's prediction regarding the *New York Times* had been accurate; they had anticipated this question. Yan Huiqing made his expression even more serious and said in a solemn tone, "To facilitate peace, Britain made huge concessions when the Washington Naval Treaty was signed. The Chinese government believes that in a more appropriate allocation of naval tonnage, the United States should reduce its tonnage by one-third, and this one-third share should be given to Britain. Only then will Britain have sufficient strength to realize its responsibility in maintaining world order and peace."

There was silence at the press conference, save for the scratching sound of pens rapidly taking notes. The *New York Times* reporter was truly stunned. Although he had made many preparations and possessed quick wit, he couldn't think of what to do next.

But the *New York Times* reporter forced his brain to continue thinking, and soon, a thought popped up. Although he couldn't be sure if the question was appropriate, time waited for no one. The reporter asked, "Then what is China willing to substantively provide for Britain's status?"

"We believe that the Western Pacific region should provide naval ports for Britain. China is willing to convene a meeting with France, the Netherlands, Japan, and the United States to negotiate the provision of ports. Hawaii in the United States, Tokyo and Kure in Japan, French ports, and China's Hong Kong could all provide berths for the British Navy. This concerns the peace of the Pacific, and we believe it is necessary to convene such a meeting."
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